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conceptions of the world and life inherent today
in Islam.

An interest may be inferred from the foregoing
notes in going more deeply into a study of these
techniques of water collection which appear in
the Islamic world, in order to compare them with
each other, to establish their origins and
connections, and analyse their results.

A particularly worthwhile aspect could be
consideration of the legal provisions regulating
water distribution through a study of as yet
- unpublished manuscripts which can exist in
Oman or in Spain.
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The Origins of the Aflaj

of Oman’

J. C. Wilkinson

The traditional water supply of all the main
settlements in Oman is ground-water. Surface
flows from shallow resurgences in wadi gravels
{ghayl) or from springs in the limestone massifs is
often used to supplement the irrigation system
and in the past was even brought from the
mountains to some of the coastal settlements by
means of wide, cemented canals. In some of the
small villages in the upper reaches of the wadis
surface flows or minor seepages from the
volcanics (hayl) can form the only supply of
water but in all the main settlements ground-
water inevitably provides the basis of the
irrigation system.

Hydrological conditions divide Oman into
two major irrigation provinces, the mountainous
intertor with its semi-fossilized piedmont
outwash fans and the Batina coast. In the latter
the water has to be lifted, traditionally by means
of animal drawn hoist wells, generally known as
zigar (= zifar; sing. zijra, also known as jazira in
northern dialects and, by synecdoche from the
pulley cog at the top of the well, as manjitr). In the
interior, on the other hand, wells are a com-
plementary, although sometimes important,
source of water supply, and there the irrigation
system is almost exclusively based on the gandt, a
tunnelled horizontal well, characteristically up to
ten kilometres long and drawing water from
aquifers around twenty metres, although they
may go up to three times deeper on occasion.
With the exception of localized areas of karstified
limestone their source of water is almost
exclusively drainage in the semi-fossilized wadi
system. Flow in this is very variable with high
transmission rates being associated with pipes in
the conglomerates in the upper reaches, and

buried channels which act like 2 gravel-packed
field drain for the concentrated drainage
downstream, where the main aflaj have their
oti~take. In these transmission rates may rise to
nearly 1000 m?/day, some four times that of the
surrounding conglomerate zone whose lower
flow is tapped by wells. The fact that these old
drainage lines are buried under 10-t5 m of more
recent fluvial detritus is indicative of the hydro-
logical skills of the falaj builders in recognizing
the hidden morphology of the wadi systems. It
also indicates the need for specialized main-
tenance in the upper sections of the afldj where
velocities of 0.75 m/sec. may lead to collapse of
the tunnel and where the buried drainage lines
can shift both laterally and wvertically, (Letts,
1979).

Upkeep of the underground section of the falaf
therefore has two components, that of the lower
tunnel where flow can be affected by tree roots,
silting and collapse caused by floods, and that of
the headwater section. The former is an almost
continuous job and until recent times within the
capacity of the village community: the latter re-
quires specialist skills and may be very expensive.

The object of this paper, however, is not to
develop these aspects of the physical and social
structure of falaj organization but to try and
reconstruct the history of ganat building in
Oman.

GENERAL IMPLICATIONS FOR AN EARLY [RANIAN ORIGIN
Two features of the social and physical structure

are, nevertheless, highly relevant to our theme
and provide important background information
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on which to build our thesis of a pre-Islamic
Iranian origin.

The first concerns the requirements for the
construction and maintenance of gandt which at
first sight may appear to fall within the capacity
of a village community. In the Marrakesh hawz
for example, Pascon (1975) estimates 300 digging
days per litre~second (1/s) for constructing small
ganat producing less than 101/s, rising to 1000 days
per I/s on the larger gandt producing 20 1/s. Since
1 1/s is sufficient to support a household. an
investment of 500 labour days (say three years of
free time when not engaged in essential agricul-
tural work already) is theoretically within the
capacity of a family group, so that digging a small
new gandt might conceivably be carried out by a
village community. Doubtless this is the case in
shallow falajs in the upper reaches of the wadis or
even in small cut-and-cover ones built at the
other end of the wadi fan, and certainly I have
come across local communities capable of
resuscitating minor gandt with little outside aid.
But the main aflaj of the big villages in Oman are
much more serious undertakings while the
labour calculations cited above tell only part of
the story. The other partis that the work is highly
skilled and dangerous and for the main tunnel
section can only be carried out by small teams
working in relay.. A full ganat therefore takes
many years to build and is the work of a very
specialized métier. At the same time such invest-
ment in marginal land is only feasible when the
costs of the work 1s low and physical and
economic security high. So although building
gandt does not require the high mobilization of
labour necessary for the development of a major
canal irrigation system with a high ratio of dead
to live channel (as on a major river system) or,
indeed, for the maintenance of a major diversion
dam with silting-up problems like Marib, it does
require strong government capable of securing
the essential pre-conditions for investment and a
wealthy élite prepared to provide the capital.
Polybius description (x, 28) of how early qandt
were built long before the period he was writing
about (end of third century Bc) accords perfectly
with these postulated conditions: ‘they granted
the enjoyment of the profits of the lands to the
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inhabitants of some of the waterless districts for
five generations on the condition of their bring-
ing fresh water in'. Wittfogelian despotism
harnessing a subject population (harratin, beghar)
can produce ganat {viz the Sahara), but it is not
conducive to the development of a professional
corps like the mugannis (Goblot, 1979) and it is
certainly not a pre-condition for such investment
in the land. Security, on the other hand, is, and
the sort of work involved in developing a full
gandt network can only come from government
sponsored organization or from an urban society
which has the economic incentive to do so. But
strong government does not necessarily argue
major imperial power and it is here that a number
of authors, including formerly the present
writer, have fallen into the error of assuming that
if there was a major extension of gandt building in
Persia it could not pre-date the Achaemanid
period. In fact this is fallacious a priori argument
and the physical evidence, including that from
Oman as we shall see below, indicates important
initial development in the pre-Achaemanid
period. In the same way the early development of
major canal irrigation systems on rivers which
have generally tended to be associated with the
sorts of development in imperial power that
occurred in the Iron Age (Sherratt, 1980) is prov-
ing false, for the evidence from Bactriana
indicates construction as far back as the third
millenium (Gardin & Lyonnet, 1978/9). Never-
theless one must not exaggerate in the other
direction for the kinds of administrative struc-
tures evolved by a Darius I or a Kisra Anashiravin
obviously played a major role in the extension of
agricultural settlement. Again, some qandt, like
the extraordinary ones at Gonabad which drew
water from nearly 300 m, must have been con-
ceived more in the nature of a display rather than
an economic venture. It is as much a mistake to

think that power is shown off only in palaces as it -

is to measure investment on the land only in
terms of economic return,

The maintenance of ganat is quite a different
matter. Here the village community can cope
very largely both with the short term and long
term upkeep required. True, periodic extension
in the upper reaches of the gandt requires the

outside skills of the water diviner (basir) and the
expertise in working the head water areas which
the ‘Awimir possess (Birks & Letts, 1976}, but
this can be financed by the community whilst the
security may be adequately provided by conven-
tions limiting the use of afldj in warfare to cutting
the water supply to a community and, in extremis,
cutting down palms (¢f. discussion of these
principles in Siat al-Barara written ¢, 510/1116 by
the author of the Musannaf, Ahmad b. ‘Abdullah
al-Kindi; also J. C. Wilkinson 1977: 98). On the
other hand we should recognize that weak central
government is not conducive to the proper
upkeep of qanat for there are occasions, notably
after a major disaster, when the local community
is incapable of harnessing the resources necessary
to restore damage. The kinds of falaj organization
that exist in Oman are also unlikely, without out-
side help, to carry out the long term maintenance
required except where they have the particularly
strong institutional structure which does exist on
some of the largest afldj or unless power is
concentrated in the hands of a particular family,
what Spooner (1974) in his study ot a small ganat
settlement in eastern Iran calls the ‘dynastic
family’. There, as in Oman, the danger comes
when there is a major disaster for this cannot be
made good without the intervention of some
central authority capable of providing the funds
without considering the cost in terms of short, or
even medium term, economic return, which the
landlord normally does. The enormous decrease
in the cultivated area in Oman during Nabahina
times {roughly end of the twelfth to early seven-
teenth century) was probably due more to their
failure to help local communities in periods of
disaster as it was to any malicious damage caused
by wars and local fighting.

In the short term therefore, it can be seen that
village-cum-tribal organization is adequate for
maintenance of a ganat irrigation system; in the
long term more centralized power is necessary.
The latter has only occurred extensively in
interior Oman until recent times during the First
Imamate of the ninth century, short periods of
the Second Imamate in the eleventh and twelfth
centuries, perhaps the odd moment in Nabahina
times, the main period of the Ya‘ariba Imamate
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and possibly at the beginning of Al Bii Sa‘id rule,
as also of the restored Imamate in the twentieth
century.

'The second preliminary point to note is that
Oman has specialized in ground-water tech-
nology although there is considerable potential
for exploiting surface flows. By contrast the
western side of the Arabian peninsula, from
roughly Hadramut round to al-Sham (Greater
Syria), has been a zone where the early forms of

irrigation are based on surface flows, what is

known as ‘run-off farming’ of wvarious types.
True, ganat do exist there, and some of them may
even go back to the Lihyanite period, more-or-
less contemporary with that of the Achaemanids
(Nasif, 1980): those in the Layla-Kharj area may
be Hellenistic (Zarins, Ibrahim, Potts & Edens,
1979). In the Sasanid period there was probably
fairly extensive development either under direct
or indirect Persian influence for this was a period
when there was a major interaction between the
western and eastern worlds. Wells were also
used, whilst tunnelling to gain access to under-
ground reservoirs or to open up springs has a
long history in this zone (e.g. Yadin, 1975). Butit
was not an area of major innovation and diffusion
of ground water technology. By contrast it was
in surface flows.

The history of spreading and yield improve-
ment of natural surface flows is, of course, very
ancient. Indeed, if we follow the argument of
Sherratt (1980) small scale water spreading
technology was likely to have been the earliest
form of irrigation development whilst in more
marginal environments ephemeral flows would
have been captured by minor diversionary
devices and boulder walls behind which silt can
be trapped and water stored in the soil. Such
techniques had a wide early diffusion ranging
from Baluchistan, where ‘gabarbands’ have been
in use since at least the third millenium (Raikes,
1964/5), to the Tunisian Sahel where ‘masqats’ first
secem to have appeared in the mid-second
millenium (Tixeront, 1959). Of particular interest
for Oman is the fact that evidence from the Tepe
Yahya area, which was closely related to early
developments in Oman (see below), utilized such
seasonal floods (salaiba, sayl} as far back as the late
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fifth millenium (Prickett, 1979): itis clear from the
very siting of third millenium sites in Oman, and
now quite specifically from discoveries in
Maysar, where a bund has been found, that the
pre-qanat civilizations in Oman used such
techniques along with wells (Weisgerber, 1980a:
96-7). In this connection it 1s also worth noting
that between 9000 and 6000 sp the Intertropical
Convergence Zone (ITCZ) lay 10° north of its
modern position and that tropical monsoon rain-
fall would have, in some degree, occurred more
extensively in western Arabia as well as Oman
and southern Persia (for details sece Roberts, in
press). The tail end of this more humid phase
(extending perhaps to 4000 Bp; Zarins ef al., 1979)
with perhaps a bi-modal distribution of rainfall
would almost certainly have aftected the early
civilizations of Oman and made run-off a more
reliable source of water accumulation than at
present.

Such ‘run-off’ techniques however, were rela-
tively simple. In the specialist ‘flood generating
zone’ they were developed from the second
milleniumn onwards (Parr, Harding & Dayton,
1968/9) to cover a large variety of environments,
Without going to the extremes of Pirenne (1977)
with her Wittfogelian empires of dew collecting
monuments, one cannot but be struck by the
development of diversionary dams into as
spectacular monuments as Marib, by the surface
treatment of micro-catchments capable of
permitting permanent settlements in areas of
rainfall as low as 80 mm p.a. (Evenari, Shanan &
Tadmor, 1971), and by the enormous develop-
ment of terracing which, in the Yemen, may go
back to the earliest centuries of the Christian era
(van Beek, 1967). Such techniques also led to the
development of historical complexes with a long
evolutionary history such as Jawa (Roberts, 1977},
the tanks of Aden (Norris & Penhey, 1955) and the
dams of the Hijaz (Kay, 1978). It was with the
manipulation of surface water too that the Arabs
themselves were most familiar and in their early
days were certainly responsible for developing
springs and dams in their home area (EI-Al, 1959;
Makki, 1979), and restoring run-off systems
largely abandoned as a result of decline in the
third century ap (Sauvaget, 1967; Sperber, 1972).
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'This specialized western technology could also
have been applied in the Iranian domain and
would have certainly been appropriate in the
Oman environment. Vestiges of old technology
at a fairly simple level did survive alongside the
ground water specialization (e.g. in Baluchistan
until the present, (Scholz, 1978); in Kharg island in
the Sasanid period (Ghirshman, 1960), whilst
terracing has been used on the edge of the Jabal
al-Akhdar plateau in Oman to exploit the springs
there), but the main pre-Islamic Persian develop-
ments concentrated either on the development of
canals and welr systems on major rivers
(Mesopotamia, Bactriana), or ground water
exploited through gravity flow by the tunnelled
ganat, or by lift through various rotary devices or
the zijra type well {Laessoe, 1953).

So on technological grounds Oman seems to
fall into the province of the Old Iranian expertise
{(handasa, cf. Mazahari, 1973): that it also falls into
its zone of primary or early diffusion is probable
by reason of its geographical proximity and by
the close association of the two areas in pre-
Islamic times.

INDICATIONS OF A TECHNOLOGICAL ‘DINSCONFORMITY’
BETWEEN THE PAST AND PRESENT IN OMAN

The last indirect evidence pointing to a a pre-
Islamic Iranian origin for the gandt of Oman is
that whilst the technique is well suited to its
hydrological environment, there are a number of
anomalies between the traditional use of water
and the kind of expertise and social organization
one might expect from an indigenous society that
had created such an irrigation system. The chief
of these are as follows.

(1) The tenure system of small tribal mulk
holders (free-holders) in central Oman, is
paradoxical: such a form of landownership
represents almost the opposite extreme to the
type of land organization one would expect
from a society that had constructed ganat.
Similarly the traditional political administra-
tion in interior Oman is not suited to such an
irrigation system. There the Ibadi idea of state
is little more than a religious transformation of

tribal organization (J. C. Wilkinson, 1976a),

‘and is opposed to centralised administration

and to the concentration of power in the hands
of the few: since this encourages neither
bureaucratic administration of the country’s
wealth, nor capitalist tenure, major invest-
ment in Oman’s economic infrastructure
would hardly be expected in normal circum-
stances.

(2) The present population of Oman has no
real knowledge of the techniques of ganat
building. The ‘Awamir are the falaj experts,
but their expertise is confined to working the
upper sections of existing afldj. Although they
may have built the occasional small ganat they
have little knowledge of the surveying
methods and  specialized constructional
techniques possessed by the mugannis of Persia
(¢f. also Birks & Letts, 1976).

(3) The local population is completely
ignorant of ths history of qandt: they are she
mubhim, something unknown, ‘and Allah,
from God. The answer to the query about who
built them is ecither the Furis (Persians) or
more usually Sulayman b. Dawid (Da’ad),
Solomon son of David. This, at first sight, is
not very helpful, for in many parts of the Arab
world any great work of antiquity s attributed
to the supernatural powers of this legendary
King Solomon, one of the four great world
rulers and a true believer, according to the
Islamic traditions.

(4) Omanis do not even distinguish
between their various types of irrigation
system. For them a gandt, like any source of
running water, is a falaj (hence the inter-

changeability with the term anhar in legal

texts) and, parallel with basic Islamic law, is
treated as a natural flow (¢f. rules concerning
kaza’im). The preoccupation is with fair dis-
tribution of this God-given source of water.
Indeed, in Semitic languages the root flf and its
cognate plg is essentially concerned with the
sense of dividing/sharing and only secondarily
as meaning a water course: the connotation of
the latter, therefore, is that it is a distributory
system for sharing out water to those who
have established an interest in it. Fair dealings
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take priority over upkeep whilst similar

attitudes are to be observed in the principles

which  control traditional government
administration of the land where the human
interest takes priority over the economic.

(¢f. ]. C. Wilkinson, 1977, chapter vii).

In other words, thereis clearly a disconformity
between the socio-political system of land
exploitation during the phase of construction and .
that of the traditional use of Oman’s irrigation
systems. The possibility that the present popula-
tion acquired them from some other society
therefore suggests itself. This possibility
becomes a near certainty if one studies in detail
both the terminology and arrangement of exist-
ing land and work organization where it will be
found that, for example, vestiges of the earlier
systems still tend to remain as the basis for
primary water rotation rights (¢f. the very word
ad which survives on some afla) or the work
organization of the bayadir (singular bidar), even
though in Ibadi Oman the original system of a
landless agricultural labour class has long since
disappeared, as too notions ofits social inferiority
(J. C. Wilkinson, 1974). Space, however, does not
permit discussion of such detail and here one can
only concentrate on the main features which push
us back into the jahili period for finding the
origins of the Omani falaj system.

EVIDENCE FROM THE ISLAMIC PERIOD

Specific evidence apart, there are a number of
reasons why one is forced back to pre-Islamic
times in order to discover when the gandt system
of Oman was built. In the first place a study of the
places mentioned in the early sources shows that
the names of virtually all the main settlements
(many of which are probably arabizations of
older names) have featured by the timme of the civil
war at the end of the ninth century, and that
many occur in connection with even earlier
events. Since a large number of these places can
only exist by reason of the gandt, this of itself
suggests that the irrigation network must have
been more or less established at least by early
Islamic times. Tn addition, there are hints that at
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that time the trrigated area was far more exten-
sive than it is now (air photographs certainly
confirm that a major decrease in the area culti-
vated by ganat irrigation has occurred at some
time or other). One reads, for example, that
during the Imamate of Ghassain b. ‘Abdullah
(192/808-207/823) Nizwi ‘was so fertile . . . its
water so plentiful that it was said the old Falaj
Dawt extended as far as Daris land’ (al-Salimn,
Tuhfa i: 125). In contrast, history and local tradi-
tion speak only of destruction of settlement in the
centuries following.

Then there is the fact that the historical sources
provide no evidence of a major period of ganat
construction within Islamic times (except for the
Ya‘ariba period — see below), even though they
have plenty to say about the destruction of aflaj.
This evidence should not be considered as simply
negative, for a closer examination of the sources
will confirm that the occasions when large-scale
land developments could have occurred during
the last thirteen hundred years are extremely
limited, and that such investment as did in fact
take place largely consisted in restoring the
ravages of the past rather than in building anew.

There is a distinct pattern in the history of
Oman such that the Islamic period may be
divided into two major and a number of minor
‘Imamate cycles’. Briefly this works as follows.
At the height of the cycle the people are united
under a strong Imam, the Omanis profit from
control of their coast, and the benefits of overseas
trade feed into the country’s economic system.
Some of this wealth is invested in the land, butin
such a way that capitalist land-tenure develops
whilst simultancously Imamate government
declines into dynastic rule. So the ideological
basis of the Ibadi Imamate weakens and competi-
tion for control of power and wealth grows: and
as it does so, tribal factionalism revives (it may
even lead to full-scale civil war in a major
Imamate cycle, as at the end of the First and
Ya‘ariba Imamates in the ninth and eighteenth
centuries, thereby undoing much of the con-
structive work of the previous period) and the
central authority of the [mmam finally collapses to
be replaced by the rule of local pseudo-Imams or
mulik who are incapable of holding the state
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together. Thus divided the Omanis lose control
of their maritime trade, the economy of their
villages declines, and outsiders begin to take
possession of their land. Not until they have
sufficiently ‘quaffed the draught of terror, and
suffered from the general destruction which
encompasses religion, property and life’ does the
Tbadi ideclogy dormant in the central core of the
country slowly reawaken and inspire the tribes-
men once again to give their support to an Imam
capable of re-establishing strong government.

So it can be seen that only at the height of the
Imamate cycle do conditions favourable to major
land development exist, while at other times
destruction rather than construction tends to be
the order of the day. There are therefore only two
periods in Islamic history that need seriously be
considered as possible epochs for really extensive
gandt building.

THE FIRST IMAMATE AND ITS AFTERMATH

The first is the ‘Golden Age’ of the First Imamate
(ninth century). Here the striking feature is that
although there is evidence that this was a period
when the Arabs developed a major new land
organization and falgj rulings first began to
feature in the records, there is no mention at allin
the fairly detailed historical and figh material
of any gandt construction. On the contrary,
virtually all the rulings from the very detailed
legal records we have of this period (¢f. J. C.
Wilkinson, 1976b; 1978b) are concerned with
problems about repairs and upkeep, whilst the
social problems tend to deal with contractual
relationships between owners and tenants. Thave
only come across the odd reference to forming
new partnerships and in each case these referred
to the redevelopment of ramm, that is previously

exploited land that has been abandoned, and

never to construction of a new falaj. In addition,
specific evidence from certain early rulings
support the vestigial evidence (such as the names
of ecarly shareholders in the irrigation systems
that have survived in the names of rotation
periods on falaj dawrans) to show that in the First
Imamate many of the actual occupants of the land

were still either ‘Persians’ of a client status or
majis dhimmis (protected people of the old Iranian
religion). This in turn reinforces the argument
that the Arabs had somehow gained possession of
the land from an original Iranian dominated
society and had still not fully assimilated them. in
other words the traditional land organization of
Oman was in the making but still not completed
at this stage.

On the other hand, this does not mean that no
gandt building occurrred, for there may well have
been some mugannis left in Oman at this time,
while clearly some important restoration work
did take place to make good the neglect of the
preceding Julanda period (J. C. Wilkinson, 1975).
But the only positive evidence concerning a
major extension of the cultivated area comes
from the Suhir area, a rather special case because
even though this port did prosper during the First
Imamate (J. C. Wilkinson, 1979), its major
development occurred during the period of
foreign (largely Persianized) domination which
followed the collapse of the Imamate.

The extraordinary flourishing of Suhar in the
tenth century, which was coupled to a huge
expansion of copper production in the mountains
behind (Weisgerber, 1980b), incited a major
development of water supply and agriculture
there. Williamson (1973) estimates the intensively
cultivated area around Suhar as covering 61 km?,
that 1s some four times the present area which is
confined to the littoral strip. This extension was
achieved by means of extending the well system
which had to be sunk to an increasing depth the
further inland the cultivation extended: at its
limit the zigar wells seem to have been tapping
the water table at 16 m (T. J. Wilkinson, 1975).
Further supply came from a long open channel
drawing water from ghay! storage in the gravels
upstream of a constriction in the Waidi al-Jizzi
some 35 km from the coast incorporating both an
inverted siphon and a series of four water mills
(T. J. Wilkinson, 1976 ; 1977). This is definitely
datable to the period of Suhar’s great prospersity
and Mr Tony Wilkinson (1980) is of the opinion
that a similar open falaj running from the ghayl
(surface and sub-surface flows in the superficial
gravels) at al-Khawd in the Wadi Suma’il to the
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Sib area and incorporating six mills also dates to
this period. However, we should note that this
falaj runs to the ancient site of Dama which was a
major fortified centre from Sasanid times until
Oman’s Dark Ages (although it was badly
damaged in a flood in the middle of the ninth
century), whilst a similar open falaj runs to the
coast in the plain to the east of Ra’s al-Khayma, a
site about which there is much legendary history
concerning pre-Islamic tmes (cf. J. C.
Wilkinson, 1964 for details): I know nothing of
the history of the fourth major open channel
which runs to the Na‘man area of Barka,
reputedly rising near ‘Tfi in the Wadi Bani
Ma'awil, except that it too has very old associa-
tions and as with the other channels was
definitely not the original work of the Ya‘ariba
(evidence in T J. Wilkinson, 1980), although they
may have attempted to restore them. So whilst it
is quite possible that these open channels do all
belong to the same period of expansion on the
coast of Oman associated with Suhir’s great
period of prosperity from the end of the ninth to
the middle of the eleventh centuries they are,
nevertheless, associated with more ancient sites:
it is not to be excluded that they may in part be
Sasanid for the techniques of building such
channels along with the associated inverted
siphons and water mills were in use by them
(Adams, 1962; Neely, 1974).

However that may be, the gain in the culti-
vated area was rapidly lost in the ensuing period
and in the Middle Ages one can trace the
abandonment of settlement all along the coast
from the principal centres around the Musandam
peninsula, Julfar, Diba, Liwa, and down the
Batina coast from Suhar to Dama. Although
there were minor periods of recovery this land
was legally sterilized and it was not until Ya‘ariba
times that it was really redeveloped. Small
additions to the cultivated area in south-east
Oman, which became the main area involved in
maritime trade from the thirteenth century
onwards, by no means made up for these losses.
Nor did these periods of coastal prosperity affect
mterior Oman which was more or less isolated
from the coast after the collapse of the First
Imamate and underwent incalculable loss to her
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irrigation system in the civil war which ended the
First Imamate in the last decade of the ninth
century. This saw a massive destruction of aflaj,
notably in the Jawf, that is the area of central
Oman on the inner side of the Jabal al-Akhdar.
In Izki the famous Falaj Malki complex was
reputedly reduced from 120 branches to two
(al-Salimi, Tuhfai: 262) while further out into the
plain there was a major abandonment of settle-
ment. Subsequent political disturbances and
illegal seizure of land led to even more irrigation
being abandoned, notably in the Bahla area,
around Salat (near Bisya), at Jumah (Jabrin area},
Ajrad and Sayfam: subsequent legal rulings
declared this land mal hashriya so that, as on the
Bagina coast, it became untouchable (¢f. chapter
21 of the Kitab Khuzanat al-‘Ubbdd of Ahmad b.
Maddad of the mid-sixteenth century for details).

THE YA‘ARIBA

The second potential ganat-building period that
must be considered is at the height of the Ya‘anba
Imamate, notably under the rulership of Sultan b.
Sayf1and his sons Bal‘arab and Sayf between 1649
and 1711. Here the evidence needs examining
rather more closely, for itis certain from both the
written record and the spoken tradition that con-
siderable land-development did occur at this
time. Amongst the works that we know were
carried out was an extensive redevelopment of
the Batina, the rebuilding of numerous aflaj, and
the reconstruction of Ibra(?), Birkatal-Mawz, and
al-Hamra.” Agricultural efficiency was raised by
helping the villages reorganize the distributional
and maintenance system of the afldj and by the
introduction of new crops (and apiculture), as a
result of increasing Omani contact overseas in the
Indian Ocean towards India, East Africa and also
Yemen, which seems to have been an important
source of ecologically suitable crops.” The
Ya‘ariba themselves invested heavily in the land
and from Sultan b. Sayf's time had deliberately
pursued a policy of participating with local
groups in their reconstruction work, thereby
obtaining not only tribal influence but important
holdings in a number of the main centres in the
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interior. But this policy reached extremes under
Sayfb. Sultin who turned much of his home area
around Rustiaq and its local port of Barka into a
personal fief; so rich did his land holdings become
that it was said that he owned a third of the water
rights in Oman. It was this blurring of the dis-
tinction between personal and state property and
the increasingly capitalist forms of land exploita-
tion of his rule which gave rise to Sayf’s title of
Qayd al-Ard and symbolised the ultimate decline
of Imamate into dynastic power amongst the
Ya‘driba, a shift which was to lead inevitably to
civil war. But of itself it was a period of
enormous prosperity for the land and at last the
old legal sterilizations declaring the abandoned
land of the previous centuries mal hashriya were
lifted through a more flexible approach to inter-
pretation of the basic underlying principles (cf.
J. C. Wilkinson, 1977; Appendix). It was not only
the Ya‘ariba who re-developed it but merchants
and leading personalities of the state, people like
Himyar b. Munir al-Nabhani who rebuilt the
Qasawat falaj at Izki. Similarly the general
prosperity of the land led to an increase in the
process of sedentarization and many groups of
the bedu fringe began to enter into association
with skilled local groups to re-exploit abandoned
aflaj all the way from Zihira (e.g. the Al Ba
Shamis villages or the Aflij Bani Qitab) to the
Wahiba settlements on the fringes of the Shargiya
and Badiya. Amongst the groups to do so were
‘Awamir who began to develop the major
deserted settlements downstream of Izki, the
Buldan al-‘Awamir. It was the skills they
acquired in the process that gave them the reputa-
tion of being the leading experts to work in the
headwaters of ganat; but it should be noted it was
not the bedu themselves who carried out the
work but local settled populations who had
retained vestiges of the old traditions and became
assimilated into the ‘Awamir tribal structure.
The ‘Awiamir, as too other small groups skilled in
falaj reconstruction, also played a role in
redeveloping other areas, notably in the Sib area
(abandoned Dami settlement) and they may even
have built 2 few new simple afldj later for the Al
Bit Sa‘id, including possibly Bayt al-Falaj.

But the essential thing to note about the

Ya‘ariba was that their’s was primarily recon-
struction work. If we look at the list of seventeen
or so ganat which Sayf b. Sultin had work done
on, we will see that, apart from possible new
construction in the Ja‘lin, they are nearly all
famous old afldj like al-Bizayli or al-Sa’ighi:
furthermore the earliest source for this list, Abu
Sulayman Mubammad b. Rishid al-Ma‘wali
{second half of the eighteenth century), quite
specifically uses the word ‘renew’ to describe his
work (Nubdha: 432). Again the construction that
Sayf’s brother, Bal‘arab carried out in the Z3hira
and Bahld area was all built on previously
irrigated land, including the magnificent fort of
Jabrin. True Ya‘ariba irrigation work often
involved modifying the original designs of the
aflaj, making use notably of tanks to increase the
discharge rate of low-flow ganat (e.g. in the Jabal
al-Akhdar plateau settlements or the now
re~abandoned al-Sihama falaj on the Najd al-
Maghbariya) and of inverted siphons to cross
obstructions, thereby extending the use of this
particular technique which, as we shall see later,
was originally more or less confined to the
Ghadaf (that is the outer coastal side of the Jabal
al-Akhdar, the Rustaq area: ¢f. the Jawf, the inner
side, where inverted siphons are rare). Again, the
three major settlements they rebuilt in the
interior (Hamra, Birkat al-Mawz, and perhaps
part of Ibra)} show some architectural features
novel to Oman, and there is no doubt that they,
as too possibly the early Al Bi Sa‘id, used
imported craftsmen for irrigation works as well
as for constructing forts and other major build-
ings. The Ya'iriba also had some ambitious new
projects for the centres they redeveloped which
would certainly have introduced new agricul-
tural settlement: such, for example, their plan to
divert ghay! flow into the plain in the IJazm area
which was also to be linked to the coast by a ship
canal.? But of the realized economic schemes the
work was nearly always of renewal or improve-
ment to existing organization, whether in the
re-opening of mining abandoned since the
Middle Ages, the reconstruction of ancient ganat,
the extension of the crop basis and the reorgani-
zation of falaj distribution systems, Such was the
low that Oman had fallen into in the previous half
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millennium that there was too much to do restor-
ing the ancient heritage before launching into
extending the cultivated area. Such new coloni-
zation that they did realize was probably concen-
trated on the south-east, where the Al Ba Sa‘id
may later also have been responsible for some
new work. It is probable, for example, that the
extraodinary Hayl falaj, incorporating quite new
principles to Oman of water flow by linked
siphons, belongs to this period, as too some of
the now abandoned settlements near al-Bawshar.

Thus, remarkable as the work of the Ya‘ariba
was, it is not possible to attribute any major part
of the basic settlement pattern in Oman to their
efforts, but only a revitalization of the land after
the all-time low into which the country’s
economy had sunk by the end of Nabahina times.

So from evidence of the Islamic age itself, the
Jjahili period presents itself as the epoch when the
main settlement pattern of Oman must have
developed. Fortunately the surviving vestiges of
the history of this ‘age of ignorance’ do provide
some positive support for the thesis that the main
land development of Oman was completed by
the middle of the seventh century ap.

THE EARLIEST AFLA]

Written Omani history begins with an account of
how the first Arab tribes came to the arca. It tells
of the way clans of the Malik b. Fahm Azd,
accompanied by some so-called Quda‘a groups,
left the Sarat and the Tihama (in south-west
Arabia) and migrated along the settled fringes of
southern Arabia to arrive in Oman. This story
forms a part of the legend of the Azd diaspora
which began when the Sayl al-Aram, the flood
which reputedly burst the Marib dam, caused the
Azd to move away by major genealogical group-
ings from their homeland, first into western
Arabia (from the Hijaz to Sarat) and then, in the
course of time, further afield into the Arabian
peninsula until they reached the fringes of the
Fertile Crescent.

Now the Mirib part of this story can be proved
sheer nonsense (von Wissmann, 1964), part of a
deliberate piece of historical manipulation which
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seeks to identify the rulers of Old South Arabia
with the Qahtani tribes through legends about
Marib: there does, nevertheless, appear to have
been a period of active, though intermittent,
migration of Arab tribes away from south-west
Arabia which may not be entirely unrelated to
shifts in the organization of civilizations
associated with Marib. Over the centuries these
tribes followed three main routes in their
dispersal: northwards towards al-Sham (Greater
Syria) and Iraq, eastwards through central Arabia
(al-Yamima) to eastern Arabia (classical al-
Bahrayn} and south-eastwards along the settled
fringe of southern Arabia to Oman. These major
routes of migration were like three streams
which, issuing from a tribal spring in the western
part of the peninsula, lowed their separate ways
across the deserts of Arabia to rejoin in a whirl of
complex cross-currents on the fringes of the
settled areas of the Gulf and the Fertile Crescent.

Thus the local story of how some of the Azdi
Malik b. Fahm clans migrated to Oman forms
part of a complex history of tribal movement in
which the factual elements have been expanded,
compressed, personalized, transferred, and man-
ipulated, and the whole embellished with a
generous dose of legend. Nevertheless, once this
story 1s stripped of its legendary overlay and the
various strands of history unravelled, it does say
something about how the first real Arab tribes
came to Oman, and it does, by chance, contri-
bute some interesting clues to the history of ganat
there. This basic story is as follows.

The Arab new-comers first began to make
their new homeland in south-east Oman, in the
Jalan and on the coast around the Qalhat area,
(that is, on the outer fringers of settled Oman,
away from the main maritime centres of the time,
and in a region that had scarcely been settled, if at
all). Soon, however, the Arabs began to pene-
trate into the Jawf, (that is central Oman on the
inner side of the mountains), which led them into
direct conflict with the Persians who were the
‘people’ of the country and who recognized
‘Darab. Darab. Bahman’ as their suzerain (Kashf
MS 31). The Arab demands for a grant of terri~
tory with water and pasture were turned down,
and the Persians joined battle with the new-
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comers near Salat (downstream of Bahla). The
Persians were defeated and a truce was con-
cluded, the terms of which appear to have been
that the Persian forces should retire to the coastal
regions and evacuate Oman within a year. The
chronicles relate that in the time of grace
accorded them, the Persians deliberately laid
waste the land, destroying large numbers of aflaj,
of which ‘Sulayman b. Dawid had constructed
10,000 i1 Oman.” While this evacuation was in
progress the Persian King sent reinforcements:
the Arabs, anticipating a new attack, struck first,
and drove the Persians right out of their territory
which the Arabs then proceeded to pillage.
Following this victery, large numbers of Azd
groups and other tribes started to arrive in Oman
(‘Awtabi Paris MS 254258 and Johnstone
MS 187-191%; Kashf MS 34).

So runs the local story, and once again towards
the end, as at the beginning, the time scale has
been enormously compressed. While it is true
that the first identifiably ‘Arab’ migrants to
Oman did establish themselves in the western
desert borderlands in pre-Sasanid times (possibly
in the first or second centuries ap), their final
success in taking control of all Maziin (the
Sasanid name for Oman) did not occur until the
middle of the seventh century ap, while Azd
migration into the region continued at least until
well into the eighth century. But having made
allowances for such distortions, this story is most
revealing about ganat, first because it shows
clearly that when the Arabs gua Arabs began to
arrive in Oman some form of gandt network
already existed there, and secondly because it
provides two indications that this had been
developed in much earlier times.

The first of these indications is contained in the
statement than when Mailik b. Fahm came to
Oman the land belonged to Dara b. Dara b.
Bahman, This statement, of course, needs inter-
pretation. In the first place there was no such
person as Diara b. Diara b. Bahmian: the name
represents a conflation of the two great
Achaemanids, Dartus I and Il with a Sasanid
eponym and derives from Sasanid legendary
history concerning Iran before Alexander. In the
same way Mailik b. Fahm is a conflated figure

vital for rationalizing early Arab history. Apart
from his limited role as leader of the first Azd
migration to Oman he has been manipulated by
Ibn al-Kalbi in his fundamental formulation of
Arab genealogy to weld the Azd and Quda‘a into
a single genealogical grouping through the
Tanukh migration. In addition he 1s a key figure
in the legerdemain by which the Arabs have
assimilated as their forebears many of the early
inhabitants of the peninsula, and in particular the
peoples of the Old South Arabian civilizations.
Such peoples were associated with Oman long
before the first ‘Arab’ migrations arrived there, as
is apparent both from their folklore and literary
clues concerned with northern Oman (Thomas,
1929; J. C. Wilkinson, 1964). But this rather
tendentious evidence is now confirmed by
archacological evidence.

From a site at Milayha in Sharja territory | was
shown in 1970 by the then ruler, a gravestone
uncovered in a bulldozer scrape. Professor
A. F. L. Beeston’s comment on my copy of the
inscription was that it was undoubtedly OId
South Arabian (0SA) and palacographically
datable to the fifth century Bc or perhaps a little
later. My own investigations into the alabaster
double ‘lamp?’ specimen found at the same time
shows itidentical to a piece found in Palestine and
dated to the third century sc or somewhat earlier
(details given in J. C. Wilkinson 1977: 135, fn 6)
and this dating as well as a ‘western’ provenance
is now confirmed by an Iraqi archaeological team
which shows the site as dominantly Hellenistic
(Madhloom/Mazlam, 1974; 1975). The Iraqis
however, make no mention in their reports of
OSA connections and seem to be unaware of the
gravestone evidence.

Whilst therefore the Tawi Milayha site is itself
not OSA it clearly indicates a link between the
interior of the Oman peninsula and the civiliza-
tions to which Malik b. Fahm’s name has been
attached going back up to four or five hundred
years before his migration actually arrived in
Oman. Thus we can see that in the same way as
almost a millennium of Persian history has been
compressed in the figure of Dara b. Dara b.
Bahman so has a similar period of Arabian penin-
sular history been conflated in the Malik b. Fahm

ORIGINS OF THE AFLAf

stories.

The second indication of an early development
of ganat in Oman lies in the statement that during
the truce with Milik b. Fahm, the Persians
destroyed many of the 10,000 afldj/anhar that
Sulaymam b. Dawiid had constructed. ‘Awtabi,
writing around the turn of the eleventh to twelfth
centuries aD expands this legend (Paris MS 260,
Johnstone MS 192°). The story he relates is that
one day Sulayman b. Dawid was being carried
by the winds on his daily trip from Istakhr to
Bayt al-Muqaddas. On his way he was blown
across to Oman where he saw a castle, scemingly
only just constructed: this castle was at Salit
according to one version of the story. Sulayman
ordered the spirits to investigate. They reported
that its sole occupant was an eagle who said that
he and his forebears had been living there for
generations (800 years in one variant of the story),
and all that time the castle had been thus unin-
habited. Then Sulaymin entered Oman, ‘and at
that time there were only nomads (badiya) living
there’. He stayed ten days, on each of which he
ordered his spirits (shayatin) to dig a thousand
nahr (ganat): hence the ten thousand afldj of
Oman.

This apparent nonsense deserves a little more
attention than it might seem to merit at first
sight. Itis, after all, a story concerned with a very
remote past, and events are almost certain to have
acquired a mythical embellishment in their trans-
mission. In fact, once the significance of the
Sulayman b. Dawud story is elucidated this
legendary history matches almost uncannily the
archaeological evidence.

Sulayman is the hypostasis of King Solomon
whose connection with the Queen of the
‘Sabaean’ kingdom 1s celebrated. In Persia he
tends to be partially identified with the even more
legendary Jamshid; thus in folklore it was this
Jamshid-cum-Sulayman, and not the
Achaemanids, who built Persepolis (¢f Takht-i-
Sulayman, Takht-i-Jamshid). This is significant
in the Oman context because when Sulayman
visited Oman and ordered the gandf to be built, he
was on his daily journey from Istakhr, that is the
Achaemanid capital of Persepolis, to Bayt al-
Mugaddas, or Jerusalem, the city of the real King
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Solomon. The place where Sulayman stayed was
Salat, that is, the same place that the first Arab
migrants and the Persians were later to do battle.

The significance of the general story therefore,
is that when the gandi-digging civilization arrived
in Oman from Persia, they found the place was
only occupied by nomads although there
remained buildings from an earlier civilization.
In fact interior Oman must have appeared an
extraordinary place at that time, a sort of
abandoned film set. In the third millennium
Oman had developed a remarkable culture
which, whatever its origins, had begun to
develop its own regional characteristics by the
end of that millennium. But early on in the
second millennium there was an abandonment of
sedentary life, possibly due to the development
of nomadism based on the camel (Cleuziou, in
press; Ripinsky, 1975). In Oman, as on the Persian
plateau, there was an almost complete abandon-
ment of urban life and it was not until the final
quarter of the second millennium in northern
Persia, and perhaps around the turn of the first
millennium in the south and in Oman, thata new
civilization appears: closely linked to develop-
ments in southern Iran this civilization began to
develop strongly in Oman after about 800 Bc
(Dyson, 1973; Lamberg-Karlovsky, 1973; Salman
in Madhloom, 1974; Frifelt, 1975; Cleuziou,
Pottier & Salles, 1978; Lombard, 1979).

It is to be noted that whilst the Iron Age
peoples settled more or less in the same places as
the older civilizations, there was a distinct shift
in the location, with the new sites perhaps related
to the development of ganat settlement rather
than the well/gabarband irrigation pattern of the
previous eras. Dr Weisgerber (19802 and in dis-
cussion) has pointed to the displacement of
roughly one and a half kilometres from his early
Maysar 3 grave site to Maysar 8, which is a
relatively small Iron Age graveyard dating
perhaps to around 600 Bc located close to the
present small ganat settlement of al-Maysar, and
of his large Maysar 9 graveyard, dating around
300 Bc, located near the major ganat settlements of
Samad. His Lizq fort, above the ganat village of
the same name, dates to the early first millennium
and has no signs of earlier settlement. In the
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Buraymi oases in the Wadi Bahla and in the Bat
area there are similar displacements of the Iron
Age sites relative to the earlier civilizations.

The evidence from the Omani legendary
history about Salat also turns out to be
important. When in Oman in February 1973 I
went to see if I could trace any evidence on the
ground which might indicate why this place was
the focal point for the history of the early Persian
period. On explaining the purpose of my visit the
Shaykh of nearby al-Bisya immediately took me
to a sizeable mound which he said had been the
Persian fortress and pointed to the burial mounds
on the surrounding high ground as ‘Malik b.
Fahm graves’. The visiting Harvard team of
archaeologists from Tepe Yahya to whom 1
showed the site confirmed its importance (they
subsequently numbered it BB/15) and from the
material they collected (which closely related to
pottery types from southern Iran) dated its occu-
pation from the turn of the eight/seventh century
Bc down to the end of the millennium, with a
minor reoccupation of the fortress mound
around the thirteenth to fourteenth century ap
(Humphries, 1974; for the latter period see
Whitcomb, 1975). The coincidence with the
Omani history is quite remarkable and the two
sets of evidence between them tend to indicate
that Saliit was a major fortified Persian centre for
colonization in central Oman, abandoned when
the Arabs took control over what was then
settled Oman, in Parthian times. Furthermore,
the evidence from the figh (jurisprudence) litera-
ture helps explain this later occupation in the
Nabhani period, for we know that Salat
remained an important settlement during the
First Imamate but that the land of much of the
Wadi Bahla was illegally appropriated, possibly
by the mulik of Bahla, with the weakening of
Imamate power in the later eleventh century: as a

result the Bayan al-Shar’ declares it, along with its

produce as untouchable by true believers. A
ruling by Salih b. Waddah al-Manhi (d. 1471)
condones an attempt to recolonize Saliit, but in
the next century and a half the ‘ulama rejected his
interpretation and reimposed a ban on its occupa-
tion. Salat to this day remains virtually aban-
doned, although further upstream in the Jabrin

area, the Ya‘ariba did redevelop some of this old
settled area (details in J. C. Wilkinson, 1977
258-65). :

This archaeological and historical evidence
concerning the early period, when coupled to
other local tradition, such as that which claims
the oldest village in Oman is [zki followed half a
century later by Nizwa (Nahda: 181), leads the
writer to the following provisional conclusions
about the development of the early ganat of
Oman.

The earliest Iron Age settlers started to recol-
onize along the foot of the mountains on the
western side, from a bridging point in the north
in the Julfir region.” The technique of ganat
building was probably developed amongst these
peoples for Polybius’ account indicates that ganat
were sufficiently old at the end of the third
century sc for the local people to have forgotten
who had built them and even where the mother
wells were, whilst there is a reference in Sargon’s
campaign in the Urmia region in the eighth
century Bc (Thureau-Dangin, 1912) which is
pretty clearly to ganat (Laesswe, 1951). Itis perhaps
from the seventh or eighth century sc that the
first ganat were developed in Oman and there is
perhaps some very tenuous evidence to suggest
that the earliest ones tapped the lower ends of
wadi fans where the water was more accessible
and could be constructed by cut and cover
technique (i.e. cut from the surface) and not
tunnelling.® In this connection I reject Goblot’s
thesis as unproven that ganat developed from
mining technology: it is equally possible, in fact
more probable, that tunnelling developed as a
result of extending ganat upstream to tap the full
storage and buried drainage lines in the main part
of wadi fans. With such development the main
ganat of the piedmont zone were dug and must
have received a major impetus in the Achaemanid
period with Darius I's reorganization of empire.
Again the Parthian period, which Mazaheri (1973)
argues (partly on the grounds of the administra-
tive structure they introduced which included
subjecting the peasantry to forced labour, beghar)
was the main gandt building period in Persia, may
also have seen some development in Oman:
certainly ganat building seems to be practised
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there at this time for when ‘Mailik b. Fahm’
arrived the stories relate that he had a ganat built
for him at Manh in the truce period before finally
evicting the Persians.

So the early pattern of ganat settlement in pre-
Sasanid times, was concentrated on the west side
of the mountains, from Julfair down to the
Sharqiya, but probably no further down in the
Ja'lan. There may have been some overspill of
non-qandt settlement onto the Batina coast where
the wadi debouchures approach the coast at the
northern end in the Suhar area and around the Sib
area (ancient Damai) at the southern end. But the
main development of the coast did not occur until
Sasanid times (when Oman’s maritime facade
outside the entrance to the Gulf took on
importance, see below).

This reconstruction is obviously tenuous and
may have to be seriously modified in the light of
new archaeological evidence. One feature that
could add to our knowledge is a study of the
actual techniques of gandt construction, notably
the roof lining system which may vary with
different periods. One point that might be
noticed already is that the main ganat on the
eastern side of the mountains tend to lie within
the mountain zone proper whereas on the
western side they are much more piedmont, a
feature which would perhaps accord with the
theory that their development progressed from
downstream up. Furthermore, none of the ganat
on the western side of the mountains used
inverted siphons (gharrag fallah): where they are
found they are certainly indicative of a late con-
struction or reconstruction, such as the Qasawat
falaj at Izki rebuilt in Ya‘ariba times. On the
eastern side of the mountains such inverted
siphons may be integral with the original con-
struction, and indeed be one of the techniques,
along with other developments using mortar,
that permitted settlement in the Sasanid period
within the more precipitous terrain of the intra-
montane wadi basins.
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THE SASANID PERIOD

“The Kesra (Khusraw/Chosroe) named
‘Oman Mazun,
And Mazin, O friend: is a goodly land,
A land abounding in fields and groves,
With pastures and unfailing springs.’
(Kashf, tr. Ross: 116)

When we move into the Sasanid period (mid-
third to mid-seventh century ap) the evidence
about the work of the Persians becomes much
less tentative. Since the writer has already pub-
lished a specialized article on this period (J. C.
Wilkinson, 1973; additional material in 1974, 1975
and 1979), it will suffice here to use the relevant
conclusions without discussing in detail the
source and other evidence.

Although Persian control over Oman was
clearly re-established early in the Sasanid period,
inward Arab migration continued, probably to
reach a climax during the unsettled government
of Kawidh (ap 488-531), at which time a new
wave of Arab settlers, led by the Shant’a Azd,
succeeded in carving out tribal territories for
themselves in the mountain heartland of Maziin.
Subsequently Khusraw Antshiravan once again
brought the region firmly back into Persian
hands, forcing a treaty on the Arabs that seems to
have endured right up to the coming of Islam.
Under the terms of this agreement (‘Awtabi,
Paris MS 271%; Johnstone MS 201"), the country was
divided into two parts, one of which was deemed
to be full Persian territory, Maziin. The main
commercial and military centre here was in the
Suhar area (SH/11 is a possible site), a port that
formed part of the Persian maritime empire
which extended from the Gulf westwards along
the south Arabian coast and eastwards towards
the Indus.” A major subsidiary centre was
developed inland behind the Batina at al-Rustaq,
where the extraordinary prow-shaped fort is still
known as the Qal‘at al-Kisra (Khusraw
Aniishiravan). Watered by the Falaj al-S3’ighi, it
now forms the central keep of the present fortress
complex which is developed around three main
‘towers’, the Burj al-Shayatin (the old Sasanid
part), the Burj al-Rih (Ya'ariba) and the Burj al-
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Hadith (constructed by the first Al1Bii Sa‘d ruler,
Ahmad b. Sa‘id): below it lies one of the oldest
and most important Ibadi mosques, the Bayada
mosque. Five major gandt, drawing from both
hot springs (resurgences in areas of high geo-
thermal gradient) as well as the normal wadi
ground water, irrigate the oasis, chief of which is
the Falaj al-Maysar. Considerable other develop-
ment occurred in the area, much of which was
abandoned or destroyed in the course of the
centuries (as is illustrated by the change in name
of ancient al-Sawni into modern al-‘Awabi).®

Al-Rustagq, itis to be noted, is no more than the
Arabization of the Persian rustak, so perpetuating
the original meaning of the late Sasanid period,
that of the administrative centre of a frontier pro-
vince. From it the Persian government controlled
rural Maziin through a network of (reputedly
4,000) maraziba, frontier lords probably operating
from a set of forts” in the principal settlements,
and asawira, a military élite who probably had
fiefs allocated to them from which they were
responsible for raising levies: power in the
villages was exercised by the handgira (in its
Arabized form of the name; sing. hang(q)ari)
whose role seems to have been more that of a
capitalist land-colonizing class, than that of
simple dehgans. Near al-Rustig (possibly in the
Wadi Bani Ma‘awil near the fortified centre of
al-Nakhl) also lived the Shant’a Azd shaykh who
was paramount leader of all the Arab tribes of the
Oman area and whose role the Persians officially
recognized by his appointment as Julanda: it may
have been in order to keep control over his direct
tribal followers, the Yahmad and the Awlad
Shams, who lived in the valleys of the Ghadaf,
that the Persians selected al-Rustaq as their site
for their main fortified centre in the interior.
(J. C. Wilkinson, 1973; 1974; 1975).

Within this fully Persianized territory the
Arabs, who for the most part lived as herdsmen
outside the villages, were theoretically adminis-
tered through their own tribal system (at the head
of which was the Julanda), but in reality they
were probably more or less directly controlled by
the local Persian officials. The majority were still
nomads but those that had settled in the villages
were treated like the rest of the subject peasantry

(bayadir, ahl al-bilad), while those who worked in
the Persian marine or earned their living in the
towns were simply considered to be part of the
common people (the ‘uliif), and they paid their
taxes and dues directly to the Persians. Through-
out this region the Arabs were regarded as
second-class citizens, and such of them as had
begun to settle were considered detribalized and
incorporated into the ‘subject’ classes.

Rather different was the situation in that part of
Oman which lay outside direct Persian rule. Here
the Arabs enjoyed a degree of autonomy, with
Persian control exercised indirectly through the
Julanda. This Arab territory consisted of the
western desert borderlands along with the two
areas of the mountain region that lay at the end of
their main migration routes into Oman. Of the
south-eastern Arab settlement area we know
little; it may have had its own Julanda (from the
Bani Salima who occupied the mountains behind
Qalhat, the Jabal Mingal, and also lived on the
Persian coast around the entrance to the Gulf),
and his area of control possibly included the
whole of the Ja‘lan, the lower Wadi Ta’yin, and
the outer confines of the Sharqiya. The northern
area was very much more important and
stretched from the borders of the Sirr (‘Ibri area)
as far as Julfar. The main centre here was at
Tu’am (Buraymi oasis), but the Arabs were also
allowed control of their own port at Diba; this,
along with Suhar and Dama (respectively at the
northern and southern ends of the Batina coast),
also formed part of the network of periodic trade
fairs which covered the Arabian peninsula (Sig
al-‘Arab), but at Diba the Julanda had the right to
the tithe, whereas in the other two ports it was
the Persians who collected it.

Now one of the things that is clear about this
second major period of Persian rule in Oman is
that there has been a distinct shift eastwards in the
principal area of economic activity. Whereas the
early land colonization appears to have developed
along the inner side of the mountain chain from a
bridging-point at the entrance to the Gulf, the
Sasanid interest focused on the development of a
maritime empire based on a full exploitation of
the monsoon trading pattern (¢f. also Whitehouse
& Williamson, 1973),-and so tended to make much
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greater use of the eastern coast of Oman (as also
Dhofar). And it was in association with this
maritime interest that the major colonization of
the Batina littoral strip and of its mountainous
hinterland came about. But such work was not
confined to the east for although the Persians had
abandoned the Zahira and certain peripheral areas
to the Arabs, their area of direct rule included
most of the fertile parts of Oman. So the writer
believes this period also saw an intensification of
the old-established ganat network, notably
within the mountain area, a possible extension of
it south-eastwards to the outer limit of reliable
water supply and a development of the water
resources on the plateau of the Jabal al-Akhdar.
Oman, I believe, is another case which would
support Frye (1977) in his contention ‘that the
amount of land under cultivation within the con-
fines of the Sasanid empire was greater in area
under the Sasanians than at any other time in the
history of the Near East’.

Thus the mise en valeur of the land of Oman was
completed in Sasanid times, and the ganat settle-
ment pattern finally established. And up to the
coming of Islam the Arabs were still largely
foreigners in the villages, where they represented
a frontier people, the threat of the desert to the
sown (¢f. Taban 1: 1686 in particular). In Mazin
proper they had a worm’s eye view of the organi-
zation of the land as they scratched a living as
herdsmen, transporters, fishermen, sailors, and
weavers. Those that had become cultivators paid
heavy taxes to the Persians and formed part of the
lowest orders in the semi-bureaucratic, semi-
feudal structure which emerged in Oman after
Anftishiravan’s reform. Their pre-Islamic status is
summarized by what their enemies said about
them: had it not been for the Hijazis bringing
them Islam they would still be the hirelings of the
people whom they now rule, living their back-
ward way of life in the coastal lowland and desert
outbacks to which they were relegated by their
former Persian masters (Tabari i: 2911-2); the
people of Oman were ‘animals that do not seek to
better themselves’ and their country, along with
Siraf and Ubulla formed one of the ‘three sinks
(hushiish contrast with jandn) of the world’ (Ibn
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quoted in Tbn Faqih: 92and 104). To callan Omani
a Maziini was the greatest possible insult because
it referred to his subjection to the Persians in pre-
Islamic days: ‘as for the Azd, the Azd of Aba
Sa‘id [al-Muhallab] they hate to be called the
Mazin’ said Kumayt, and another famous poet,
al-Jarir, celebrated the final defeat of Yazid ibn
al-Muhallab in 720 Ap by a much recited couplet
which started ‘the fire of Mazin and its people
have been extinguished’; Abi ‘Ubayda, who
never lost any chances to hurl invective at the
Mubhallabites comments despisingly that the
Maziin are sailors (¢f. al-Mubarrad Kamil: 567-8,
642; Yaqit Buldan art. al-Maziin; Tabari ii: 489; the
articles Zutt in the Ta al-‘Aris and Lisan
al-‘Arab).

Yet their very lowliness may have given them
some appreciation of the problems and hardships
of peasant life which was to play an important
part in the creation of a new society when eventu-
ally the Arabs were to evict the Persian ruling

NOTES

! This paper amplifies and brings up to date my original
study (Wilkinson, 1977; notably chapter vi) in the light partly
of my own subsequent work, and partly from the enormous
amount of new material that has appeared with the develop-
ment of Omani studies since my book went to publicationin
1974 (there was a long history of publication delay). Since
much of my basic material concerning the Omani evidence
is dealt with in that work it would be tedious to repeat the
details here and, in general, references are made only to new
research.

2 Al-Hamra and Birkat al-Mawz were restored contem-
porarily, the latter in 1066/1656 as the result of a joint venture
between Sultan b. Sayf al-Ya‘rabi, who had built the great
fort at Nizwa reputedly from the plunder of the Portuguese
at Diu, and a number of local clans, notably from the
‘Abriyin. Bal‘arab b. Himyar sold the Ya‘rabi interest in
1155/1742 in settlement of'a debt to an ‘Abri shaykh, and it was
from this time of disturbed politics that the ‘Abriyin, as
also a number of other tribal groups that had initially
founded their fortunes by closely operating with the
Ya'‘ariba (e.g. the Manadhira of al-Silayfand the Hawasina in
the Sirr/‘Thri area) began to develop major political power as
they took over the Ya‘ariba property and fortifications. (For
details of the ‘Abriyin history see . C. Wilkinson, 1969:
chapter vii, largely based on accounts in the Nahda: a history
ofhis tribe written by the recently deceased Shaykh Ibrahim
b. Said al-‘Abri, kindly shown to me by Dr Dale
Fickelman, supplements the accounts in the Nakde with
some very interesting details).
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classes with the coming of Islam. The writer
firmly believes that there was a genuine rapport
between the ordinary Arab tribesmen and certain
of the lower elements of society in the Sasanid
lands, the ‘uliij, the ahl al-bilad, etc., and this in
turn was later to find expression both in the com-
position of the first so-called Khawarij bands and
in their attitudes towards selecting their leaders
(J. C. Wilkinson, 1982). Certain of these egali-
tarian ideas were thus, right from the start, built
into the theory of the Ibadi movement, and were
to play an important role, once the Imamate was
established, in integrating the villagers and
tribesmen into a single society with a strong
attachment to the soil and a high sense of regional
identity. But the history of the unification of
village society in Oman and the eventual
emergence of the traditional system of land
organization there between the ninth and
eleventh centuries is another story.

3 Various dyes were brought from the Yemen and
according to Dr Roderic Dutton it was from there that
apiculture would have come. It is perhaps worth noting in
the Yemeni context that the Omanis would have nothing to
do with coffee at this time and it was not until A. Nabhan
Ja‘id b. Khamis al-Khariisi (c. 1735-1822) finally decided in its
favour that it became legal, according to a sira by his son
Nasir b. A. Nabhan.

4 Dr Calvin Allen had this particular piece of informa-
tion, I believe, from Shaykh Muhammad b. ‘Abdullah
al-Salimi. Obviously al-Hazm was part of an ongoing
project. It was Qayd al-Ard Sayf b. Sultan who original.ly
restored the falaj but it was his son Sultan b. SayfTwho built
the actual fortress on the property he had inherited from his
father (Ma‘wali Qisas: 120, 122; Salimi Twhfa ii: 100, u1).

5 The Arabized version of a pre-Islamic name, something
like Jurra-far, which designated the settled area on the noth
coast extending from the Dubai-Sharja area (al-Sabkha in
early Islamic sources) to the Musandam peninsula.

& If this is so it would account for the relatively low
position of BB/15 on the wadi fan. The fort, however,
remained the main centre for political control even though
other settlements were subsequently developed nearer the
mountains.

7 This whole area from Ubulla (Basra area) at the head of
the Gulf to the Indus had such an integrated maritime
commercial structure that it was designated Ard al-Hind by
the Arabs, a name that persisted even after the coming of
Islam. )

8 Al-Sawni implies an area of permanently cultivated
land whilst * Awabi is land under seasonal cultivation.

2 Dr E. d’Errico is of the opinion that part of the Bahla
fort is Sasanid. It would be interesting to know how many of

the other fortified centres of the interior also have a Sasanid
base. '
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