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no te on translitera tion,  da tes, 

and abbrevia tions

The sources consulted for this study use variable transliteration sys-

tems. Even the subject at hand, Mocha, goes by myriad spellings, includ-

ing al-Mukhā, al-Mukhā�, al-Makhā, Mocca, Moka, Mokha, and Mokka. 

I have chosen the most conventional and recognizable form in English, 

Mocha, and have not marked the alternative spellings that are used by 

other authors in quotations. For place names that have accepted spellings 

in English, such as Basra, Sanaa, Zabid, Massawa, Mecca, and Muscat, I 

use those spellings. Names of dynasties that have been Anglicized, such 

as the Rasulids, Tahirids, and Sulayhids, are not properly transliterated, 

whereas non-Anglicized names of dynasties, such as Qāsimı̄, are. The ac-

cepted forms of Arabic words that have common English usages, such as 

imam, riyal, sultan, wazir, and zakat, are not properly transliterated. For 

the ease of the reader, I do not use Arabic plural forms but add a final s to 

the singular form. In general, transliteration follows the format outlined in 

the International Journal of Middle East Studies.

When a date derives from a source that provides a hijrı̄ date, I give the 

common era equivalent in the format hijrı̄ date/common era date—for ex-

ample, 1118/1706–7. When the source gives only a common era date, the 

hijrı̄ date is not provided.

Throughout the book I use the following abbreviations:

b. ibn, bin (son of )

VOC  Verenigde Oostindische Compagnie 

(Dutch East India Company)
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Introduction

Bounded by water on its western and southern borders, Yemen has 

engaged in a vibrant, long-distance maritime commerce for more than two 

millenniums. Greek and Egyptian traders carried cargos of Arabian aromat-

ics and African and Indian luxury goods from the now-lost Himyarite Red 

Sea emporium of Mouza to the Mediterranean lands of the Roman Empire, 

as described in the famous Periplus of the Erythrean Sea, written during the 

first century CE.1 The Yemeni port of Aden ushered in the next era of Red 

Sea predominance as the key gateway to the Indian Ocean, thriving off the 

prosperity of Fatimid rule in Egypt (986–1171) and its economic dependence 

on Asian maritime trade. The continuing success of Aden’s medieval trade is 

documented in the important fragments of the Cairo Geniza, a collection of 

medieval Jewish documents pertaining to trade and daily life that were dis-

covered in an Egyptian synagogue, as well as in later local Yemeni histories 

of the Rasulids (1228–1454) and their successors the Tahirids (1454–1517).2

Although Aden dominated Yemen’s trade through the early sixteenth 

century, Mocha—situated strategically inside the southern entry to the Red 

Sea, the strait known as Bāb al-Mandab—rose to assume the position of 

a major Ottoman harbor in 1538. As a global center where the vast reach 

of the Indian Ocean met the Arabian Peninsula and the periphery of the 

Mediterranean world, Mocha continued to thrive under the Qāsimı̄ imams, 

who ousted the Ottomans from Yemen in 1635. Overseas merchants, Mus-

lim pilgrims, peripatetic ship captains, and ambitious travelers from Asian, 
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African, and European shores flocked to the city to participate in the trade of 

Arabian coffee, Indian textiles, and South and Southeast Asian spices, aro-

matics, medicinal products, and precious and bulk metals. Maritime trade, 

primarily with Gujarat but also with Persian Gulf and Red Sea partners, con-

stituted Mocha’s economic lifeline. This traffic was intensified because of 

Mocha’s strategic geographical position as a convenient stopping point for 

ships on the way to Jidda for the yearly pilgrimage. Additionally, Mocha was 

one of several lowland Arabian cities that facilitated the coffee trade when 

Yemen was virtually the only global exporter of the precious bean, a position 

it held until 1712, when coffee cultures in Southeast Asia began slowly to 

increase their output.3 This commercial role earned Mocha an enduring as-

sociation with the Arabian legacy of coffee, such that its name is attached to 

varieties of beans and drinks in coffee shops around the world today.

In this book I explore urban life, city space, and architecture in Mocha 

during its period of international renown, from 1650 through 1750, when 

the Qāsimı̄ imams of Yemen’s interior oversaw and benefited from the 

port’s trade activity. During these decades, European merchants who fre-

quented Mocha’s harbor left enduring records of the city’s trade, which add 

an important dimension to Yemen’s scant and uneven historical record. 

The city of Mocha, which functioned as a significant transregional node, 

was no isolated entity defined by the limits of its walls. It was a product 

of the larger economic and political systems to which it belonged. Before 

arriving at Mocha’s jetty or entering its fortified gates, I look to the larger 

history and trade of the region and the profiles of the administrators and 

merchants who animated the city’s structures. Instead of rendering the 

buildings of Mocha as empty monuments in a bounded city, I highlight 

the city’s tight and constitutive connections to Yemeni highland capitals 

of rule and to market towns in its inland network, as well as its major trad-

ing partners around the Red Sea and the Indian Ocean. Only by situating 

Mocha within the multiple and overlapping spheres of economy and cul-

ture that converged in and around it can one appreciate the textured and 

nuanced cultural character of this coastal society, its architecture, and its 

urban space.

The Story of Mocha

Mocha took a position of prominence in 1538 when the Portuguese defeated 

the Ottomans in a struggle for dominance on the west coast of India, oblig-
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ing the Turks to strengthen their Red Sea territories. Turkish forces then 

successfully brought parts of lowland Yemen under Ottoman sovereignty 

and continued into the interior. During the century in which the Ottomans

occupied Yemen, the port served as the primary Red Sea foothold and a key 

administrative, commercial, and communications hub for the Turks, as 

well as their main station for embarkation from and disembarkation to Ye-

meni posts. Two pieces of evidence confirm Mocha’s status as a sixteenth-

century Ottoman provincial outpost of considerable means, population, 

and facilities—a copper coin minted in the city in 970/1562–63 and an 

anonymous Arabic source from 1005/1597 that describes how Mocha as-

cended as Aden declined as the central port at the mouth of the Red Sea.4

Mocha’s Ottoman administration witnessed the arrival of European 

merchants on Yemen’s Red Sea coast, first the English in 1609 and then the 

Dutch in 1616. The European presence generated a large number of mer-

chants’ letters and travel accounts, a steep rise in Mocha’s historical docu-

mentation. These early narratives reveal the great potential for a profitable 

European trade with Mocha, but they also attest to the obstacles that stood 

in the way of establishing a permanent trade presence in the Ottoman-

controlled port. For instance, the merchants Sir Henry Middleton, in 1610, 

and Pieter van den Broecke, in 1616, had to travel the long journey to the 

court in Sanaa in order to make their commercial requests directly to the 

provincial Ottoman governor—and Middleton did so as a shackled pris-

oner rather than an esteemed envoy. In essence, it is in the first half of the 

seventeenth century that the city becomes accessible to the historian, as 

is demonstrated by the numerous studies published by the historian Cees 

Brouwer drawing on the records of the Dutch East India Company (Vereni-

gde Oostindische Compagnie, or VOC).

Through fierce opposition from the local Qāsimı̄ imams, the Ottomans 

were ousted from the Yemeni highlands and then the ports in 1635. Their 

departure ushered in the period known to historians of Yemen as the “first 

era of independence from the Ottomans.” Eventually, under the leadership 

of the third Qāsimı̄ imam, al-Mutawakkil Ismā�ı̄l (r. 1644–76), the entire 

southern Arabian Peninsula, including the H
˙

ad
˙

ramawt, the southeastern 

region of Yemen that stretches along the Arabian Sea, was subsumed un-

der Qāsimı̄ dominance. This change of power did not alter the port’s im-

portance in Yemeni maritime life; Mocha continued to be used as the main 

port of the Red Sea. During these years, elite administrators, many of them 

from notable Zaydı̄ Shı̄�ı̄ families, were dispatched to govern the port and 
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to assure the flow of revenue from Mocha to the inland mountain centers 

of the Qāsimı̄ dynasty. Mocha’s treasury provided the resources to main-

tain peaceful underpinnings throughout the Qāsimı̄ dynasty, particularly 

through the financing of the imam’s army to control tribal unrest and to 

curb any opposition to his rule. Although Mocha’s trade was intermittently 

interrupted by piracy in the harbor and the adjacent seas, the post-Ottoman 

seventeenth century was a time of great economic gain for the port. Many 

notable figures, such as Bari Sahiba, the dowager queen of Bijapur, and an 

Uzbek sultan from Kashgar, appeared at Mocha’s shore en route to Mecca 

and Madı̄na.5

In contrast to the seventeenth century, when the English and Dutch trad-

ing establishments were only partially operational, Mocha in the first half 

of the eighteenth century was marked by the presence of settled European 

companies at the port, including the English, Dutch, and French. The Os-

tend East India Company and the Swedish East India Company made spo-

radic appearances, and at the end of the century, American traders began 

to make their presence felt.6 By that time Portuguese maritime dominance 

in the western Indian Ocean had waned. In May 1706 the appearance of a 

Portuguese ship requesting the privilege of trading in Mocha shocked the 

governor, who claimed it had been thirty-four years since the Portuguese 

had last called at the port.7

As settled residents who maintained permanent trading establishments 

and overwintered at the port, Europeans played a visible role in the city’s 

trade, along with the core Arab and Indian merchant community. They also 

functioned as key recorders of events. Indeed, the story of the city is often 

told through their eyes as they raced to the emporium town of Bayt al-Faqı̄h 

to purchase bales of coffee that would be exported via Mocha for Europe. 

Through European documents we learn that the city’s trade was greatly af-

fected by highland conflicts, particularly those instigated by contenders to 

the imamate such as Muh
˙

ammad b. Ish
˙

āq b. Imam al-Mahdı̄ Ah
˙

mad in the 

1720s and by unruly highland tribal factions. Other threats to the city’s sta-

bility came from the water. Three French Compagnie des Indes warships 

came to the port in 1737, seeking amends for violations of their initial trade 

treaty, established in 1709.8 After bombarding the city and taking hostages, 

they gained the leverage to renegotiate their treaty and to receive restitution 

of tolls and taxes they had overpaid in previous trade seasons.

The beginning of the nineteenth century signals the end of Mocha’s 

strategic hold over Yemen’s Indian Ocean trade. The decline in the city’s 
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commerce may be attributed to problems at the Qāsimı̄ court, particularly 

during the reign of Imam al-Mans
˙

ūr �Alı̄ (r. 1775–1809), when local tribal 

uprisings and factionalism at court disrupted Qāsimı̄ control over its ter-

ritories. In the lowlands, local leaders such as Amı̄r Abū Nuqt
˙

a al-Rufaydı̄  

and Sharı̄f H
˙

amūd b. Muh
˙

ammad Abū Mismār allied themselves with the 

growing Wahhabi movement and established separate chiefdoms in the 

Tihāma region, the lowlands along Yemen’s west coast. These provincial 

upsets provided the opening for Ottoman claims to reemerge after Egypt’s 

Muh
˙

ammad �Alı̄ began his anti-Wahhabi campaigns in the H
˙

ijāz region, 

along the Red Sea coast of modern Saudi Arabia, in 1811. In 1832 an Otto-

man officer known as “Türkçe Bilmez” attacked Mocha and razed the 

southern part of the city.

Although his revolt was soon extinguished, Türkçe Bilmez’s aggression 

marks the reentry of Turkish influence in the area. Mocha and the lowlands 

returned to Ottoman hands in 1849, followed by Sanaa in 1872. During this 

second occupation the Ottomans abandoned Mocha as their coastal base 

and opted to establish their presence in the port of al-H
˙

udayda.9 In 1839 the 

British occupied Aden under the premise of using the port as a coaling sta-

tion between Bombay and Suez. They also saw in Aden a convenient halting 

point on the Indian Ocean mail route. This intervention resulted in a reinvig-

orated and restored Aden as a strategic British foothold on the Arabian Pen-

insula. While Aden was being built up and modernized, Mocha languished 

under the custodianship of temporary provincial Ottoman governors.10

By the middle of the nineteenth century, the repositioning of coastal sites 

under the British and the Ottomans led to the demise of Mocha’s status 

from that of a preeminent international port to that of a harbor dependent 

on the fortunes of Aden to its south and al-H
˙

udayda to its north. The scribe 

Ah
˙

mad b. Muh
˙

ammad al-Jarādı̄, who traveled to Mocha with the German 

photographer Hermann Burchardt in 1909, chronicled the decrepit state 

of the port and its diminished population. The final stage in its structural 

decline came in 1911–12, with the Turkish-Italian War, when Italian forces 

bombed Mocha and destroyed the Great Mosque in its center. In 1950 Imam 

Ah
˙

mad attempted to reinvigorate Mocha as a convenient coastal outlet to 

Ta�izz, his seat of power, by building a new, modern port to the south of 

the city. His attempts made little difference, however, because Mocha was 

no match for Aden’s newly confirmed global prominence. The golden age 

of Mocha as a player in the Indian Ocean trade had faded into the shadow 

of the past.
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On the Edge of Urban History

The past twenty-five years have witnessed a rise in studies examining the 

lived dimensions of early modern Arab city life—works such as Abraham 

Marcus’s on Aleppo, James Grehan’s on Damascus, and André Raymond’s 

and Nelly Hanna’s on Cairo.11 These investigations have transformed Arab 

urban studies by relying on the wealth of available Ottoman legal docu-

mentation, which has allowed a retelling of facets of city life that are unat-

tainable in the traditional Arabic topographic and historical records. My 

work was inspired by and is indebted to these studies of everyday life and 

urban order, but Mocha stands apart from those other Arab locations in 

important ways. Although Mocha was one among a number of Arab cities 

that attained global fame, hosted international residential communities, 

and is accessible through a combination of textual sources, it did not live 

under Ottoman rule in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. 

Indeed, Yemen freed itself from the yoke of the Ottomans for more than 

200 years. It is a segment of this extended period of Qāsimı̄ rule that is the 

primary focus of this book.

The authors of many laudable studies, such as those just mentioned, 

have sought to dispel oft-repeated notions of a homogenized or essential-

ized Arab Muslim city.12 Aware of the limits of typologies, I position Mocha 

against the grain of general assumptions about the unchanging Islamic 

city with a strong, centralized religious core, a distinct separation between 

the public and private worlds, and spatially segregated ethnic quarters. In 

chapters 5, 6, and 7, I make the argument that in its urban form, built en-

vironment, and social fabric, Mocha must be understood as a singular case 

that responded to specific economic and social stimuli, rather than as a rep-

resentational regional type that fulfills an anticipated model.

I locate Mocha within the vast rubric of the port city, a category that dis-

sipates the uniformity of regional labels such as the Yemeni city, the Arab 

city, and the Islamic city by weaving together urban threads across national, 

linguistic, and religious boundaries. Indeed, comparative material from 

port cities around the Indian Ocean provides the most salient points of con-

trast and context for Mocha’s urban shape and use of architectural space. 

Port city studies have emerged in recent years as an important subspecialty 

in urban history, as evidenced by substantial work on Mediterranean, At-

lantic, and Indian Ocean sites such as Venice, Istanbul, Havana, Bombay, 

Colombo, and Batavia. The wealth of new research on these places high-
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lights their cosmopolitanism and points to the rich interregional conver-

gences that appeared at these coastal nodes. A single regional label is ill 

equipped to adequately define Mocha’s urban life and built character. Its 

strategic shoreline location, at the junction of a number of land-based and 

maritime systems, must be taken into serious consideration.

Mocha stands apart from the majority of other early modern Indian 

Ocean ports, however, in not having been a European colonial city. Since 

Rhoads Murphey’s influential article on Asian colonial urbanism, the In-

dian Ocean port city has received attention as a global pivot through which 

colonial powers extracted resources from occupied territories and trans-

formed local systems of rule.13 Although Murphey later revised his initial 

core ideas about the absence of a precolonial Asian port city system, the 

contours of his framework, which privileges colonial urbanism, continue 

to overshadow research on the noncolonial port city.14 This imbalance in 

scholarly treatment has resulted largely from the limitations of source ma-

terial for pre- or noncolonial sites, but regardless, the rubric of the colonial 

city has subsumed that of the port city, circumscribing the coastal urbanism 

of the southern hemisphere within the perspective of European power.15

Following Murphey’s early lead, historians have privileged the colonial site 

and examined port cities as “beachheads of an exogenous system,” severed 

from the mainland.16

Mocha occupies a unique and important place in the larger urban his-

tory of the Indian Ocean as an early modern port city that was populated by 

significant European communities but was never colonized by a European 

power. As the architectural historian Deborah Howard remarked in regard 

to Venetian merchants living in Arab port cities during the Middle Ages, 

“inhabiting a foreign port by privilege . . . predicated a mentality that did 

not assume political superiority.”17 In the case of Mocha, the visible Euro-

pean trade presence cannot be conflated with local European authority or 

market primacy, although Europeans did receive certain trade advantages 

from Mocha’s government. The city’s unique story is that of a noncolonial 

port in the age when European economic and territorial domination was 

changing the face of trade and authority around the Indian Ocean.

Trade and the Built Environment

Although the maritime trade has long been considered an important as-

pect of Yemen’s economy and history, art and architectural historians have 
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touched only tangentially upon the effects of premodern maritime com-

merce. Prior studies laid the groundwork for understanding the tight ma-

terial links between trading cultures mainly through the identification of 

objects of foreign manufacture, the work of migratory craftspeople, and the 

transmission of visual influence.18 Yet it is the architectural record that holds 

the key to accounting for the cultural dimensions of commercial interaction 

during this moment of intense global contact on the Arabian Peninsula.

Ruth Barnes’s examination of the use of Indian textile patterns in the 

decoration of the sixteenth-century �Āmiriyya madrasa and mosque in the 

Yemeni city of Radā� serves as an example of the primary ways in which 

art and architecture have been located alongside Yemen’s trade history.19

Barnes incisively demonstrated how the portable designs of everyday im-

ported cloth from South Asia moved into the realm of monumental archi-

tectural painting in the Tahirid period. Her compelling pairing of textile 

fragments with similarly designed and colored patterns on the ornate 

mosque ceiling confirmed a relationship in which certain features of Indian 

trade objects that had been transferred to the Arabian Peninsula eventu-

ally made their way into the local lexicon of royal architectural motifs. The 

body of work on Yemeni trade of which her study is a part revolves around 

the notion that commercial cross-cultural exchange may be most effectively 

gauged by considering art and architecture at the point of its manufacture 

and by following relationships that are readily discernible to the eye.

Recently researchers have begun to expand the investigative scope by 

examining the ways in which visual objects and built spaces mediated the 

experience and practices of the trade.20 Some of these scholars are intently 

concerned with the trading relationships maintained by Middle Eastern and 

Asian lands with Europe, so their works are relevant to mine in subject mat-

ter as well as approach. But even while trade is treated as a shaping force in 

visual culture and built environments, it must be read in terms of the recep-

tion of images and buildings, the cross-cultural production of economic 

and social meaning, and the ways in which objects and ideas about space 

circulated within the functional world of the traveling merchant. For in-

stance, in his study of sixteenth-century European cartography, Jerry Brot-

ton located maps within an elaborated context, not just as geographical 

tools in the age of exploration but also as “transactional images” that were 

suspended within matrices of desire for commercial expansion at a key mo-

ment of changing geographical awareness and diplomatic crisis over ter-

ritorial borders.21 According to Brotton, the significance of the map is only 
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scarcely visible on its surface. Rather, maps must be understood as visual 

objects that guided the expansion that was associated with early modern 

trade and exploration but also emerged from the knowledge gained on such 

journeys. Furthermore, the map became a prized commodity that was then 

trafficked on its own terms because of the valuable information it yielded 

about lucrative southern hemisphere and New World geographies. Brot-

ton suggested that visual objects such as maps could be read in a complex, 

multidimensional manner and that these objects might at once allow for, 

represent, and complicate the nature of trade interactions.

Deborah Howard’s work on relations between the city of Venice and 

Egypt and the Levant is a sophisticated example of the ways in which archi-

tectural and urban historians may locate trade at a critical intersection with 

built culture.22 Howard homed in on the encounters and experiences that 

shaped the consciousness of Italian merchants and seafarers who transmit-

ted images of the Arab built environment back to Venice from their overseas 

journeys. Although she was concerned ultimately with visual confirmation 

of maritime relations, she proposed a complex mode of passage for the mi-

gration of forms, destabilizing the notion that architectural elements may 

travel efficiently from one place to another while maintaining the status of 

cultural icons without major shifts in meaning or modes of signification. 

As Oleg Grabar wrote, Howard’s “vision goes beyond the common bag 

of influences, impacts, borrowings, or assorted hybridities in their inter-

cultural settings. It argues rather that a visual idiom was created by a history 

of mercantile connections between two cultures.”23 Howard’s study reveals 

a culture of trade in Venice that provided the framework for new building 

types, the city’s specific urban organization, and the visual dimensions of 

its architecture.

Following these directions, I diverge from the productive context of 

buildings and notions of stylistic influence, cultural confluence, and visual 

similarity as the primary means of interpreting cross-cultural commer-

cial relationships in architecture. Instead, I demonstrate that the culture 

of trade profoundly shaped the underlying structure of the port city, defin-

ing the principal orientation of its urban shape, the functional modes of its 

built elements, and the social hierarchies that dominated community life. 

Studies tracing the migration of motifs from the Indian subcontinent and 

East Africa to the Arabian coast, or tracking visual consistencies that cross 

national boundaries and tie maritime societies together, may be found else-

where.24 Here I explore the ways in which Mocha’s buildings and city spaces 
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facilitated the everyday conduct of the trade but also merged distant spa-

tial paradigms with local architectural models, contributing to the foreign 

merchant’s sense of belonging in a faraway city. Essentially, urban struc-

tures functioned as spatial tools of transition from one realm to another, 

allowing those who traveled to make sense of their long-distance journeys 

and to alleviate the alienation inherently involved in the interactions of 

cross-cultural trade.

Trade revenue from Mocha entered the hands of architectural patrons 

and eventually resulted in new constructions not only in Mocha itself but 

also in the Gujarati city of Surat and interior towns in Yemen far from the 

coasts. The built effects of Mocha’s trade must therefore be traced within 

the larger sphere of a far-reaching trade network. The built environment of 

Mocha’s coastal culture of trade becomes coherent through documenta-

tion of the city’s layout, examination of the larger spatial processes of trade 

and migration, analysis of functional agendas in architecture, and recon-

struction of the patronage programs of Mocha’s related yet distant trad-

ing partners. The returns of Mocha’s trade provided the stimulus as well 

as the funds for new construction throughout Yemen. It also motivated ur-

ban commercial activity in this maritime society of the Arabian Peninsula, 

which was in communication with the vibrant world of the Indian Ocean.

Sources

In many ways the parameters of this book have been dictated by the avail-

able sources that contributed to its production. I deal with a city in its trade 

network, but that city lies in ruins today. Mocha is still inhabited, but its 

historic quarters are almost entirely destroyed, and most residents live out-

side the former city walls. Few of the questions I pose could be answered 

by my many visits to Mocha and other key Yemeni sites. Thus I have relied 

on a combined reading of sources to understand and reconstruct city form, 

architecture, and urban life. These diverse sources consist of visual records 

and textual accounts, oral reports and archaeological remains, historical 

studies and modern investigations, in addition to my field visits.

The chief sources in Arabic from Yemen consist of two primary types, 

the historical chronicle and the biographical dictionary. Both genres follow 

formulaic outlines. The historical chronicles focus on major events such as 

battles, incursions, and natural disasters. Although they refer to the city of 

Mocha and its residents, they often do so briefly, in passing parenthetical
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comments. The biographical dictionaries explore the religious elites of Ye-

men, with a focus on highland Zaydı̄ scholars and the families of the imams. 

These official histories and biographical texts were never written in Mocha 

or the lowland coastal region but rather from the distant vantage point of 

the highlands.25 The distance between writer and subject is always evident. 

I have done my best to carefully incorporate into this study the partial and 

fleeting references gleaned from these sources, but they cannot stand alone 

as the foundation of the inquiry.

The European sources, which far outnumber the local Arabic sources for 

Mocha, include commercial documents left by merchants of the major Eu-

ropean companies that maintained continuous trade establishments in the 

city, as well as the more fleeting travel narratives of transient visitors. Of the 

company documents, the diaries of the VOC, called Dag Registers (daily 

logbooks), constitute the backbone of this study. They are the most detailed 

and continuous of the sources, describing daily activity in the city for the 

first half of the eighteenth century from an eyewitness viewpoint.26 I set the 

eighteenth-century Dutch trade documents apart from the other European 

company documents, as well as travelers’ accounts, because the long-term 

residents of the VOC were keenly aware of local practices and customs of 

the trade and recorded daily events in minute detail. Some were even profi-

cient in Arabic and other languages used by the major merchants in the city. 

A list of these archival sources is given in Appendix B. On the other hand, 

transitory visitors to the city were numerous throughout the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries, and their published travel narratives, often adorned 

with illustrations, circulated as popular accounts in Europe. The nineteenth 

century ushered in the era of photography, and every historical image of the 

now-ruined city serves as a valuable source about buildings and city vistas 

now destroyed.

Any study of Mocha requires a careful reading of these diverse texts and 

images, with an understanding of their orientation, in order to piece to-

gether the spatial organization of the city, its history, and its architecture 

from scattered accounts. Another source of immeasurable value is the con-

temporary local population. Although few of Mocha’s inhabitants remem-

ber the city’s past grandeur, some residents have taken an active interest 

in its history.27 Most notable is the work of the local historian Muh
˙

ammad

�Abd al-Wahhāb, who died in 2001. His grandson �Ādil gave me tours of the 

city’s ruined landmarks by pointing to mounds of sand and rubble that re-

mained monumental in his elderly grandfather’s memory. This urban past 
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is preserved in the historical work “Iklı̄l al-Mukhā�,” by �Abd al-Wahhāb, 

which awaits editing and posthumous publication.28 I refer to an unpub-

lished copy of the Iklı̄l, as well as numerous personal communications with 

�Ādil b. H
˙

usayn b. Muh
˙

ammad �Abd al-Wahhāb, who served as my inter-

mediary to his late grandfather and other residents of the city. They often 

added personal insights absent from the Iklı̄l and the other documents I 

relied upon.29

Indian Ocean Currents

I have organized this book not as an architectural history told in chrono-

logical sequence but rather in chapters that funnel from the larger contours 

of the Mocha trade network toward the specificity of the urban sphere. My 

goal is not to offer complete coverage of Mocha’s urban history between 

1650 and 1750 but gradually to narrow my lens on the commercial space of 

the city from that of the entire maritime sphere down to the smallest units 

of study, the city’s inhabitants and buildings.

I begin by locating Mocha within a large yet bounded space of travel, 

contact, and exchange surrounding the Red Sea, the western Indian Ocean, 

and Qāsimı̄ Yemen. In chapter 1, I trace the changing dimensions of the 

Mocha trade network by looking at the overlapping histories of the Otto-

mans in the Red Sea, the Qāsimı̄ imams of Yemen, and the western Indian 

Ocean trade. In chapter 2, I challenge the notion that Mocha played a sin-

gular role in the coffee trade by locating it within an interdependent matrix 

with other Yemeni and Red Sea ports and cities that administered the com-

merce in this precious commodity.

Next I turn to the peregrinations of the merchants, governors, brokers, 

and religious scholars who inhabited the city, albeit temporarily. In his wide-

reaching maritime study The Indian Ocean, Kenneth McPherson wrote that al-

though “it is relatively easy to sketch a general picture of Indian Ocean trade 

in the fifteenth century, it is much more difficult to give the story a human 

face.”30 The same holds true for the later Indian Ocean, so I try to recover the 

elusive persons who traveled the inland and maritime networks sketched in 

chapters 1 and 2 and who inhabited the buildings in the port. I introduce 

the imam’s wazirs and Mocha’s governors in chapter 3 and highlight high-

profile sea captains and profit-seeking merchants in chapter 4.

Turning to the urban space of the city, I look at its built shape, major 

monuments, domestic architecture, and residential quarters. In chapter 5, 
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I reconstruct the layout of the historic city and show how it functioned as a 

scaled-down diagram of the networks it facilitated, responding to both the 

maritime world and the dynastic needs of the Yemeni imamate. In chap-

ter 6, which is focused on the commercial practices of merchants in the 

city, I demonstrate that the merchants used their houses, rather than public 

structures, as the primary locations for their commercial interactions and 

that this pattern was tied closely to larger maritime practices. In the last 

chapter I highlight the tensions between the intramural and extramural city 

by showing how the social hierarchies of the maritime trade largely deter-

mined the residential patterns of the Baniyans, Hindu and Jain merchants 

from India.

Scholarship on the Indian Ocean tends toward the writing of broadly 

conceived studies such as those by Sugata Bose, K. N. Chaudhuri, and Ken-

neth McPherson, which oblige readers to traverse vast tracts of maritime 

space in the course of a single page.31 Here I offer a more focused case of a 

port city within the worlds in which it functioned. Throughout the book I 

weigh comparative material from the Arab Mediterranean, the Red Sea, the 

Persian Gulf, and the Indian Ocean in order to highlight Mocha’s relations 

with and comparability to other sites. I use comparison, however, only as a 

tool to underscore the specific aspects of built form and urban experience 

of the Mocha trade network and not to draw all-encompassing conclusions 

about the greater Indian Ocean region. The example of Mocha’s architec-

ture, urbanism, and society serves as a building block upon which future 

researchers may establish an understanding of the cultural dimensions of 

the Indian Ocean in a time of vibrant economic activity and momentous 

political change.
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1 The Mocha Trade Network

In her broad study of the Muslim dimensions of the Indian Ocean trade, 

the historian Patricia Risso highlighted the scholarly disjuncture between 

the overwhelmingly land-based approach taken in Islamic historiography 

and the coastal focus of Indian Ocean historiographers.1 Generally, Islamic 

historiography has been ordered by the logic of dynasties and their territo-

ries, which usually radiated from inland centers. Rather than overlapping 

with those narratives, Indian Ocean history reads like the portolan chart of 

a seafarer, oriented around sites on the coasts and their relationships to one 

another but painting the internal regions ambiguously, with broad, sweep-

ing labels. This disjuncture was exacerbated in work treating the early mod-

ern period, when Asian littoral history found itself folded into the legacy of 

European trade and expansion.

Characteristic of this scholarly rift, Mocha’s late-seventeenth- and early-

eighteenth-century history, often drawn from European commercial docu-

mentation, stands starkly apart from that of the ruling Qāsimı̄s of Yemen, 

which is based on local textual sources in Arabic. The early modern period 

was a pivotal segment of Islamic history, when three major Muslim dynas-

ties dominated—the Ottomans from Istanbul, the Safavids in Iran, and the 

Mughals in India. Among the familiar names of the gunpowder empires, 

the Qāsimı̄s of Yemen make hardly an appearance in the historical register. 

Even in the context of Arabian and Yemeni studies, interest in medieval, 

Ottoman, and contemporary peninsular history has occluded scholarly 
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attention to the Qāsimı̄ imams.2 But whereas the Qāsimı̄s are often over-

shadowed, the port of Mocha has independently surpassed the reputation 

of its dynastic umbrella.3 Mocha’s name has long been established as that 

of a well-known port of the Red Sea, linked closely to the Persian Gulf, In-

dia, and Europe through the transit of ships carrying coveted goods during 

the yearly trade season.

In an effort to bridge the gap between land and sea historiographies, in 

this chapter I trace the processes by which control of Mocha moved from 

the maritime sphere of the Ottomans to the imamic territory of the Ara-

bian Peninsula Qāsimı̄s. Mocha sat at the strategic hinge point where the 

peripheries of the Mediterranean and Indian Ocean worlds converged. Its 

relationship to both these systems shifted after the Qāsimı̄ imams ousted 

the Turks from Yemen. Although the port city steadily maintained its key 

trade role under both sets of authorities, its place in the maritime trade was 

not static. Rather, its commercial profile was closely tied up with the larger 

political changes that took place around it. From the mid-seventeenth cen-

tury, Mocha operated within a far-reaching yet delimited zone of commerce 

and exchange that stretched into the heart of inland Yemen and overseas 

toward western India.

The Ottoman Backdrop

Mocha’s rise as a port must be attributed to the arrival of the Ottomans 

during the first decades of the sixteenth century as they expanded down the 

Red Sea coast in response to Portuguese commercial and naval control of 

the western Indian Ocean. As early as 1525 an oft-cited document attributed 

to the admiral Selman Reis identified Yemen as the key to the Indian trade 

and suggested that Yemen would be easy to conquer because of local politi-

cal fragmentation and sectarian factionalism.4 In 1538 the Ottoman naval 

officer Süleyman Pasha occupied Yemen and established himself in Mocha 

and Aden (map 1.1). By 1547 Özdemir Pasha had taken Sanaa. Initially the 

Ottomans believed they could control Yemen with relative ease, given the 

lack of an existing power structure and the fact that local Ismā�ı̄lı̄ Shı̄�ı̄ fac-

tions generally preferred Turkish rule to Zaydı̄ intolerance. But they soon 

met with significant challenges to their governance throughout Yemen. The 

strongest resistance came from the Zaydı̄ imam al-Mut
˙
ahhar b. Sharaf al-

Dı̄n of Thulā, who wrested Sanaa from Ottoman control in 1567. Koca Sinān 

Pasha, who was sent from Egypt to put down this first major Zaydı̄ revolt,
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map 1 .1  Western Yemen.
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managed to regain Sanaa, but the final fierce battle with al-Mu
˙
tahhar in the 

mountain fortress of Kawkabān ended inconclusively in a truce.

After the death of al-Mut
˙
ahhar in 1572, the Ottoman governors Murād 

Pasha (r. 1576–80) and H
˙

asan Pasha (r. 1580–1604) enjoyed relative stabil-

ity in Yemen. Examples of monumental architecture in Yemeni cities reflect 

these peaceful decades, as well as the fact that many Ottoman governors 

gained great wealth that they dispensed on charitable contributions and 

public works. H
˙

asan Pasha ordered that the mosque of al-Shādhilı̄ be built 

in Mocha around the year 999/1590–91 and that the Bakı̄riyya mosque in 

Sanaa be built in 1005/1596–97 (fig. 1.1). The Bakı̄riyya is considered to be 

the largest and most visible mosque of Ottoman construction in Sanaa, 

surpassing even Ottoman additions during the second occupation in the 

nineteenth century. In 1598, however, the year after the Bakı̄riyya was con-

structed, a formidable enemy of the Ottomans, Imam al-Mans
˙

ūr al-Qāsim 

b. Muh
˙

ammad, proclaimed his da�wa, or summons to the imamate, with 

the support of a number of powerful tribes. Sinān Pasha Kaykhiyā (not to 

be confused with Koca Sinān Pasha of Egypt) arrived in 1008/1599–1600 to 

respond to the threat of the new imam and his large following, particularly 

in the northern regions of Shahāra and H
˙

ajja. After fighting with Imam al-

Mans
˙

ūr for more than seven years, Sinān Pasha could manage no more than 

a truce with him.

Under the next governorships, those of Ja�far Pasha (r. 1607–16) and 

Mehmed Pasha (r. 1616–21), Imam al-Mans
˙

ūr continued to be a significant 

threat, as is indicated by the fact that both governors preferred to make 

treaties with him than to wage war against him. After Imam al-Mans
˙

ūr died 

in 1620, his son Imam al-Mu�ayyad billāh Muh
˙

ammad continued the tradi-

tion of the truce with the Ottoman governors Ah
˙

mad Fad
˙

lı̄ Pasha (r. 1622–

24) and H
˙

aydar Pasha (r. 1624–29). This changed when, in 1626, he had 

garnered enough tribal support to counter the Ottoman presence. In 1629, 

after al-Mu�ayyad had taken most of the northern regions and parts of the 

coastal Tihāma strip, the defeated H
˙

aydar Pasha relinquished control of 

Sanaa to the imam. The last Ottoman successors, Aydin Pasha (r. 1628–30) 

and Qāns
˙

ūh Pasha (r. 1629–35), maintained the lowland coastal outposts of 

Yemen, such as Zabid and Mocha, but these were ceded by the end of 1635.

Although Sanaa was the administrative center of the province, Mocha 

was a key revenue-producing site for the Ottoman territory, as is clearly dem-

onstrated by the resources that Ottoman governors devoted to building the 

port’s commercial infrastructure (see chapter 5). The Tihāma region was 
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the gateway to Yemen for the Ottomans, and Mocha was often the launch-

ing pad for Turkish activities in the greater maritime region. Additionally, 

the Tihāma lowland, which included the ports, was considered much tamer 

than the intractable and seditious mountain interior of Sanaa and its envi-

rons, and it functioned as a relatively safe haven during times of local in-

stability. But the Ottoman occupation of Mocha must be seen not only in 

relationship to these internal territories but also in light of other acts of ex-

pansion along the Red Sea. After securing highland Yemen, Özdemir Pasha 

seized a number of Abyssinian cities, including Massawa, Arkiko, Tigre, 

and Deberva, in 1557–59.5 Again the desire was to thwart the Portuguese

fig.  1 .1  Bakı̄riyya Mosque, Sanaa, viewed from the south, 2002.
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from landing along the coast. Although the interior regions of Abyssinia 

proved just as untenable as their Arabian counterparts, an Ottoman gar-

rison carefully oversaw and controlled the port of Massawa (map 1.2). Mas-

sawa functioned as the key Ottoman holding on the southwest coast of the 

Red Sea, even though it lay adjacent to less stable territory beyond.

The Jidda Gap

According to Michel Tuchscherer, from the mid-sixteenth century to 1635 

the Red Sea functioned as an “Ottoman lake,” with ships traveling freely 

along its length, calling at the Ottoman tollhouses on either coast.6 The 

Cairo trade, reaching as far as India on the east, hinged upon Ottoman con-

trol of Yemeni and Abyssinian ports and a “delicate but durable balance” 

between the Portuguese and the Ottomans in the western Indian Ocean.7

The legacy of the Egyptian merchant Ismā�ı̄l Abū T
˙

āqiyya demonstrates the 

possibilities of commercial mobility available to people active in the Red 

Sea trade at the time. From the 1590s to 1624, when he died, Abū T
˙

āqiyya’s 

prosperous commercial empire stretched throughout North Africa, the 

Mediterranean, and the Indian Ocean, unencumbered by boundaries.8

Hence it was a momentous occasion when the Qāsimı̄s challenged the 

Ottomans and eventually ousted them from the Red Sea’s eastern coast. 

This political upheaval transformed trade in the Red Sea in a way that rami-

fied far beyond the Sinai Peninsula and Bāb al-Mandab. According to Tuch-

scherer, the Qāsimı̄ period ushered in a new division of the Red Sea maritime 

zone that pivoted around the port city of Jidda as a global center and the place 

where two systems, those of the Indian Ocean and the Mediterranean Sea, 

intersected. After this watershed moment, the northern sector of the Red 

Sea was controlled by Ottoman administrators and dominated by Cairene 

merchants while the southern sector opened up to Yemeni governance and 

Gujarati commercial preeminence.9 I refer to this invisible yet palpable late-

seventeenth- and eighteenth-century split of the Red Sea commerce, detailed 

at length by André Raymond and Tuchscherer, as the Jidda gap.10

Dividing a vast, Ottomanized north and a largely post-Ottoman south, 

the Jidda gap was imprinted in the geographical consciousness of officials 

and merchants along the Red Sea coasts. Ports such as Qus
˙

ayr and Suez in 

Egypt functioned as major nodes for the northern half. In the southern half, 

the Yemeni ports of Aden, Mocha, al-H
˙

udayda, and al-Luh
˙

ayya, along with 

East African Zayla�, which was brought under the aegis of the Qāsimı̄s in 
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map 1 .2  The Red Sea.
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1695, were the principal ports. Both Massawa and Sawākin, in modern Su-

dan, remained under Ottoman control, constituting a liminal zone shared 

with Jidda. This zone was frequented by African, Arab, Turkish, and Indian 

merchants from both halves of the Red Sea. The invisible Jidda gap was ef-

fective as a barrier, limiting traffic and determining the nature of residence 

along the length of the Red Sea.11 Although Cairene and Mediterranean 

goods entered Mocha’s warehouses, it was not by direct contact but via the 

intermediation of Jidda’s merchants.

Tuchscherer’s and Raymond’s findings are significant and allow for 

precise cultural characterization of Red Sea space in the late seventeenth 

and eighteenth centuries. While the world of the western Indian Ocean 

merchant in the eighteenth century was linked economically to the Medi-

terranean sphere, it was cut off from it socially. Such a split represents a 

marked distinction from earlier eras, such as the medieval times of the 

Cairo Geniza and the sixteenth-century high point of Ottoman maritime ex-

pansion, when the two spheres were fluidly interconnected. Raymond has 

shown that although many Cairene merchants of the first half of the eigh-

teenth century, such as the al-Sharā�ibı̄ family, worked in the coffee trade, 

none regularly traveled or lived below Jidda. Similarly, merchants from the 

south, and accordingly the east, maintained Jidda as a northern bound-

ary. Merchants from India and the Persian Gulf seldom journeyed north of 

Jidda, even though they were active in and south of the city. Further, above 

Jidda one never found the Hindu and Jain Baniyan communities that were 

ubiquitous and central to the trade in all the southern ports of the Red Sea, 

in major cities in inland Yemen, and on the coasts of the Persian Gulf. As 

both Tuchscherer and Raymond noted, when the Gujarati merchant �Abd 

al-Ghafūr’s ship transgressed the Jidda gap in 1698 and sailed all the way 

to Suez, observers were shocked by his unusual contravention of standard 

practices in the Red Sea. �Abd al-Ghafūr was duly penalized in Jidda the 

next year and never attempted such a venture again.

It is also worth noting that King Fasiladas of Ethiopia was aware of the 

new opportunities that arose after the expulsion of the Ottomans from the 

southern half of the Red Sea.12 He sent diplomatic envoys to the Qāsimı̄s in 

the 1640s in the hope of establishing a trade alliance between the African 

port Baylūl and Mocha, which would have bypassed Turkish-held Massawa 

and confirmed joint local control of the lower Red Sea. Although Imam 

al-Mutawakkil reciprocated by sending his emissary Ah
˙

mad al-H
˙

aymı̄ to 

Abyssinia, trade agreements never materialized. Regardless, it is clear that 
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the authorities on both sides of the southern Red Sea understood the poten-

tial advantages of the post-Ottoman power vacuum.

The Space of Qāsimı̄ Yemen

The post-Ottoman period brought about a clear split in Red Sea commerce 

while ushering in a time of great unity for the southern Arabian Peninsula. 

Historically, Yemeni geography has been defined by two topographically 

distinct regions, the mountainous highlands of the interior and the north 

and the coastal lowlands along the Red Sea and the Arabian Sea in the west 

and the south. Throughout much of Yemen’s Islamic history, these two 

regions have been divided from each other politically and along sectarian 

lines. Major medieval dynasties such as those of the Sulayhids, Ayyubids, 

Rasulids, and Tahirids ruled from points in southern Yemen such as Ibb, 

Zabid, and Ta�izz. While maintaining ties with the outside world, these dy-

nastic powers were often in conflict over territory with the less-centralized 

Zaydı̄ north. For instance, the Rasulids maintained strong diplomatic rela-

tions with Mamluk Egypt in the thirteenth through fifteenth centuries, and 

their successors, the Tahirids, used Aden for royal trade with India. The 

cosmopolitan south has always provided contact with the external world 

via maritime travel and trade as well as international diplomacy.

In sharp contrast, successive imams in northern Yemeni villages such as 

S
˙

a�da and Z
˙

afār Dhı̄ Bı̄n sustained the continuing existence of the south-

ern Arabian Zaydı̄ imamate from the late ninth century. Zaydism, one of 

three major subsects of Shı̄�ı̄ Islam, has been historically represented by only 

two major communities, one in Yemen and the other in Tabaristan on the 

Caspian Sea. When the Caspian Zaydı̄ community declined in the twelfth 

century, the Yemenis became the dominant representatives of Zaydism into 

the modern era. The Yemeni Zaydı̄s, however, maintained their power and 

preeminence only through the careful garnering of local tribal support in 

the northern region. Alternatively, Sunnı̄ dynasties that followed the Shāfi�ı̄  

school of law ruled the area south of the Samāra Pass, with the exception of 

the Ismā�ı̄lı̄ Sulayhids, who were Shı̄�ı̄ but also at odds with the Zaydı̄s. An 

oppositional contrast between the interior north and the coastal south has 

thus been maintained, characterized by the archetypal dichotomy between 

an isolated and untouchable Shı̄�ı̄ backwater and a region defined by Sunnı̄  

cosmopolitanism.
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The Qāsimı̄ dynasty therefore represents a unique and noteworthy turn 

in Yemeni history. Founded by Imam al-Mans
˙

ūr Qāsim b. Muh
˙

ammad

(r. 1598–1620), the Qāsimı̄s constituted a significant anti-occupation force, 

ruling for two and a half centuries between two eras of Ottoman rule. Al-

though Imam al-Mans
˙

ūr Qāsim died before he could complete his mis-

sion to expel the Ottomans, his son, Imam al-Mu�ayyad billāh Muh
˙

ammad

(r. 1620–44), continued his legacy by devoting most of his lifetime to 

ousting the Turks from Yemen. After finally succeeding and establishing 

Qāsimı̄ control over all the Ottoman-held areas, al-Mu�ayyad consolidated 

Zaydı̄ power from the northern mountain fortress of Shahāra.

Without the opposition of the Turks, al-Mu�ayyad Muh
˙

ammad’s brother, 

the subsequent Imam al-Mutawakkil Ismā�ı̄l (r. 1644–76), established the 

foundations of the Qāsimı̄ empire from his new capital farther south, in 

D
˙

ūrān, by instituting administrative and economic reforms and seeking 

territorial expansion. Imam al-Mutawakkil’s long reign is considered the 

high point of Qāsimı̄ rule and was marked by the greatest extension of the 

Qāsimı̄ dominion, into the eastern stretch of H
˙

ad
˙

ramawt. Never before had 

one titular head unified all of Yemen, nor had a Zaydı̄ imam controlled so 

much territory outside the traditional isolated strongholds in the north. Al-

Mutawakkil Ismā�ı̄l initiated new taxation policies that allowed the imam-

ate to benefit from the profits of all of Yemen, particularly the lush and 

lucrative lowlands, which had never before been under Zaydı̄ control. As 

the leader of an expanded territory, al-Mutawakkil also formalized many 

aspects of Qāsimı̄ external relations by appointing an official to oversee 

the Yemeni pilgrimage caravan and establishing diplomatic dialogue with 

other major powers, such as the Ottomans, the emperor of Ethiopia, and 

the Mughal ruler Aurangzeb.13

Al-Mutawakkil’s reign, however, was plagued by episodes of internal 

discord as Yemen’s Jewish community witnessed the rise of a number of 

messianic movements, some of which were locally cultivated while others,

such as Sabbatai Sevi’s movement, were imported from outside. The fer-

vor that emerged around these movements heightened the visibility and 

vulnerability of this long-settled minority community, eventually leading 

al-Mutawakkil to command from his deathbed that the Jews be expelled 

from Yemen.14 Al-Mutawakkil’s nephew and successor, al-Mahdı̄ Ah
˙

mad

b. al-H
˙

asan (r. 1676–81) attempted to execute this dying wish. During his 

short rule he expelled the Jews of Sanaa and other cities and sent them to a 
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temporary exile in the Tihāmı̄ city of Mawza�. Although they were eventually 

allowed to return to Sanaa, the Mawza� exile stands as the most devastating 

and cataclysmic event in Yemenite history.

The Zaydı̄ system of leadership was characterized by inherent political 

instability, because anyone who fulfilled the necessary qualifications and 

received the support of the community could rise up at any time to contest 

a seated imam. Qāsimı̄ history and larger Zaydı̄ history appear as a string 

of overlapping battles between reigning imams and those who challenged 

them, resulting in repeated periods of unrest and political contestation. 

When Imam al-Mahdı̄ Muh
˙

ammad (also known as S
˙

āh
˙

ib al-Mawāhib, 

r. 1686–1718) declared himself imam in the mountain fortress of al-Mans
˙

ūra

in the region of al-H
˙

ujariyya, he had to mobilize his troops in order to force 

the allegiance of the notables. Throughout his long rule he was known as a 

fickle and arbitrary imam who was not bolstered by the claims of erudition 

and community approval of his predecessors. Strong contenders such as 

H
˙

usayn b. �Alı̄ b. Ah
˙

mad and al-Mans
˙

ūr H
˙

usayn b. al-Qāsim b. al-Mu�ayyad 

Muh
˙

ammad, both from the line of al-Mans
˙

ūr Qāsim, declared themselves 

imams during his rule. Each achieved a great measure of support in his 

region—respectively, S
˙

a�da, the northern birthplace of Yemeni Zaydism, 

and Shahāra.

Furthermore, al-Mahdı̄ Muh
˙

ammad had lost control of many of the 

southern and eastern regions that al-Mutawakkil Ismā�ı̄l had taken un-

der the fold of the Qāsimı̄s, such as Yāfi� and H
˙

ad
˙

ramawt. Hence the geo-

graphic sweep of Qāsimı̄ influence on the Arabian Peninsula was largely 

compromised by the early eighteenth century, despite the fact that Sāh
˙

ib

al-Mawāhib succeeded in taking the island of Zayla� in 1695. Al-Mahdı̄  

Muh
˙

ammad’s nephew, Qāsim, was known for his military prowess and en-

gaged in many campaigns on behalf of his uncle, who eventually resorted 

to jailing him for fear of his popularity and charisma. The pressure of con-

tenders for his rule compelled him eventually to release Qāsim. Soon after 

regaining his freedom, Qāsim rescinded his allegiance to al-Mahdı̄ and de-

clared himself Imam al-Mutawakkil (r. 1718–27). Al-Mahdı̄ died during the 

siege of Qāsim in 1718.

In the seventeenth century, after the Ottomans were removed from 

power, each Qāsimı̄ imam chose his own capital, according to his local ties 

and power base. Generally the capitals were located near the major city of 

Sanaa—for example, al-Ghirās, northeast of Sanaa—or Dhamār, which in-

cluded the mountain fortress of D
˙

ūrān, Hijrat Ma�bar, and the hilltop vil-
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lage of al-Mawāhib. During this early period Sanaa remained an important 

religious and administrative center regardless of the imams’ changes of 

capitals. From 1718, when al-Mutawakkil Qāsim declared himself imam, 

the imamate took a permanent place in Sanaa, which was to remain the sin-

gle site of consolidated highland power until the second Ottoman occupa-

tion. Even more significantly, Imam al-Mutawakkil Qāsim’s reign marked 

a distinct break with tradition, for he was the first of seven generations of 

hereditary imams who passed on the imamate as a family right for more 

than 150 years.

His son, Imam al-Mans
˙

ūr H
˙

usayn (r. 1727–48), succeeded him but 

was also plagued by challenges to his rule, particularly by Imam al-Nās
˙

ir

Muh
˙

ammad b. Ish
˙

āq, who was believed to be better suited for the imam-

ate than al-Mans
˙

ūr because of his scholarship and erudition. After engag-

ing in military conflict with al-Mans
˙

ūr for two years, Muh
˙

ammad b. Ish
˙

āq 

eventually submitted to him. Additionally, al-Mans
˙

ūr H
˙

usayn’s brother, 

Amı̄r Ah
˙

mad, established a semi-independent princedom in and around 

the city of Ta�izz, thereby circumscribing al-Mans
˙

ūr’s political orbit and di-

verting the profits of the outlying agricultural regions to his own coffers.

Al-Mans
˙

ūr was succeeded by his son, Imam al-Mahdı̄ �Abbās (r. 1748–75).

Like the reign of al-Mutawakkil Ismā�ı̄l, al-Mahdı̄ �Abbās’s rule, which 

witnessed relative stability, is considered to be a high point of the Qāsimı̄  

era, a time when beneficial economic reforms were put in place and offi-

cial abuses that had become commonplace before him were abolished.15

Furthermore, al-Mahdı̄ �Abbās’s da�wa went unchallenged, which was a rar-

ity by this point.

Before the Qāsimı̄ period, the Zaydı̄ imamates of Yemen had always been 

limited in scope and defined oppositionally against other power holders in 

Yemen, either the Sunnı̄ dynasties in the south, the Ismā�ı̄lı̄s, or the Otto-

mans. With such a small sphere of influence, the Zaydı̄ imams ruled with 

little administrative infrastructure, no standing army, and no need for es-

tablished policies of governance or procedures for handling any revenue 

that was generated. The inception of the expanded Qāsimı̄ dynasty necessi-

tated the innovation of a structure of administrative policies and the kind of 

governing apparatus appropriate to any large territorial power, as described 

by the historian and scholar of Islamic law Bernard Haykel. He highlighted 

the internal transformations that the Qāsimı̄ imamate experienced from its 

beginning, with the expulsion of the Ottomans, through the Turkish return 

in the nineteenth century. Haykel emphasized the imamate’s newly arisen 



28 The Mocha Trade Network

need to develop systems of taxation, to muster armed forces, and to admin-

ister large tracts of territory, thereby taking on “state-like qualities it had 

never before developed fully.”16 By the mid-eighteenth century, Qāsimı̄ Ye-

men had been transformed from a localized Shı̄�ı̄ imamate led by an imam 

who was invested with community support into a territorial dynasty ruled 

by an imam who had inherited his title from his father and maintained con-

trol over his realm by managing a large and powerful army.

Most studies of Zaydı̄ Yemen have been focused on the imams’ reliance 

for political stability upon the northern tribes, who served as their mili-

tary base. This focus has led to an assumption that the maritime world and 

commercial affairs were irrelevant to the highland Zaydı̄s, including the 

Qāsimı̄s. R. B. Serjeant, for example, wrote that “the Zaydı̄ Imāms derived 

their authority and support from their influence with the war-like tribes of 

the northern mountains—landsmen without a seacoast. In this respect they 

differed from the Rasūlid Sult
˙
āns of Ta�izz of the 13th to mid-15th centuries 

who were able, through control of the sea, to exert their influence along the 

southern coast of Arabia.”17 As Haykel demonstrated, however, the Qāsimı̄  

era ushered in an unprecedented administrative structure uniting northern 

and southern Yemen under a Zaydı̄ head, which led to a new level of political 

saturation, religious exchange, and cultural diffusion between the two re-

gions.18 Indeed, beginning in the seventeenth century the two realms—the 

highland Zaydı̄ north and the largely Sunnı̄ coastal lowland with its mari-

time ties to the Red Sea and Indian Ocean—became tightly intertwined and 

economically dependent on each other. The strong economic relationship 

between coast and interior contributed to a new, heightened maritime sen-

sibility in Qāsimı̄ Yemen, and Mocha served as the primary gateway for its 

maritime connections. This often overlooked facet of the geographical con-

sciousness that defined the period must be added to the more conventional 

and narrower perspective emphasizing the highlands and its tribes.

The Trade of Mocha

In the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, Mocha’s port wel-

comed a wide range of ships from trade routes originating below the Jidda 

gap. Every year the first ship from India was awaited with great anticipa-

tion, because it marked the beginning of the trade season. Long-distance 

vessels such as large dhows with two or three masts, called ghurābs, along 
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with galleys, brigantines, and barks from the Indian subcontinent consti-

tuted the most significant portion of the international trade of Mocha.19 A 

veritable pipeline of maritime traffic ran from the Red Sea to Gujarat, par-

ticularly between Mocha and Surat (map 1.3). Together these cities func-

tioned as twin ports along a maritime highway. Although vessels arrived 

from other Indian ports, such as Cambay in Gujarat, Diu and Porbandar on 

the Kathiawar Peninsula, Karwar in Karnataka, Kannur, Kozhikode, and 

Kochi on the Malabar coast, Pondicherry on the Coromandel coast, and 

Hugli in Bengal, Mocha’s trade depended on the constant flow of goods 

and merchants along the Mocha-Surat route.

Some vessels that traveled this route may be defined as official or royal 

ships. The Mughal emperors and other members of the royal family sent 

ships from Surat to the Red Sea laden with cargo and carrying pilgrims 

destined for Mecca via Jidda.20 These ships stopped at Mocha to replen-

ish supplies and unload goods before continuing to the H
˙

ijāz. Trade activ-

ity overlapped with pilgrimage activity, particularly during seasons when 

the pilgrimage month, Dhū al-H
˙

ijja, coincided comfortably with the time-

table dictated by the sailing winds. Furthermore, the imam of Yemen sent 

two ships from Mocha to Surat yearly. Private trade was also conducted by 

merchants who hailed from Surat, such as the well-known members of the 

Gujarati ship-owning family �Abd al-Ghafūr and its Turkish rival, the family 

headed by Muh
˙

ammad S
˙

ālih
˙

 Chalabı̄.

Following the natural calendar of the monsoon winds, ships from India 

began to arrive as early as January and continued to appear throughout the 

spring. They sailed eastward in August, leaving Mocha’s harbor relatively 

empty by October. Textiles constituted the key Indian manufactured com-

modity of the port. Made in the production centers of Gujarat, the Coro-

mandel coast, and Bengal, the textiles represented a multitude of varieties, 

styles, and qualities, a range reflecting the huge market for Indian cloth 

in Yemen and other parts of the Middle East.21 The vast majority consisted 

of cotton calicoes and chintzes that were block-printed or resist-dyed and 

intended for everyday garments and uses. More lavish printed cottons 

and silks were also shipped, traded, and given as gifts. Varieties included 

salampore, a kind of chintz, usually white, that was originally made in the 

Coromandel region; betelles, a light muslin cloth made in Bengal that had 

great appeal throughout the Middle East; and canvas for sails and other 

utility purposes. An Indian textile known as Guinea cloth, made for the 
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map 1 .3  Mocha in the early modern western Indian Ocean.
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African market, traveled through Mocha, eventually ending up as far away 

as the West Indies to clothe slaves on Caribbean plantations.

Spices from India and Southeast Asia included cloves, pepper, carda-

mom, mace, turmeric, cinnamon, dried ginger, and nutmeg. Various bulk 

metals arrived in Mocha, many of which, such as tin, copper, steel, lead, 

and iron, were transshipped from East and Southeast Asia. Chinese silks 

and damasks added to the textiles from India, and porcelains arrived in the 

port in all shapes and sizes, from small coffee cups to large kitchen wares.22

Both powdered sugar and loaf sugar were available, along with rice, oil, and 

ghee from India. Dyestuffs such as sapanwood and aromatics such as gum 

benjamin also passed through the port from Asia. The vessels that carried 

these eastern goods to Mocha returned to the Indian coast carrying loads of 

bullion and cases of specie shipped from the Mediterranean for reminting 

into Mughal coins in India. Other items that returned to India were ivory 

from the African coast, medicinal products such as aloe, local aromatics, 

and dye materials such as wars, a Yemeni plant that produced a yellow pig-

ment. During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, coffee was shipped 

from Mocha to Surat mainly on European boats.

Persian Gulf shipping, from Basra in Iraq, al-S
˙

ı̄r province on the Mu-

sandam Peninsula, Muscat and Mat
˙

rah
˙

 in Oman, and Kung in Persia, also 

served both the commercial market and the pilgrimage. The vessels, which 

included ghurābs and trankes, arrived in the city during the high season as 

well as the off season, between September and January.23 These smaller 

Gulf vessels usually outnumbered those coming from India into Mocha’s 

harbor, sometimes equaling up to forty per trade season.24 The chief export 

product of the Persian Gulf was dates, and in the months after the autumn 

harvest, many Persian Gulf ships loaded entirely with dates entered the 

Red Sea. Although dates spoiled if they were stored for too long, they were 

convenient as maritime products because they served as ballast for ocean-

going ships.25 Additionally, raw copper, worked copper vessels, tobacco, 

ginger, and rosewater were sent to Mocha, as were clothing and textiles 

such as black Arab or Persian “over robes” and rough silks transshipped 

from India.26 Ships returned to the Persian Gulf filled with Yemeni coffee as 

well as local aromatics, medicinal products, and dyes.

In contrast to the Indian Ocean and Persian Gulf vessels, the rest of 

Mocha’s ships can be characterized broadly as local Red Sea traffic that trav-

eled up, down, and across the waterway. The longitudinal traffic consisted 

mainly of small Red Sea jalbas that traveled between Jidda and the Yemeni 
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ports al-Luh
˙

ayya, al-H
˙

udayda, and Mocha.27 As discussed in the next chap-

ter, this transregional traffic was dominated by coffee, which was directed 

north toward Cairo via Jidda from all three Yemeni ports. There was also a 

good deal of traffic between Mocha and Massawa and Zayla� on the western 

shores of the Red Sea and Gulf of Aden, routes by which products from the 

African interior entered the Indian Ocean. For instance, gold, ivory, amber, 

and civet exited via Massawa, in addition to large numbers of African slaves 

destined for Yemen, Egypt, the H
˙

ijāz, and India. After the island of Zayla�, in 

modern-day Somalia, was taken by Imam al-Mahdı̄ Muh
˙

ammad, that port 

also provided African slaves for the Yemeni market.28

Jalbas from Aden, Zayla�, and other small ports on the African side ar-

rived in Mocha in large numbers throughout the year to provide the city 

with mundane but necessary items such as butter, sheep, firewood, mats, 

and even drinking water. Rather than carrying high-volume trade items, 

these smaller Red Sea vessels left Mocha with retail quantities of goods that 

had been shipped originally from other Indian Ocean sites. Their cargos 

included spices and textiles as well as local products obtained from the 

interior, such as Yemeni sorghum, accommodating the everyday, practical 

needs of the inhabitants of port communities. The records mention Zayla�
as the main port of origin for such traffic, but other small, unnamed ports 

on the Abyssinian coast served the same purpose.

Land-based traffic was also crucial to Mocha’s livelihood. Camel cara-

vans trekked to the highlands daily, filtering the goods of the Indian Ocean 

trade into the interior of Yemen. The most frequent route led out of the city 

to the east via Ta�izz and then north through Dhamār to Sanaa (map 1.1). 

The other option left Mocha via Mawza�, veered north along the Tihāma 

road to Bayt al-Faqı̄h, Yemen’s major coffee emporium, and then entered 

the highlands through the H
˙

arāz Mountains. Agricultural products such 

as sorghum and fresh fruits came from the interior to supply the Mocha 

market. Messengers and visitors from the Yemeni court frequented this im-

perial highway as well, arriving in Mocha with letters from the imam and 

valuable news regarding the political situation in the interior.

Overlapping Systems of Exchange

The world of Indian Ocean trade overlapped with the realm of Qāsimı̄ gov-

ernance in Mocha in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. 
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Both systems informed city life and commercial activity, although in dif-

ferent and uneven ways. Two good examples of this social, cultural, and 

economic overlay may be seen in Mocha’s systems of accounting, both its 

calendar for payment and its currencies. The dominant calendar in Mocha 

was the local lunar hijrı̄ one, which determined the major dates for feast 

days and the yearly pilgrimage to Mecca. Even the non-Muslim inhabitants 

of the city acknowledged the landmark dates and temporal rhythm of the 

Muslim calendar. For instance, the customs house closed during the reli-

gious festivals of �Īd al-Fit
˙

r and �Īd al-Ad
˙

h
˙

ā, and trade came to a standstill

for all merchants in the city on those days. Fasting during the month of 

Ramad
˙

ān slowed many of the functions of the trade, even for those who did 

not participate.

In Mocha, however, another maritime system of accounting for time, 

called the Nayrūz calendar, coexisted with the local Islamic one for the pur-

poses of trade transactions. All wholesale goods in Mocha except for cof-

fee were sold on credit, as they were in port cities throughout the western 

Indian Ocean. This pervasive system of credit and account debits required 

a rigid and binding schedule for payment. Originally devised and used 

in Sasanian Persia, the solar Nayrūz calendar was not widely diffused in 

the early modern Arab world, but it maintained resilience in the maritime 

realm as the primary calendar by which Indian Ocean sailors and navigators 

planned sailing schedules and anticipated shifts in weather patterns.29 In 

Mocha, merchants paid for their goods at intervals based on this Nayrūz

calendar that were reckoned in relation to the seasonal arrival and departure 

of ships.30 The Nayrūz year began after the ships left for India in October, a 

date that also corresponded to the Gujarati New Year. The 365-day year was 

then split into segments of 100 days, with 100 Nayrūz falling in January, 200 

Nayrūz in April, and 300 Nayrūz in July, dates that corresponded to key mo-

ments in the annual sailing and trading season.31 In Mocha, accounts for 

goods sold after the departure of the ships in the fall were not settled until 

200 Nayrūz in April, a date that allowed the overseas ships to return with 

new goods before payment was made. All other accounts were settled on 

300 Nayrūz in July, thus assuring that all debts were settled before the ships 

began to leave the harbor for the season.32 All merchants in the city followed 

this calendar for accounting and paid debts according to its landmark dates.

The situation surrounding Mocha’s coinage was even more complex. 

Yemeni numismatics is a perplexing field of study, and the few textual 
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records, from both Arabic and European sources, do not correlate with the 

scant existing numismatic evidence. The early Qāsimı̄s issued coins from a 

number of highland mints. Imam al-Mah
˙

dı̄ Muh
˙

ammad, for instance, had 

coins minted in at least three cities, Dhamār, Radā�, and al-Khud
˙

rā�. By the 

mid-eighteenth century the mint was centralized in Sanaa and placed under 

the control of a Jewish chief treasurer named Salı̄m al-�Irāqı̄.33 In general, 

Qāsimı̄ coins were minted in gold, silver, and copper, although the scarce 

gold examples extant today were used not as actual coins of exchange but 

as commemorative pieces.34 The silver coins from the time vary in size and 

weight, from 6.35 grams to 19.6 grams. Unfortunately, these silver coins 

cannot be matched with the many names used in the texts, such as h
˙

arf,

qirsh, and riyal. One cannot be sure how much the most frequently men-

tioned silver coin of this era, the h
˙

arf, weighed, although we know that it 

was subdivided into smaller units called buqshahs. Silver and copper coins 

minted in Sanaa under the imam’s authority were in use in Mocha, and it 

appears that the silver h
˙

arf, as it was known in Sanaa, was called a komassi in 

Mocha and other lowland cities. The komassi, most likely from the Arabic al-

khumsiyya, or a fifth, was used for everyday purchases from Mocha’s bazaar 

and all types of small local exchanges.

As Raymond described for early modern Cairo, Mocha had in place a 

double system of currency in which international wholesale currencies co-

existed with local denominations.35 In the first half of the eighteenth cen-

tury the Spanish riyal, also known as the Spanish real of eight, the Spanish 

dollar, and the Spanish peso, was a veritable global currency, made of silver 

mined in Central America, minted on the authority of the Iberian king, and 

transferable in the Americas, the Middle East, and Asia. In the eighteenth 

century the Spanish riyal was the dominant silver currency of the Arabian 

Peninsula, used for all wholesale trade transactions in Mocha.36 The Maria 

Theresa silver thaler, known as al-riyāl al-faransı̄ in Yemen, eventually re-

placed the Spanish riyal’s prime status later in the century.

Another international unit of exchange, called the Mocha dollar, was 

also used by wholesale traders in the city. According to Carsten Niebuhr, 

a German traveler who visited Yemen in the mid-eighteenth century, the 

Spanish riyal, locally called qirsh h
˙

ajar, was differentiated from the Mocha 

dollar, which went by the name qirsh dhahab.37 The Mocha dollar was an 

accounting currency devised by the city’s Baniyan brokers, but although its 

values were calculated, they were never tendered. The Mocha dollar, used 

widely in this port city but unknown in any other city, was always valued 
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21.5 percent lower than the Spanish riyal. All major transactions except for 

the purchase of coffee were conducted using values calculated in Mocha 

dollars. When the deferred payment was due on 100, 200, or 300 Nayrūz, it 

was converted from the original value in Mocha dollars to an amount ten-

dered in Spanish riyals.

With its two calendars and multiple currencies, Mocha maintained a 

unique culture of trade and accounting that integrated inland and overseas 

systems. Through this integrated method of payment and exchange, mer-

chants from both Gujarat and Sanaa approached Mocha’s accounting sys-

tem with at least a modicum of familiarity.

Mocha, then, might be said to have begun its international history as 

the southernmost Turkish holding in the Red Sea. From 1538 to 1635 it was 

overseen from Istanbul and administered by Ottoman officials sent from 

Egypt. During this period it was linked tightly to both the Mediterranean 

and the Indian Ocean, its trade extending to Cairo in the north and India 

in the east. By challenging Turkish preeminence along the length of the 

Red Sea, the Qāsimı̄s catapulted Mocha into a different realm of trade and 

exchange that terminated abruptly at Jidda and was cut off completely from 

direct relations with Cairo. Connections to the western Indian world, the 

Persian Gulf, and other lower Red Sea ports were correspondingly intensi-

fied, leading to a situation in which two distinct poles—Qāsimı̄ Sanaa to 

the north and Mughal Surat to the east—defined Mocha’s livelihood, trade, 

and governance. At the port city of Mocha the Qāsimı̄ sphere of administra-

tion and authority converged with the commercial maritime world below 

the Jidda gap, which stretched toward India and away from Cairo and the 

Mediterranean.
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2 The Yemeni Coffee Network

In the sixteenth century the Red Sea spice trade experienced an eco-

nomic downfall caused by Portuguese disruption of the traditional Asian 

conduits to Europe. A new product, coffee, emerged fortuitously to fill the 

trade gap. After the Ottoman state fully harnessed coffee cultivation in Ye-

men in the second half of the sixteenth century, it became an important 

item exported to other areas under Ottoman control, including the H
˙

ijāz, 

Cairo, the Levant, and Istanbul. Under the succeeding Qāsimı̄ imams, cof-

fee became the most important revenue-producing crop in all of Yemen. 

For that reason the Qāsimı̄ state has been dubbed “the coffee imamate,” 

its yearly exports of the bean estimated at 12,000 to 15,000 tons during the 

eighteenth century.1 Carsten Niebuhr, who claimed that Yemen’s imam re-

ceived one quarter of the price at which coffee was sold, attests to the imam’s 

having profited directly from the popularity of the beverage.2 The Qāsimı̄s 

also witnessed the expansion of the coffee market, which in the second half 

of the seventeenth century grew to include European consumers who had 

picked up the habit from their Turkish counterparts. The demand for cof-

fee brought much New World silver to Yemen’s coast, which in turn lured 

Asian traders to its ports. Although European exports from colonial coffee 

plantations on the islands of Java and Réunion in the eighteenth century 

had a mounting negative effect on Yemen’s coffee trade, the local market 

remained hearty through the nineteenth century.3 Today Yemeni produc-

tion has dwindled to a minimal presence in global markets.
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Regarding the first half of the seventeenth century, the Dutch historian 

C. G. Brouwer asked, “Is coffee to be considered synonymous with al-

Mukhā? Can the city simply be described as a coffee port?”4 Challenging the 

ways in which Mocha had been popularly identified as a unique emporium 

for coffee trade or shipment, Brouwer contended that although coffee was 

a major early modern Yemeni export item, it was a minor object of trade and 

shipping in the port of Mocha during the last years of the Ottoman occupa-

tion and the beginnings of the Qāsimı̄ state.5 Rather, the port’s maritime 

centrality derived from its role in the exchange of precious metals from 

the Mediterranean to India. Coffee was sold and transshipped through a 

number of other ports, not just Mocha, as well as along land-based routes. 

Brouwer aptly responded to the many historians, not to mention popular 

writers, who inaccurately situated all early modern trade with Mocha in the 

realm of coffee commerce, even though the port dealt in a variety of goods 

and Europeans first arrived on the Yemeni Red Sea coast in search of a stake 

in the strategic western terminus of the Indian Ocean trade, not because of 

the coffee bean.

Brouwer was right to challenge the long-standing popular myths about 

Mocha’s singular place as Yemen’s coffee capital during the time when the 

name Mocha became associated with the coffee bean in European circles. 

The port was only one point in a matrix of trading sites that included inland 

places of coffee cultivation, the emporium Bayt al-Faqı̄h, established under 

the Qāsimı̄ imamate, and other regional ports to the north of Mocha. Trac-

ing coffee’s itineraries into and out of Yemen reveals how the local system 

of coffee exchange was imbedded in a larger network of trade encompass-

ing a rich diversity of products, merchants of many nationalities, and the 

whole of the western Indian Ocean.

Bean and Beverage

In his book on the origins of coffee drinking, its spread, and its prohibition 

in the Middle East, Ralph Hattox concluded that Yemen was the first place 

in which coffee was consumed as a beverage—namely, in Sufi circles in 

the fifteenth century.6 Other widespread myths locate the birth of the habit 

in Ethiopia, home of the coffee plant, or cite earlier, fleeting references to 

coffee in Arabic literature.7 Many of these popular stories include dancing 

goats that led curious goatherds to discover the caffeinated beans or imagi-

native images of the Prophet Muh
˙

ammad as the first coffee aficionado. The 
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bulk of textual evidence, however, points to fifteenth-century Yemen as the 

site where and the time when coffee entered the realm of visible consump-

tion as a drink, as well as its birthplace as a global commodity.

The Arabic language distinguishes coffee beans before they are ground 

and brewed as bunn. The prepared drink is called qahwa. Economically, but 

imprecisely, most other languages use the single nebulous term coffee, de-

rived from the Arabic qahwa and its Turkish derivative kahve, to refer to 

the bean, the commodity, and the beverage.8 The conflation of beverage 

and commodity bears upon the history of coffee and its spread. Although 

Yemen played a unique and pivotal role in the trade of bunn, or the coffee 

bean, its role in shaping the global culture of qahwa and coffee consump-

tion was minimal outside of its early beginnings. In fact the social and 

ceremonial context of coffee consumption became ritually codified at the 

Ottoman court at Istanbul, passed in some cases through neighboring 

Ottoman territories, and eventually reached western Europe. The Arabian 

consumption tradition, in contrast, made no lasting imprint beyond the 

peninsula.

Qishr, for instance, is a notable coffee beverage that was consumed in 

early modern Yemen, is still popular there, but is unknown elsewhere. Qishr

refers to the husk of the coffee bean, which is often simply discarded. The 

hot beverage is made from dried husks that are steeped in hot water for 

the effect of a mild tea with a light honey color, spiced with finely ground 

ginger and sugar. Initially qishr was exported to and consumed in the H
˙

ijāz 

and Egypt through the sixteenth century, along with bunn. After 1600 it dis-

appeared from the trade registers and accounts of consumption outside 

of Yemen, having been replaced by more common coffee beans.9 In the 

eighteenth century, local administrators and merchants served the drink 

exclusively to welcome and formally receive guests in Mocha.10 European 

travelers called it “the sultan’s coffee” or “the sultana’s coffee” to differen-

tiate it from black brewed coffee roasted from the bean, which was largely 

absent from Yemeni ceremonies at the time.11 Despite the global prevalence 

of brews from roasted coffee beans today, the less flavorful, less caffein-

ated, and less expensive qishr, derived from a usual coffee waste product, 

still prevails in Yemen, but not outside its borders.

In contrast to the limited scope of influence of Yemeni coffee consump-

tion, habits of coffee drinking from the northern Ottoman world served 

as the model for the coffee culture of cities around the Mediterranean and 

western Europe during the late sixteenth and the seventeenth centuries.
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For example, Venetian travelers and merchants who visited Anatolia and 

Ottoman cities in the Levant wrote extensively about the habit in their 

travelogues, bringing vivid images of the beverage to audiences at home. 

Coffee’s potential as a social lubricant was demonstrated on European ter-

rain by Süleyman Agha, the Turkish ambassador of Sultan Mehmed IV, who 

served coffee to Louis XIV and other visitors at lavish parties. Public aware-

ness of the beverage in mid-seventeenth-century France was tied largely to 

a surge in interest in Turkish cultural fashions. Similarly, the 1683 Ottoman 

siege of Vienna marked a turning point in the Austrian Hapsburg aware-

ness of the enticement of coffee. By the end of the seventeenth century, cof-

feehouses existed in all the largest European cities.

One must credit both Yemen and the Mediterranean Ottoman world for 

shaping European and further global traditions, although their roles were 

distinct. Although the Ottoman world, stemming from cosmopolitan Istan-

bul, initiated and transmitted the social customs that have become associ-

ated with global coffee consumption today, Yemen provided the early roots 

of the consumption of coffee as a beverage. Throughout the seventeenth 

and early eighteenth centuries, Yemen also served as the sole provider of the 

beans to the international market. Thus, in order to understand Yemen’s 

role in the global legacy of coffee, one must isolate the history of the bean, 

which has become entangled with the story of the beverage.

Growing Coffee

Much has been written about coffee consumption and prohibition in the 

Middle East and about European stakes in the dissemination of coffee. Less 

is known about the dimensions of the coffee trade in Yemen at the stage be-

fore the beans left the imam’s territory. According to Michel Tuchscherer, 

the Ottomans encouraged the development of this cash crop by harnessing 

the cultivation of coffee plants for export in Yemen after 1571, when they in-

stilled temporary peace after Imam al-Mut
˙
ahhar’s rebellion.12 Before then, 

limited amounts of Ethiopian and Yemeni wild crop supplied the market.13

Coffee was never grown in or around Mocha itself, which sits on a barren, 

sandy spot on the coastal strip that stretches from Bāb al-Mandab, the 

southern entry to the Red Sea, northward up the Arabian Peninsula. This 

lowland strip, known as the Tihāma, is hot all year, and rainfall is scant. 

The land is workable in only small areas, mainly the wādis, or valleys where 

freshwater flows down from the mountains and allows for irrigation.
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In the interior of Yemen, mountain formations come together to border 

the coast, stretching from north to south and setting the Tihāma plain apart 

from the interior heartland. Yemen’s historic coffee cultivation sites are 

located in the heights that stretch along the Tihāma and benefit from ad-

equate rainfall at elevations of 1,000 to 2,000 meters above sea level. In the 

north, around the larger perimeter of Sanaa, the main coffee growing areas 

included H
˙

ajja, al-Mah
˙

wı̄t, H
˙

arāz, H
˙

ayma, and Banı̄ Mat
˙
ar. These areas lay 

at least a week’s travel from Mocha, but mountain passes linked them to the 

lowland network of northern Yemeni market and port cities such as Bayt al-

Faqı̄h, al-H
˙

udayda, and al-Luh
˙

ayya. The coffee growing areas of the south, 

situated around Jabal Rayma and the cities of al-�Udayn, Ibb, and Ta�izz, 

were closer to Mocha and accessible by a well-traveled road.

Steven Topik, a Latin American historian, has written about the prob-

lems surrounding the use of certain labels for coffee types, which may be 

abbreviated, homogenized, and inaccurate. For instance, today the quali-

fying term mocha is used liberally to refer to any coffee bean of Ethiopian 

or Yemeni provenance. In the eighteenth century, coffee sellers often used 

the names Mocha and Java to identify Latin American beans by the original 

provenance of the plants, thereby lending the beans an aura of authenticity 

and raising the value of a bale of coffee.14 Another problem with the identi-

fying label Mocha is that all the beans that left Yemeni shores on European 

boats were called Mocha coffee indiscriminately, despite the fact that the 

beans had been grown in various areas of the Yemeni highlands. Although 

European coffee merchants were aware of the diversity of regional variet-

ies and often knew the original provenance of the beans they purchased, 

they used Mocha as a generic label for all Yemeni beans.15 Hence the famed 

historic label “Mocha coffee” is an abbreviated and often arbitrarily applied 

title for a range of coffee beans grown in many different highland sites but 

never in the city of Mocha.

Buying Coffee

Under the Ottomans there was little regulation of wholesale coffee sales. 

According to Brouwer, until 1640 merchants entered Yemen through the 

ports or by overland caravan and proceeded to the highland cultivation 

areas to purchase coffee beans.16 Tuchscherer suggested that these trans-

actions took place in weekly markets near the cultivation areas through the 

commercial intercession of Indian Baniyan brokers.17 Coffee middlemen 
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and even some farmers brought beans to the coasts as well, but any mer-

chant who desired a large quantity at a wholesale price would profit from a 

trip to the interior.18

After the Ottomans were expelled in 1635, Yemeni coffee wholesaling 

began to shift administratively. The historical texts are silent about the 

details of this shift, but it is clear that a significant change was in place 

by the end of the seventeenth century, most likely instituted under Imam 

al-Mutawakkil Ismā�ı̄l, who innovated in other economic sectors such as 

local tax collection and the administration of the Sanaa market.19 Rather 

than selling beans to individual purchasers close to the sites of cultivation, 

growers (or their intermediaries) brought the beans to the wholesale mar-

ket in the lowland city of Bayt al-Faqı̄h. Bayt al-Faqı̄h, which still holds a 

large weekly regional market today, became the single global entrepôt to 

which all purchasers went to procure bales of Yemeni coffee.

That this central coffee emporium was instituted so that the Qāsimı̄  

imam and his officials could maintain firm control and surveillance over 

the coffee trade is clear. It was described as the central place for all major 

coffee transactions, with “two great courts, having covered piazzas,” where 

“the Arabians of the country round about bring their coffee in sacks made 

of matts.”20 The governor of Bayt al-Faqı̄h or one of his representatives sat 

on a raised platform in the center of the bazaar to observe transactions. 

There he would “take an account of the weight and price of all the coffee 

sold in their presence, for the payment of the King’s duties.”21 This cen-

tralized and panoptic caravanserai at Bayt al-Faqı̄h allowed for increased 

Qāsimı̄ surveillance and gain from the coffee trade. Furthermore, the rise 

in regional shipping associated with coffee gave the imam the opportunity 

to levy tolls and duties on the merchants at Bayt al-Faqı̄h and then again at 

the port of embarkation.22 The Tihāma, with its Red Sea ports and the in-

land market town of Bayt al-Faqı̄h, was one of the most important revenue-

producing provinces for the imam at the time.

The advantages of buying at Bayt al-Faqı̄h were enormous, particularly 

because merchants could avoid the significant surcharges that were added 

to retail coffee in Mocha and other secondary purchase points. The traders 

who bought in Bayt al-Faqı̄h with the intention of selling wholesale quanti-

ties at the ports charged the purchaser exorbitantly for the basic costs of 

renting pack animals, paying the governor’s duties at Bayt al-Faqı̄h, buying 

packaging materials, and paying tolls at the gates at each point.23 Also, the 

coffee bales for purchase at the port and other secondary sites were limited,
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delivered in inconsistent quantities, and often of inferior quality. Many bales 

were too green and too wet to export, or they were adulterated with small 

rocks and other debris. In 1704 the Dutch claimed that no coffee came to 

Mocha except for impure quantities left over from previous years.24

Most merchants, consequently, bought coffee for themselves in Bayt al-

Faqı̄h or sent a Baniyan representative to purchase coffee for them.25 But 

buying coffee at Bayt al-Faqı̄h was no easy task. It was sold only on cash ex-

change, so purchasers were responsible for carrying large quantities of sil-

ver on roads that were easy targets for plundering marauders. Timing was 

the most important aspect of a successful sale. The European merchants 

at Mocha often waited until the Jidda merchants came and left before they 

proceeded to the coffee market. Regardless, even the mention of a new ship 

in any of the major harbors sent prices skyrocketing in the inland coffee 

market. After purchases were completed, the precious cargo needed to be 

well guarded. European merchants complained that camel drivers from 

Bayt al-Faqı̄h and crewmen from the lighter ships of Mocha stole small 

quantities of beans from their bales while transporting them.26

Despite the clear centrality of Bayt al-Faqı̄h and its market in the Yemeni 

coffee trade, attractive legends of Mocha as an emporium for the sale of cof-

fee beans mislead historians. In his introductory description of Mocha in 

the eighteenth-century, Pierre François Guyot Desfontaines wrote in 1739 

about “a beautiful bazaar or market for coffee” that was made up of two 

large courts with covered galleries where coffee was sold by local Arab mer-

chants with the help of Baniyan brokers.27 He drew freely from the descrip-

tive account of early coffee transactions in Yemen compiled by Jean de la 

Roque in 1716.28 Without direct citation, Desfontaines pulled this image of 

the coffee market from La Roque’s text but mistakenly located it in Mocha, 

not Bayt al-Faqı̄h. Curiously, Desfontaines’ misreading has been repeated 

in subsequent sources.29 By situating such a wholesale trade structure in 

Mocha, this account and others that followed it provided a strong visual 

image that contributed to the erroneous yet popular notion of Mocha as a 

coffee emporium rather than a site for transshipment.

Shipping Coffee

In the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, merchants flocked 

to Bayt al-Faqı̄h to purchase coffee beans in large quantities and ship them 

through three Yemeni ports on the Red Sea: Mocha, al-H
˙

udayda, and al-
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Luh
˙

ayya (map 1.1).30 Of the three, al-H
˙

udayda, which was established dur-

ing the Rasulid period, lay within a journey of a day and a half from Bayt 

al-Faqı̄h.31 Al-Luh
˙

ayya, founded in the early fifteenth century, was situated 

to the north. Mocha was the southernmost Red Sea port, below al-H
˙

udayda.

Both of the last two ports were four or five days from the inland market of 

Bayt al-Faqı̄h. Although the three ports shared coffee shipment activity, Mo-

cha is often singled out as its hub, an imbalance due largely to the fact that 

European traders primarily used Mocha while non-European merchants 

used the other two ports.32 European merchants were not the most signifi-

cant merchants of Mocha or of the Yemeni coffee trade, but their copious 

record keeping and the accessibility of their documentation has allowed 

their experience in Arabian commerce to greatly inform coffee trade history 

today. Regardless, it is clear that European purchases constituted only one 

sector of Yemen’s coffee trade.33 Although Mocha played a role as one site 

for global coffee exports, it was not the single or the major Yemeni port for 

coffee exports during the period under consideration. In fact the records 

reveal a fluid coffee trade in which information, coffee beans, silver coins, 

and merchants moved between the three ports and Bayt al-Faqı̄h over land 

and sea routes.34

Indeed, al-H
˙

udayda and al-Luh
˙

ayya were closer and more convenient 

for seafarers from the upper Red Sea. Turkish and Arab merchants who 

shipped coffee beans to Jidda frequented these two northern ports. From 

Jidda, most of the beans were destined for the lucrative market in Cairo, 

from where they would be shipped throughout the Mediterranean. André 

Raymond estimated that the economy of coffee imports and exports consti-

tuted one-third of Egypt’s foreign commerce in the seventeenth and eigh-

teenth centuries.35 He stressed, however, that Egyptian merchants rarely 

dealt directly with their Yemeni counterparts. Instead, transactions were 

made through Jidda, the pivotal crux of the Red Sea. Those Jidda beans 

came from al-H
˙

udayda and al-Luh
˙

ayya but rarely from Mocha.36

Historians such as Peter Boxhall, John Baldry, and Patricia Risso have 

provided quantitative evidence supporting the notion that the northern 

Yemeni coffee export market was more vibrant than that of Mocha. While 

conceding that Mocha was generally larger and more active as a port than 

al-H
˙

udayda, Baldry demonstrated that al-H
˙

udayda dealt in greater volumes 

of coffee than Mocha because of its relationship to the northern points of 

the Red Sea, particularly in the eighteenth century.37 Risso hinted at the size 

of the coffee trade in the two northern ports by describing the Jidda market 
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as ten times larger in volume than the Persian Gulf market, which was often 

served by Mocha.38

The Dutch merchants in Mocha, too, indicated that the trade of coffee 

from the northern ports was substantial throughout the later seventeenth 

and early eighteenth centuries. Although the Dutch merchants resided 

solely in Mocha, they were keenly aware of any trade activity that affected 

the price of coffee at Bayt al-Faqı̄h, so they eagerly tracked all available in-

formation regarding the arrival of merchant vessels in other port cities. In 

what follows I offer some excerpts from the records of the 1719–20 trade 

season in order to illustrate the geographic fluidity of the coffee trade and 

to highlight Mocha’s connections to other sites of exchange in the Yemeni 

coffee trade network.39

On August 1, 1719, the English supercargo, a Mr. Albert, returned to 

Mocha from Jidda, where he had met with no success selling his textiles. He 

informed the merchants, however, that coffee was selling for a lower price 

in Jidda than in Bayt al-Faqı̄h. Two days later the Dutch resident in Mocha, 

Joan van Leeuwen, wrote to Daniel Hurgronje, the VOC director in Surat, 

confirming that he had shipped a total of 1,686,321 pounds of coffee, along 

with aloe, lead, and sapanwood, to India and Batavia on two VOC ships.40

On August 23 word came from Bayt al-Faqı̄h that coffee could be obtained 

for 130 to 136 Spanish riyals per Bayt al-Faqı̄h bahar of 735 pounds. On 

the same day an English ship left the port for Karwar, Bombay, and Surat 

with 208,800 pounds of coffee. The day after that an Ostend ship left with 

366,966 pounds of coffee.

About a month later, on September 21, 1719, samples of coffee were sent 

from Bayt al-Faqı̄h to Mocha for the Dutch to inspect. The Dutch traders, 

however, heard that the Turks had already bought up all of this more expen-

sive and drier fruit. Further, 600,000 Spanish riyals had arrived in Bayt al-

Faqı̄h from Jidda so that the Turkish merchants could buy new fruit when 

it became available in December. This large sum would allow the Jidda 

merchants to purchase more than 3 million pounds of coffee at the highest 

bracket of the current price. These Turkish shipments of coffee and cash 

were taking place through the northern ports, not Mocha, where the Dutch 

merchants were hearing such news secondhand. On November 22 the 

Dutch heard that 200,000 more Spanish riyals had come to Bayt al-Faqı̄h 

from al-Luh
˙

ayya to buy coffee for the Turks, but because of the small num-

ber of purchasers at the market, coffee was still selling for the low price of 
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130 Spanish riyals per bahar of 735 pounds. At that time the Dutch made a 

contract with Baniyan merchants to procure 405,000 pounds of coffee.

January of each year heralded the coming of ships from India and the 

beginning of the new trade season. On January 13, 1720, two VOC ships 

came into the harbor. Because of their arrival, the price of coffee rose at 

Bayt al-Faqı̄h two weeks later. On February 9, the Dutch closed another deal 

to buy 405,000 pounds of coffee at a higher price than they had paid the 

previous November. On February 13, a ghurāb arrived at Mocha from Kung, 

on the Persian coast, to buy coffee. Four days later another Persian ghurāb

arrived for coffee, carrying some dates and silver coins. On February 26, 

three trankes, presumably from the Persian Gulf, left Mocha to go to al-

H
˙

udayda to load coffee. On March 11, letters from Bayt al-Faqı̄h informed 

the Dutch merchants that coffee was selling for 145 to 150 Spanish riyals 

per bahar of 735 pounds and that Turkish merchants had arrived with an-

other 200,000 Spanish riyals. This sum brought the total Turkish capital 

amassed at Bayt al-Faqı̄h to 1 million Spanish riyals over seven months. On 

May 11, two large trankes, believed to be from Muscat, came in sight of 

Mocha but sailed past to load coffee in al-H
˙

udayda. On June 1, three ghurābs

arrived from al-H
˙

udayda, al-Luh
˙

ayya, and Jidda, all carrying coffee beans 

and heading to Muscat. Two days later another ship came into Mocha from 

al-H
˙

udayda filled with 156,600 pounds of coffee, heading for Muscat. On 

June 6, a French ship arrived in Mocha with some goods and a large but 

unspecified quantity of Spanish riyals to buy coffee. On July 11, the Dutch 

completed the loading of their coffee bales, which amounted to 1,847,880 

pounds.

Although the preceding excerpts focus disproportionately on the trade 

activity of European merchants, they were not the most numerous or most 

active at the port. In fact only eight European ships called at Mocha in 1720, 

among seventeen ships from India, four Yemeni-owned vessels that also 

came from India, numerous ships from the Persian Gulf, and one from 

Massawa, as well as many smaller, local vessels that went unrecorded. Un-

fortunately, precise information on the trade figures of the merchants from 

India, the Persian Gulf, and the African coast are unavailable. Although 

Mocha was not a unique coffee transshipment point for all merchants, it 

was the main coffee port for European merchants, as the trade logs dem-

onstrate. The English and French experimented with loading coffee at al-

H
˙

udayda but maintained their consistent trade establishments in Mocha.41



46 The Yemeni Coffee Network

The Jidda merchants would arrive in al-H
˙

udayda or al-Luh
˙

ayya in fleets 

and then proceed to the inland market at Bayt al-Faqı̄h to buy large quanti-

ties of coffee with bulk sums of Spanish silver. After their purchases were 

completed, the bales were brought overland back to al-H
˙

udayda or al-

Luh
˙

ayya, where they were loaded on Red Sea jalbas for Jidda. After being 

unloaded at Jidda, the majority of the bales were redistributed on the north-

ern fleet destined for Suez and eventually Cairo.42 Raymond noted that this 

disjunctured system of localized transshipment around the Jidda gap was 

“illogical . . . and led to serious inconvenience” for the merchants, because 

commodities were on- and off-loaded multiple times within the space of 

the Red Sea, requiring considerable labor and associated expenditures.43

Yet irrespective of these practical inconveniences, the Jidda gap segmented 

the Red Sea and interrupted the smooth flow of coffee from Yemeni ports 

to Suez.

The other major purchasers of coffee in the Red Sea, the Persian Gulf 

merchants, arrived in ghurābs and trankes from Muscat, Kung, and Basra 

and shipped from all three Yemeni ports.44 Unfortunately, it is impossible 

to gauge the exact shipping figures for Persian Gulf coffee exports, because 

documentation is scant for the northern ports. But it is clear that unlike the 

Europeans, who had to negotiate cautiously for each contract to trade or set 

up an establishment, the Persian Gulf merchants were flexible in their ship-

ping agendas. For instance, on December 13 and 14, 1727, several trankes 

from Basra and Muscat called at Mocha’s harbor. It took the traders only 

a couple of days to recognize that their dates were not fetching the high-

est price, so they quickly left and headed north toward al-H
˙

udayda and al-

Luh
˙

ayya.45 On other occasions the Dutch remarked on how the oppressive 

policies of Mocha’s governors drove merchants from the Gulf and India 

away from the port to the two northern alternatives.46 It appears that Per-

sian Gulf and Indian merchants determined where they would ground their 

shipping activity among the three Red Sea ports on the basis of local and 

temporal factors.47

Mocha Coffee Myths

Because of its widespread popular association with coffee, many believe 

that Mocha relied on the trade of coffee for its survival as a port, such that 

the historian Ashin Das Gupta claimed, “The sole export of Mocha was 

coffee.”48 In his popular compendium on the global beverage, Alain Stella 
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reiterated, “The temporary fame and fortune of this Yemeni port . . . rested

solely on coffee.”49 But in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centu-

ries coffee was not the major commodity of Mocha, as Brouwer attested to 

for the earlier Ottoman era. Precious metals, textiles, spices, bulk metals, 

medicinal products, aromatics, dyestuffs, and resins were also bought and 

sold at the port. Other bulk items such as dates, sugar, rice, and wax can-

dles were mainstays of the city’s economy. Coffee was only one cargo item 

that left Mocha, most often on European and Persian Gulf ships.

Although popular legends extol Mocha as a global coffee capital, this 

exaggerated association overshadows the major roles played by the other 

important yet less famous cities in the Yemeni coffee trade network. The 

Qāsimı̄s’ establishment of Bayt al-Faqı̄h as the key coffee emporium of Ye-

men allowed for the centralization of a littoral commercial zone that in-

cluded Mocha but also al-H
˙

udayda and al-Luh
˙

ayya as its major ports. And 

the coffee networks that extended from Bayt al-Faqı̄h originated in the 

highland agricultural areas. A geographic web of coffee movements, migra-

tions, and transactions tied the interior mountain coffee cultivation sites to 

the cosmopolitan cities of the Yemeni coast as well as to the key ports of the 

Red Sea and Persian Gulf. Mocha was indeed the preeminent port of the 

Qāsimı̄ dynasty, but not because of the coffee trade alone.
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3 A Littoral Society in Yemen

Maritime historians have long struggled over the question of which 

direction port cities face. In many studies the maritime world is sacrificed 

for the interior hinterland; in others the prospects of the sea far outweigh the 

significance of the isolated inland. In light of this conflict, the Indian Ocean 

historian M. N. Pearson urged that maritime scholars use the notion of a “lit-

toral society,” which inherently “includes both land and sea.”1 A littoral soci-

ety is one that is linked to the maritime world through key ports but extends 

into the interior territories that are also affected by the shaping forces of the 

sea, its travelers, and its cargos. The H
˙

ad
˙

ramawt region in eastern Yemen 

is a prime example of an extended littoral society. The effects of Indian 

Ocean trade and travel have tangibly penetrated into its heartland, not sim-

ply stopping at coastal nodes. As the anthropologist Engseng Ho described, 

generations of H
˙

ad
˙

ramı̄ diasporic families have retained vital connections 

with relatives in East Africa, India, and Southeast Asia, thereby function-

ing as “local cosmopolitan” residents of the key inland cities of Tarı̄m and 

Say�ūn, far from the open sea.2 Whereas Ho and other scholars have cast the 

H
˙

ad
˙

ramawt in this interregional Indian Ocean framework, the broad influ-

ence of maritime economies and cultures in the landed Red Sea region has 

not received the same attention.

In the case of western Yemen, certainly all of the lowland Tihāma coast, 

which includes Mocha and stretches along the Red Sea, may be considered 

a littoral society tied closely to the fortunes of the Red Sea basin. Yet Pear-
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son’s concept may be extended even further to trace the influence of this 

littoral society as it stretched into the core of Qāsimı̄ Yemen, radiating away 

from Mocha’s port. Although the seat of the ruling imam was located in 

the interior highlands, a journey of at least ten days from the southern Red 

Sea coast, historians of early modern Yemen agree that the profits of the 

Mocha trade had a major economic effect on the entire southwestern Ara-

bian Peninsula.3 Goods, capital, and ideas entered by sea through the port 

of Mocha and were brought into the interior by the traveling merchants and 

Qāsimı̄ administrators who frequently traversed the roads linking Mocha to 

the centers of activity in the Yemeni highlands. Indeed, these paths between 

coast and capital represent the channels of elite mobility that were central 

to the functional integrity of the Qāsimı̄ domain. Ashin Das Gupta stressed 

that the nexus of power in eighteenth-century Yemen “stretched from the 

quays at Mocha to the palace at Sana.”4

In this chapter I look at the administrative structure of Qāsimı̄ Yemen 

as that of an extended littoral society, with a focus on the governance of 

its major port, Mocha. The biographies and patronage histories of three of 

Mocha’s long-seated governors reveal the tight social and economic fabric 

that linked the central highlands to the coastal port society and allowed 

for the relative internationalization of the Qāsimı̄ dynasty, which is often 

cast as an inaccessible and isolated Shı̄�ı̄ imamate, far from contact in the 

mountains of Yemen. The port’s significant profits stimulated the con-

struction and renovation of buildings, an effect that penetrated throughout 

Yemen, bringing the maritime sphere into the most inaccessible mountain 

enclaves. Together, the administrative structure, flows of revenue, and the 

tangible products of architectural and cultural sponsorship provide a clear 

understanding of the ways in which agendas of Yemeni authority and Indian

Ocean profit intersected during the era of Qāsimı̄ rule.

The Imam

Zaydism differs from Imāmı̄ Shı̄�ı̄ Islam in its concepts of leadership and 

authority. Zaydı̄s, unlike Ismā�ı̄lı̄s and Twelvers—the largest Shı̄�ı̄ sub-

division—do not believe their imams are infallible, nor do they insist on an 

uninterrupted succession of hereditary imams. Rather, their focus is directed 

to the preeminence of a righteous imam. In principle, anyone may become 

imam who is of age, is male, is pious, and has moral and physical integrity 

and courage. He must also be a member of the family of the Prophet (a sayyid), 
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descended through Fāt
˙
ima and �Alı̄, have knowledge in religious matters, be 

a mujtahid (someone who is capable of independent legal reasoning), and have 

the military prowess to defend the territory of Islam. The community of schol-

ars and notables must accept the imam’s da�wa, or summons to the imamate.

The image of the ideal Zaydı̄ imam, then, encompasses scholarship, 

might, erudition, lineage, and community approval. As Bernard Haykel 

outlined, however, Qāsimı̄ Yemen witnessed a growing departure from 

this standard in the late seventeenth century. Whereas the first century of 

Qāsimı̄ imams upheld the model, with upstanding scholarly and pious 

figures such as al-Mu�ayyad Muh
˙

ammad b. al-Qāsim and al-Mutawakkil 

Ismā�ı̄l b. al-Qāsim, the late-seventeenth-century S
˙

āh
˙

ib al-Mawāhib, who 

gained his position through military might, was less suited for the role, 

behaving more like a king than an ideal imam.5 Indeed, from the rule of 

S
˙

āh
˙

ib al-Mawāhib’s successor, al-Mutawakkil Qāsim, in 1718, the imamate 

became a dynastic state in which the strongest son of the imam inherited 

the right to rule from his father regardless of qualification.

The Wazir

By the mid-seventeenth century a rigid bureaucratic structure was instituted 

in Yemen, with a complex hierarchy of administrators to oversee the ex-

panded Qāsimı̄ territory.6 The wazirs, or ministers, stood at the top of this 

chain of command, directly under the imam. Unsurprisingly, the Qāsimı̄  

structure of governance echoed the Ottoman model, with a chief wazir at the 

head, under whom served several lower ministers who were in charge of par-

ticular sectors. Individual provinces were ceded to capable wazirs, who were 

responsible for collecting taxes. The allocation of territory was not fixed but 

rather was determined for each wazir as he was assigned. Some wazirs were 

given large areas, such as the lowland Tihāma stretch and the entirety of 

the verdant agricultural region of Rayma. Others might be given the lesser 

responsibility of a single port or a smaller province. Tribal affairs, waq fs

(pious endowments), and public works were also parceled out to selected 

wazirs.7 A study of the wazirs who served under Imam al-Mans
˙

ūr �Alı̄ in the 

second half of the eighteenth century by the historian of Yemen Husayn al-

�Amri revealed a cross section of men that included several sayyids, faqı̄hs

(learned persons), a qād
˙

ı̄ (Muslim judge), and a Hamdānı̄ shaykh. The ap-

pointment of sayyid elites and learned religious figures is unsurprising, but 

few tribal leaders were selected to serve in these high ministerial positions.8
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The wazir served at the will of the imam, so the position was tenuous. 

Any misstep could lead to direct dismissal and even the confiscation of per-

sonal property, so it was important always to maintain the imam’s favor. 

Similarly, the governor of Mocha, far from the capital, needed to maintain 

strong ties with the wazir at court, in order to stay on good terms with the 

imam. This was particularly important considering that the imam’s princi-

pal wazir, rather than the imam himself, usually oversaw affairs at Mocha.9

Some administrators of Mocha were elevated to the post of wazir after their 

tenure at the port. The governorship of Mocha served as a professional 

stepping stone for those with larger administrative aspirations.

Maritime Administration

The imam directly assigned a number of important posts within the city, 

such as Mocha’s governor, whom I discuss at length later, and the amı̄r al-

bah
˙

r, the overseer of the port. The amı̄r al-bah
˙

r played a major role as the 

keeper of maritime activities, executing the governor’s commands regard-

ing the embarkation and disembarkation of goods and crew members.10 As 

new ships arrived in the harbor, he greeted the nākhūdha, the ship’s captain 

and highest-ranking person on the vessel, who held responsibility for all 

ship functions at sea and in port. The amı̄r al-bah
˙

r cleared each ship for de-

parture after assuring that the appropriate tolls and duties had been paid 

and all accounts were settled.

As the harbor master, the amı̄r al-bah
˙

r participated in all activities related 

to the trade, outside the port as well as inside, and was often called upon to 

mediate commercial disputes in the city.11 That he played a key role in urban 

affairs is demonstrated by the events of December 1727, when Muh
˙

ammad

b. Ish
˙

āq, who had declared himself imam, countering the da�wa of Imam 

al-Mans
˙

ūr H
˙

usayn, gained control of Mocha. One of his first acts was to 

appoint a trusted official, Sayyid Qāsim Amı̄r al-Dı̄n, as governor of Mocha 

on December 9, 1727. As another matter of immediate importance, he fol-

lowed up three days later with the appointment of a new amı̄r al-bah
˙

r, who 

immediately took his post. The swiftness of his appointments underlines 

their importance, particularly considering that Muh
˙

ammad b. Ish
˙

āq was 

orchestrating these administrative changes far from the coast, in the moun-

tain fortress of Z
˙

afār Dhı̄ Bı̄n, where he was based at the time.12

The scribes, inspectors, and weighers at the customs house of the port, 

whose positions were directly linked to the collection of customs duties, 
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were also assigned from the highland capital. These junior positions held 

potential for further promotion, as is evidenced by �Alı̄ b. Yah
˙

yā al-Shāmı̄  

al-H
˙

asanı̄ al-S
˙

an�ānı̄, who spent twelve years as a scribe at the port of al-

Luh
˙

ayya in the mid-eighteenth century and was then promoted to the post 

of scribe at Mocha.13 After four years of service to Imam al-Mahdı̄ �Abbās 

in this post, he was again promoted, this time to a position of greater im-

portance, as wazir overseeing Wus
˙

āb, H
˙

ays, and al-Rūs. Being a scribe in 

the customs house could also have negative ramifications, as the situation 

of �Abd Allāh H
˙

ajjāj shows.14 During the early eighteenth century the Euro-

pean merchants at Mocha often called upon H
˙

ajjāj to draft letters in Arabic 

to the imam, usually expressing complaints about the misconduct of local 

officials. In 1731 the governor of Mocha, Ah
˙

mad Khazindār, imprisoned 

and then temporarily banned H
˙

ajjāj from the city in order to stop the steady 

stream of incriminating letters from reaching Sanaa.

The imam chose men for other administrative and military positions in 

Mocha, such as the naqı̄b, captain of the al-Shādhilı̄ gate, who monitored 

the major eastern entrance to the city.15 This strategic post was important 

because all caravans coming from the highlands and Bayt al-Faqı̄h were 

levied tolls there, and all outgoing merchandise was checked as it headed 

toward Sanaa. The head s
˙

arrāf, or money exchanger, tended to all the major 

financial transactions in the city and was often a favored official who held 

close ties to the imam’s court. An example is H
˙

asan H
˙

asūsā in the mid-

eighteenth century, who was later appointed governor of Zabid in 1738 and 

then served as chamberlain under Imam al-Mahdı̄ �Abbās.16 Commercial 

roles and individual merchants are discussed fully in the next chapter, but 

it is important to note that the imam’s commercial transactions in Mocha 

were conducted by his wakı̄l, who oversaw royal activity while carrying on 

his own trade.17 Although they were not associated with the long-distance 

wholesale trade, the captain of the soldiers, who was the highest-ranked 

military official, and the muh
˙

tasib, the inspector of the bazaar, also received 

their appointments directly from the imam’s court.18

The Qād
˙
ı̄ and the Religious Scholars of Mocha

The imam appointed the chief qād
˙

ı̄, or judge, of Mocha, who attended to 

all legal disputes among Muslims in the city.19 Like the other appointees, 

many judges were highlanders, such as �Alı̄ �Abd Allāh al-Tihāmı̄ al-H
˙

abūrı̄, 

whom Imam al-Mutawakkil Qāsim appointed to Mocha as qād
˙

ı̄ from H
˙

abūr, 
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the mountain enclave of Zaydı̄ teaching.20 He died in Mocha in 1137/1725.

The qād
˙

ı̄, however, rarely played a role in the trade and only occasionally 

intervened in issues concerning the merchant community, sometimes serv-

ing as a witness in the negotiation of written contracts. In 1737, when the 

French sailed into the port in three warships to demand retribution for 

the governor and s
˙

arrāf ’s misappropriation of duties on their goods, they 

specifically requested that the qād
˙

ı̄ participate in settling the treaty with the 

Mocha government, a testament to his impartiality.

Although they were not chosen by the highland administration, a num-

ber of religious scholars relocated to Mocha to participate in its religious 

life and education. In particular, scholars from the Mizjājı̄ family of Zabid, 

who were well known for their instruction of h
˙

adı̄th and their affiliation 

with the Naqshbandi Sufi order, came to teach in the city.21 Shaykh �Abd 

Allāh b. �Abd al-Bāqı̄ al-Mizjājı̄, for instance, taught in Mocha in the late 

seventeenth century. Sayyid H
˙

usayn b. Zayd Jah
˙

h
˙

āf (b. 1054/1644–45) was 

one of his students in 1078/1667–68, during the period when his father 

was governor of the city.22 After studying with al-Mizjājı̄ in Mocha, H
˙

usayn

Jah
˙

h
˙

āf went to Zabid to continue his religious training, a choice that repre-

sented a stark break from his Zaydı̄ roots. Although he traveled briefly to 

Sanaa, H
˙

usayn Jah
˙

h
˙

āf eventually returned to Zabid, where he stayed until 

his death in 1137/1724–25. The younger Jah
˙

h
˙

āf ’s tutelage is a classic exam-

ple of the way in which commercial and administrative ties with the south 

allowed for the Sunnification of the Zaydı̄ elite, which Haykel described as 

an important transformative attribute of the period.23 Although the teach-

ers of the Mizjājı̄ family were of the H
˙

anaf ı̄ order rather than the more com-

mon Shāfi�ı̄ tradition, in Mocha they served as the catalysts by which some 

Yemeni highlander administrators and their families became conversant 

in Sunnı̄ texts and teachings in the years after the first Ottoman occupa-

tion. Another prominent figure, S
˙

adı̄q b. �Alı̄ al-Mizjājı̄, became well known 

outside the Tihāma after having lived and taught in Mocha in the 1780s. 

In 1203/1787–88 he moved to Sanaa, where he granted the famous jurist 

Muh
˙

ammad al-Shawkānı̄ an ijāza, or license.24 He lived out the last years of 

his life in both Zabid and Sanaa and died in 1209/1794–95.

The Favored Post

Al-�Amri remarked that the governor of Mocha “was always a promi-

nent and capable person” who filled the important role of furnishing the 
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customs duties and tolls from the trade for the imam’s treasury.25 Histori-

cally, the importance of port revenue in Yemen cannot be underestimated. 

Particularly during the Qāsimı̄ imamate, revenue from the ports supported 

much of the imam’s military activity in the highlands and contributed to 

the maintenance of political stability over the entire region. The twentieth-

century historian and biographer Muh
˙

ammad Zabāra called the region of 

Mocha in the late seventeenth century “absolutely the greatest district of 

all of Yemen,” and so it remained for many decades to follow.26 The post 

of governor—wāli or �āmil—was the highest appointment in the city and 

one of the most important posts that the imam could offer to a distin-

guished and accomplished official.27

Mocha’s governor held a cherished position not only because of its 

high status but also because of the profits gained from direct involvement 

with the trade. Writing in the early nineteenth century, Viscount George 

Valentia colorfully described the perquisites of the governor’s position: 

“The government of Mocha is the best in the gift of the Imaum. . . . They 

say, that when a Dola [governor] is appointed, he weighs nothing; that on 

going out of the gates of Sana he weighs a frasel; that on arriving at his 

government, he weighs two and goes on growing heavier and heavier dur-

ing his stay.”28

This official participation in the trade, with the governor acting as the 

city’s head merchant, is documented from the late seventeenth century and 

continued throughout Mocha’s trading history. Although the financial ben-

efits of the governorship made the post that much more desirable, it caused 

the merchants in the city to complain of wayward and unjust official trade 

policies.29 That the conflicting responsibilities of the position could com-

promise the integrity of its holder is clear. Regardless, in Mocha, as in other 

Indian Ocean port cities such as Surat, commercial involvement and official 

concessions came to define the role of the coastal governor.30 Any instability 

in the highlands, however, rippled down to the lowlands, and the holders

of these official posts enjoyed little job security. Mocha’s governor could 

be summoned at a moment’s notice by a messenger from the highlands 

and replaced according to the imam’s whim. In these cases, the second 

in charge, who aided the governor, took the reins of power.31 The records 

show that governors’ appointments, removals, and reappointments to the 

position were dynamic and unstable during the period of Qāsimı̄ rule.

The biographies of three of the city’s major powerbrokers—all gov-

ernors of Mocha from the mid-seventeenth through the mid-eighteenth 
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century—represent the political and geographic mobility of the elites in 

this century and exemplify the possibilities of promotion and demotion in 

the Qāsimı̄ administration. The remains of their architectural and cultural 

patronage, although difficult to reconstruct, serve as the permanent im-

prints of their commercial and personal commitments throughout Qāsimı̄  

Yemen. The products of their patronage mark the flow of revenue from the 

port throughout the Qāsimı̄ realm in a tangible fashion. Interest in recon-

structing the agendas of architectural, artistic, and cultural patronage of 

local officials stems from a growing body of work on sub-imperial patron-

age as a rich area of research that reveals the interconnected dynamics of 

regional politics and imperial order, as well as the texture of the personal 

relationships between emperors and their agents.32

In art and architectural history, other formats have superseded biography 

as instrumental types of narratives, but here I use the biographical structure 

in order to reveal a transparent relationship with the sources. Islamic his-

toriography privileges the lives of significant pious and erudite men (and 

occasionally women), rather than events per se, as a fundamental way to 

record history. I draw primarily on this biographical tradition, although 

a complete examination of sub-dynastic movement and the life histories 

of these officials would have been impossible without the details of every-

day life provided by the European merchants of Mocha. Their records add 

depth and character to the information available in the Arabic biographi-

cal accounts and chronicles, which often focus on central dynastic figures 

from the formal perspective of highland official history.

Sayyid Zayd b. �Alı̄ Jah
˙

h
˙

āf

At the height of Qāsimı̄ expansion, Imam al-Mutawakkil Ismā�ı̄l bestowed 

the great honor of the Mocha governorship upon his favored advisor, Sayyid 

Zayd b. �Alı̄ Jah
˙

h
˙

āf, who was born in the highland town of H
˙

abūr, in the vi-

cinity of Jabal Shahāra. Members of the Jah
˙

h
˙

āf family were famous religious 

scholars and the most notable residents of the hijra, or protected enclave, of 

H
˙

abūr. They were descended from a tenth-century imam named al-Mans
˙

ūr

billāh Qāsim b. �Alı̄ al-�Iyānı̄. Imam al-Mutawakkil Ismā�ı̄l’s mother was 

from the Jah
˙

h
˙

āf line, so al-Mutawakkil’s ties to the Jah
˙

h
˙

āf clan were closely 

maintained through family relations.33 Sayyid Zayd Jah
˙

h
˙

āf ’s reputation was 

widespread outside Yemen during his time, as is indicated by the fact that 

the Damascene scholar Muh
˙

ammad Amı̄n al-Muh
˙

ibbı̄ mentioned him in 
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his extensive seventeenth-century compendium Khulās
˙

at al-athar and in-

cluded his verses in the anthology of poetry Nafh
˙

āt Rayh
˙

āna.34

Jah
˙

h
˙

āf was one of the elites of the age, and his position in Mocha increased 

not only his status and fame but also his riches. He was assigned to Mocha 

in 1066/1655–56 and officially discharged from the port in 1080/1669–70 

or 1081/1670–71, when Sayyid H
˙

asan b. al-Mut
˙
ahhar al-Jurmūzı̄, a notable 

from another important sayyid family, replaced him.35 Jah
˙

h
˙

āf is an impor-

tant figure whose biography and architectural patronage exemplify the mo-

bility and resources provided by the Mocha governorship.

Aside from Jah
˙

h
˙

āf ’s firsthand role in observing and monitoring the 

trade, he served as the imam’s representative to greet and welcome passing 

notables, many of whom stopped at Mocha on their way to perform the pil-

grimage. For instance, in 1661 Bari Sahiba, the dowager queen of Bijapur, 

arrived at the port on a Dutch ship accompanied by an impressive retinue.36

According to the historian �Abd Allāh al-Wazı̄r, she presented the governor 

with a great gift.37 Other notable visitors came from more distant and less 

predictable places. The Uzbek sultan from Kashgar, on the Silk Road, for 

example, arrived in Mocha en route to the Holy Cities in 1079/1668–69 with 

an imposing number of retainers and an army of 500 soldiers.38 As gover-

nor of Mocha, Jah
˙

h
˙

āf had to deal with the military and defensive aspects 

of port life, a difficult task for this land-based overlord who possessed no 

naval fleet. In the 1660s a pirate named Hubert Hugo, who may have been 

French but often flew English colors, engaged in exploits in the Red Sea 

that were recorded as part of maritime folklore around the Indian Ocean, in 

both European and Arabic accounts.39 Jah
˙

h
˙

āf was unsuccessful in contain-

ing Hugo and suffered great losses at his hands. In the years 1079/1668–69 

and 1080/1669–70, Omani pirates who were plundering the Red Sea and 

Arabian Sea coastlines arrived in Mocha’s harbor, but Jah
˙

h
˙

āf lacked the sea 

power to fight these rovers as well.40

Jah
˙

h
˙

āf used the riches from his post to contribute to the sweep of al-

Mutawakkil’s empire, not just through his participation and encourage-

ment of the trade but also by restoring pious structures, contributing to 

public works, and marking the landscape with luxurious residences. His 

public projects, which included the digging of new wells and the paving 

of steps on footpaths, were scattered throughout the Qāsimı̄ highlands, 

in H
˙

abūr, Rayma, D
˙

ūrān (the seat of the imamate at the time), and the 

Tihāma.41 These sites were places where Jah
˙

h
˙

āf himself lived and was 

posted as an official, along the coast as well as in the highlands. His exten-
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sive program of patronage must be situated within his personal administra-

tive trajectory, because his good fortune and economic success enabled his 

capacity to build. His sites of patronage represent the extent to which the 

Indian Ocean trade and its bounty penetrated the interior of Yemen, from 

the coastal realm to the most far-flung mountain towns of the southern 

Arabian Peninsula.

While serving as governor of Mocha, Jah
˙

h
˙

āf also maintained intermit-

tent residence in Sanaa and the nearby garden suburb of al-Rawd
˙

a in or-

der to sustain strong connections with the imam and other notables in the

highlands. The direct correlation between his building in the center of 

the imamate and his financial opportunities in Mocha was noted vividly by 

the early eighteenth-century historian Abū T
˙

ālib:

In the year 1068/1657–58, Sayyid Zayd Jah
˙

h
˙

āf, governor of Mocha, moved to 

Sanaa. He liked settling there and brought his family. Ah
˙

mad b. H
˙

asan [the 

imam’s nephew, later to become Imam al-Mahdı̄] was there and treated him with 

great hospitality and he bestowed his favor upon him. The above-mentioned

sayyid prospered there and in al-Rawd
˙

a. He [Jah
˙

h
˙

āf ] had property in Wādi Z
˙

ahr, 

which had a value of 50,000 that he obtained from the customs house at Mocha. 

He built a house in al-Rawd
˙

a that was known for its perfect construction. Jeal-

ousy took hold of some of the men of letters and they wrote a poem that deeply 

affected him and led him to give the house to the imam.42

Jah
˙

h
˙

āf ’s great house in al-Rawd
˙

a was described hyperbolically as reach-

ing a width and height of a farsakh—several kilometers. The poem written 

by his fellow notables scorned its size and opulence, saying:

It was built by the money of Muslims.

Bestowed by those who donated.

Don’t you see its history?

It is the house of Mocha’s returns.43

The onlookers criticized Jah
˙

h
˙

āf for building the house in al-Rawd
˙

a us-

ing the customs duty and toll revenue he had obtained from the port. As 

a sayyid, he was especially blameworthy for misappropriating these funds 

and using them in such a blatantly extravagant and self-serving fashion. 

The structure, which no longer stands, met an unfortunate fate. Abū T
˙

ālib 

continued: “It was the strangest of coincidences and omens that the house 
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was destroyed because of this [controversy], and its foundations collapsed. 

Five years passed before anyone lived there. It had no inhabitants and no 

household.”44

Clearly, the chronicler Abū T
˙

ālib and the angry notables perceived a di-

rect relationship between this building in the highlands and the owner’s 

profits in faraway Mocha. The extravagant house may be seen as a trans-

actional monument marked by the source of its owner’s riches, Mocha’s 

treasury.45 Generally, prominent houses in Yemen may be easily identi-

fied by the names of their inhabitants, and monumental buildings may be 

known through their patrons’ legacies, often immortalized in prominently 

placed inscriptions. In this case the source of the funds for the house’s con-

struction was also conspicuous on its façade. There is no evidence that the 

building bore any tangible visual connection to Mocha, such as the distinc-

tive woodwork or plaster ornamentation of Red Sea–style buildings. It ap-

pears that the house conformed to the conventions of domestic architecture 

in highland al-Rawd
˙

a, resembling the other mud-brick tower houses that 

surrounded it except in its size and grandeur. Regardless, contemporary 

onlookers acknowledged it as a product of the Mocha trade and associated 

it with the governor’s maritime profits.

As the account tells, Jah
˙

h
˙

āf never lived in this luxurious house in al-

Rawd
˙

a, nor was he ever to return to reside in H
˙

abūr, the remote mountain-

top village of his birth. But although he continued to live in Mocha, in the 

heartland of the empire at Sanaa and another house in al-Rawd
˙

a, and at 

D
˙

ūrān, the seat of the imamate, he funded a substantial program of building 

in his hometown, which was accessible from Sanaa only by a long journey 

through tortuous mountain passes. There he built another great house and 

ordered the excavation of a massive public birka, or cistern, in front, which 

was large enough to serve the whole community after the other cisterns in 

the city dried up.46 Jah
˙

h
˙

āf also engaged in a major patronage project, the 

rebuilding and expansion of the Great Mosque of H
˙

abūr, an undertaking 

completed in 1072/1661–62, during his tenure as governor of Mocha and 

following the scandal over the house in al-Rawd
˙

a. Although this project

was not distinctly noted as related to his Mocha riches, only great wealth 

would have afforded him the 33,000 riyals reputedly spent on the project. 

Perhaps the previous scandal prompted him to use his new wealth for a pi-

ous purpose rather than to expand his private holdings.

Unfortunately, a contemporary study of the mosque reveals only frag-

ments of Jah
˙

h
˙

āf ’s patronage. Egyptian antiroyalist forces bombed the 
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mosque from the air in 1385/1965–66, almost completely destroying it in 

the mistaken belief that Imam Badr was hiding there. A decade later, in 

1394/1974–75, the Saudi king Fays
˙

al supported its rebuilding to attain its 

present shape, so a late-twentieth-century mosque (fig. 3.1) stands in place 

of Jah
˙

h
˙

āf ’s seventeenth-century pious contribution.47 The general layout 

of the contemporary mosque complex, however, faithfully matches the 

detailed description of Jah
˙

h
˙

āf ’s restoration provided in his biographical 

entry. A few surviving features of the older building also demonstrate that 

the original plan of the northeastern part of the mosque was maintained 

during the twentieth-century restoration. A partial segment of the exterior 

corner displays seventeenth-century plaster relief carving and a small part 

of the sawtooth band that encircled the original mosque. Furthermore, the 

size restrictions of the site would have limited any major variations on the 

original plan.

As it stands today, the prayer hall of the mosque is a large, flat-roofed, 

hypostyle hall. The biographer and historian Zabāra recalled that Jah
˙

h
˙

āf 

was responsible for the expansion of this hall by sixty columns, so his con-

tribution was a great enlargement of the original space.48 He also doubled 

the number of carpets and other interior necessities. But the present ex-

ternal accessory facilities located to the east of the mosque complex repre-

sent Jah
˙

h
˙

āf ’s main contribution. His biographical entry says, “He built the 

eastern and western courtyards, the great birka, about twenty-two ablution 

stations, and multiple residences for the students.”49 Today, two broad lat-

eral courtyards still flank the building. Entry to the mosque can be made 

only from those two sides, because the closed qibla façade, which marks the 

direction toward Mecca, faces the village, and the other side of the mosque 

abuts a sharp cliff. The cistern, the ablution booths, and the residences of 

the madrasa (fig. 3.2) stand in the eastern area.

The most striking feature of the eastern part of the complex is the large 

rectangular cistern, or birka (fig. 3.3), with its balanced, sloped staircase 

descending from the western side. A smaller flight of stairs descends from 

the northwestern corner. The cistern is majestically placed at the edge of 

a cliff, with dramatic views that plunge hundreds of meters down to the 

bottom of H
˙

abūr’s slope. Large cisterns are not unique in Yemen, particu-

larly at such high altitudes, where rainwater and runoff are vital resources 

to be collected and preserved. But many mountain cisterns are amorphous 

in form, following the natural topography of the site, rather than strictly 

rectilinear like this one. And few mosque cisterns are as large in relation to 
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fig.  3 .1  Eastern façade of the Great Mosque, H
˙

abūr, 2002.

fig.  3 .2  Ablution stations at the Great Mosque, H
˙

abūr, 2002.
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their entire built complexes. The irregular semicircular cistern at the nearby 

Great Mosque of Shahāra (fig. 3.4) is a good example of the free-form shape 

and more modest scale one might expect.

The H
˙

abūr cistern, added by Jah
˙

h
˙

āf, makes clear visual reference to 

the most significant Qāsimı̄ structure of the time, the mosque complex of 

H
˙

asan in D
˙

ūrān. The Mosque of H
˙

asan was begun by H
˙

asan b. Imam al-

Mans
˙

ūr Qāsim in 1048/1638, and most of its structural elements were com-

pleted before he died the next year.50 Although H
˙

asan never became imam, 

he gained fame for his successes in the battle to oust the Ottomans. It was 

not H
˙

asan who made the mosque famous, however, but his brother Imam 

al-Mutawakkil Ismā�ı̄l, who took over the fortress of D
˙

ūrān as the seat of 

his rule when he ascended to the imamate in 1644. It was al-Mutawakkil 

who appointed Jah
˙

h
˙

āf governor of Mocha and later elevated him to the rank 

of wazir.

The mosque complex in D
˙

ūrān (fig. 3.5) stands in ruins today on a 

deserted mountaintop that was abandoned after an earthquake razed the 

entire village in 1982. The outlines of the foundation as well as historical 

photographs provide evidence for the previous shape of the mosque and 

its extensive facilities. In plan the mosque was almost an exact replica of 

the Great Mosque at S
˙

a�da, the quintessential architectural emblem of 

Zaydı̄ preeminence in Yemen, with a wide, shallow prayer hall to the south 

and a U-shaped northern extension around the open-air courtyard. The 

madrasa and the freestanding tomb chamber of H
˙

asan stood to the west of 

the mosque.51 To the south of the mosque one finds an elaborate system of 

water collection and distribution for ablutions. Two birkas sit at the center-

piece of this complex arrangement of open-air elements. The western 

birka is the smaller of the two and is surrounded by ablution stations with 

high walls. A wide slope of stairs approaches the large, rectilinear eastern 

birka (fig. 3.6)—which resembles Jah
˙

h
˙

āf ’s cistern at H
˙

abūr—on its north-

ern side. The size of the eastern birka is impressive, 24 by 18 meters and 

6 meters deep, larger than its counterpart in H
˙

abūr but sharing the latter’s 

prominent relationship to the larger complex.

Although the two mosque complexes differ in dimensions and layout, 

the two large birkas clearly link them by the distinctiveness of their shapes, 

their visual and spatial distinction within their respective complexes, and 

their broad, sweeping flights of steps. By building a monumental cistern 

adjacent to his mosque in H
˙

abūr, Jah
˙

h
˙

āf made a direct architectural state-

ment that solidly located his interests within the realm of the empire. Using
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fig.  3 .3  The birka, or cistern, at the Great Mosque, H
˙

abūr, 2002.

fig.  3 .4  The birka, or cistern, at the Great Mosque, Shahāra, 2002.



fig.  3 .5 
Reconstructed 
plan of the 
Mosque of 
H
˙

asan, D
˙

ūrān.

fig.  3 .6  Ruins of the eastern birka, or cistern, Mosque of H
˙

asan, D
˙

ūrān, 2000.
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the imam’s mosque complex as the icon, he replicated an imperial sign 

in his hometown and relocated an architectural image from the center of 

the empire to one of its farthest mountain sites in an area dominated by 

the H
˙

āshid tribes. The mosque complex served to consolidate an image of 

territorial unity in an area over which the imam had uneven control. It is 

important to note that Imam al-Mutawakkil spent some time in H
˙

abūr in 

1059/1649–50 after marrying the daughter of Sayyid al-H
˙

asan b. al-H
˙

usayn

Jah
˙

h
˙

āf, and he returned to the village frequently.52 Hence Jah
˙

h
˙

āf ’s construc-

tion was also meant for the eyes of the imam.

After formally leaving the governorship of Mocha, Jah
˙

h
˙

āf stayed with the 

imam in D
˙

ūrān as wazir until 1087/1676, when al-Mutawakkil Ismā�ı̄l died. 

Afterward he continued to serve as wazir to his successor, Imam al-Mahdı̄  

Ah
˙

mad. Eventually he decided to leave the imam’s service because of his 

age.53 He spent the rest of his days in his homes in Sanaa and al-Rawd
˙

a,

where he died on the tenth of Rabı̄� al-awwal in 1108/1696. He was buried 

in Sanaa.54 His building patronage in diverse parts of seventeenth-century 

Qāsimı̄ Yemen, but primarily in highland areas, represents the saturation of 

wealth from Mocha’s Indian Ocean trade throughout the imperial domain. 

Yet Jah
˙

h
˙

āf never built anything in the city of Mocha during his decade-long

tenure as governor. One must look far outside the city to view the architec-

tural products of his governorship and the fruits of his personal profits.

Shaykh S
˙

ālih
˙

 b. �Alı̄ al-H
˙

uraybı̄

Shaykh S
˙

ālih
˙

 b. �Alı̄ al-H
˙

uraybı̄ (d. 1135/1723) played a major role in Yemeni 

administration as a wazir and as governor of Mocha in the early eighteenth 

century.55 Unlike Jah
˙

h
˙

āf, who came from a notable family of Zaydı̄ sayyids,

religious scholars, and imams, al-H
˙

uraybı̄, who was from the region of al-

H
˙

ujariyya, south of Ta�izz, boasted no erudition, scholarship, or elite pedi-

gree. He forged ties with al-Mahdı̄ Muh
˙

ammad in the early years when he 

declared himself imam in the fortress of al-Mans
˙

ūra in al-H
˙

ujariyya after the 

death of Imam al-Mu�ayyad Muh
˙

ammad b. al-Mutawakkil.56 In 1097/1686 

he helped al-Mahdı̄ successfully defend the fortress from the forces of his 

enemies and thus earned al-Mahdı̄’s high regard.57 Al-H
˙

uraybı̄ held his po-

sition as wazir over the Tihāma and the ports from 1109/1697–98 until the 

imam’s death in 1130/1718.58 He continued as a wazir under the next imam, 

al-Mutawakkil Qāsim. From as early as 1702 until around 1712 he held his 

advisory position from the lucrative seat of Mocha, where he served as both 
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wazir and governor and resided with his family.59 Later, in 1719, he used the 

inland Tihāmı̄ entrepôt of Bayt al-Faqı̄h as his base.

Both Yemeni chronicles and European trade records from Mocha detail 

al-H
˙

uraybı̄’s career vividly, particularly for the years he was in residence in 

Mocha, from 1702 to 1712, during the rule of Imam al-Mahdı̄.60 That the 

scope of al-H
˙

uraybı̄’s influence as a wazir was bolstered by his Mocha 

governorship is indicated by the French captain La Merveille, who in 1709 

noted, “This governor hath under him seven other governors or lieutenants 

in several parts of the country: he is absolute, extremely rich, and trafficks 

much himself: he pays to the King of Yemen thirty thousand piasters, which 

he levies on the people.”61 The Indian Ocean historian Ashin Das Gupta 

believed that al-H
˙

uraybı̄ was the first of Mocha’s governors to become ac-

tively involved in the trade, a pattern that continued after his departure.62

For example, in the trade season of 1705–6 al-H
˙

uraybı̄ was an avid pur-

chaser of Dutch goods. Through his dispenser, Shaykh Sālim, he made bids 

on Dutch iron, steel, cinnamon, and textiles such as chintz, cotton, and 

canvas.63

It appears that he was purchasing these goods to be resold and shipped 

within the Red Sea on his ghurāb. Although many ghurābs had the capacity 

to travel across the open sea to the Persian Gulf and India, al-H
˙

uraybı̄ used 

his to transport Indian Ocean goods to other Red Sea ports.64 He usually 

sent Indian textiles to Jidda on this ship, but in 1708 he loaded it with tin, 

pepper, steel, copper, zinc, gum benjamin, sandalwood, and turmeric and 

sent it to Massawa on the African coast of the Red Sea, in modern Eritrea. 

In the spring of the next year his ghurāb (perhaps the same one that had 

left for Massawa) returned from Jidda.65 At that time he was also in a po-

sition to increase his shipping activity. When French traders tried to sell 

Le Vainceur, a Dutch ship they had captured on their journey to the Arabian 

Peninsula, al-H
˙

uraybı̄ came in with a bid, much to the anger of the resident 

Dutch merchants in Mocha, who demanded that the ship be returned to 

their ownership.66

Like Jah
˙

h
˙

āf ’s, al-H
˙

uraybı̄’s job involved public relations and diplomacy. 

In June 1701 he greeted an ambassador from Persia, called by the Dutch 

Mirza Chalardin, who docked in Mocha to visit S
˙

āh
˙

ib al-Mawāhib’s court.67

In 1704 Aurangzeb’s formal pilgrimage ship stopped by the port with 

an elite religious scholar named Nūr al-H
˙

aqq, and in 1709 the new Otto-

man pasha of Jidda traveled through the port.68 An unnamed sharı̄f from 

Mecca stayed in Mocha for three months in 1708–9 with a retinue of twenty 
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horsemen and a healthy stipend paid by the imam.69 European merchants 

were in constant communication with al-H
˙

uraybı̄, although they were not 

treated with the same regard as the Muslim notables. The Dutch, English, 

and French chief factors visited the governor every few days, sometimes 

simply to converse and socialize and at other times to voice complaints, 

problems, and requests. In 1706 the governor even invited the Dutch VOC 

residents to celebrate �Īd al-Fit
˙
r at his palace.70 As a merchant and port 

administrator, al-H
˙

uraybı̄ was clearly conversant with maritime prac-

tices and could communicate in Persian, a lingua franca of the Indian 

Ocean.71

All accounts of al-H
˙

uraybı̄, both Arab and European, highlight his greed 

and his unscrupulous actions as governor of Mocha. Without the praises of 

piety and erudition that usually accompany biographical accounts, Zabāra 

wrote that al-H
˙

uraybı̄ was “skillful, clever, and changing of heart” and that 

he attained “a leading position and great worldly fortune.”72 La Merveille 

wrote that he was “very fond of a gainful trade.”73 The Dutch added harsher 

words, calling him “a second Caligula” and highlighting his miserliness.74

Many incidents incited the imam’s suspicion of al-H
˙

uraybı̄’s opportunism, 

and most of them involved his closest associate, Muh
˙

sin b. �Alı̄ al-H
˙

ubayshı̄  

(d. 1737), who also served as a wazir to Imam S
˙

āh
˙

ib al-Mawāhib and his 

successor, al-Mutawakkil.75 While al-H
˙

uraybı̄ spent a great deal of time 

in Mocha and other cities in the Tihāma, al-H
˙

ubayshı̄ resided in Ibb, his 

hometown, at the imam’s court, and in the nearby city of Dhamār, where 

he had a house. Al-H
˙

ubayshı̄ served as a highland intermediary to the imam 

and court politics while al-H
˙

uraybı̄ managed the dynamics of the trade from 

the lucrative post at Mocha.

Their joint exploits during the early years of the eighteenth century 

were numerous, and the historians did not shy away from blaming the il-

lustrious pair for profit-making schemes and political machinations. In 

1112/1700–1701, for instance, the chronicler Abū T
˙

ālib, one of al-H
˙

uraybı̄’s 

most prominent detractors, scorned him for convincing the imam to banish 

the innocent Ni�amat Allāh al-Lāhūrı̄ from Yemen to India and later destroy-

ing the exile’s house in Ta�izz.76 When the poet Ah
˙

mad b. Ah
˙

mad al-Ānisı̄  

died imprisoned in Zayla� in 1115/1703–4, Abū T
˙

ālib again blamed his fate 

on al-H
˙

uraybı̄, claiming that the governor had caused him great harm. He 

vividly described how the poet was found dead with his lips and ears eaten 

away by a mouse.77 Al-H
˙

ubayshı̄ schemed to turn the imam against his own 
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son Muh
˙

sin, leading to his imprisonment in 1116/1704–5.78 Muh
˙

sin b. al-

Mahdı̄ died in prison in Dhamār the next year.79

Imam al-Mahdı̄ became aware of al-H
˙

uraybı̄ and al-H
˙

ubayshı̄’s dealings 

around 1709.80 He had al-H
˙

ubayshı̄’s houses in Ibb searched, and valuable 

textiles, costly weapons, precious gems, secret letters, presents meant for 

the imam from abroad, and a great deal of money were found hoarded 

within.81 Clearly, the foreign gifts that bore imperial stamps had been in-

tercepted by al-H
˙

uraybı̄ in Mocha and then directed for safekeeping to al-

H
˙

ubayshı̄, rather than to the intended recipient, the imam. As a result of 

these incriminating findings, al-H
˙

ubayshı̄ was sent to al-Mawāhib, to be 

kept under the imam’s watchful eye.

Al-H
˙

ubayshı̄’s betrayal sparked the imam’s concerns regarding al-

H
˙

uraybı̄ as well.82 Soon after al-H
˙

ubayshı̄’s house was searched, the imam 

sent a servant named Salmān to investigate al-H
˙

uraybı̄’s dealings in Mocha

firsthand.83 Salmān arrived in Mocha on July 24, 1709, and ordered that 

al-H
˙

uraybı̄ return to the court to report to the imam. Al-H
˙

uraybı̄ stalled 

Salmān with the excuse that there were too many boats in the harbor and 

he could not leave until they all departed, but he invited Salmān to stay at 

the port for as long as he wished. Two days later al-H
˙

uraybı̄ sent the imam 

a letter coyly apologizing for his delay, along with an escort of thirty camels

carrying gifts worth 40,000 Spanish riyals, gold and silver textiles, and silks 

from Persia and India. A week later the imam sent 200 more soldiers to 

Mocha to escort the governor and some of his cohorts to the court. Again 

al-H
˙

uraybı̄ used the ships in the harbor as an excuse and prepared gifts for 

the messengers to try to win them over. A month later, when the Dutch 

merchants left the port, al-H
˙

uraybı̄ still had not budged from Mocha.84 He 

did go up to the court eventually, bringing with him copious treasures and 

an ample amount of money. When he got there he gave a long explanation 

regarding his actions and apparently doled out enough gifts for the com-

motion to die down.

In the fall of 1711, when the French docked at Mocha, al-H
˙

uraybı̄ was 

absent but was represented by his brother �Amr at the port. The doctor of 

the French company found the former governor at the imam’s court in al-

Mawāhib when he went up to cure the imam of an ear infection. The Dutch 

suggested that the imam had brought al-H
˙

uraybı̄ back to the highlands to 

curtail his power and keep him under close supervision, rather than as a 

boost to offer him more responsibility. But al-H
˙

uraybı̄ was able to rebound 
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into a position of power when he ingratiated himself with the imam’s 

nephew, Qāsim b. H
˙

usayn, who would eventually challenge the imamate 

of al-Mahdı̄ and assume the title Imam al-Mutawakkil. Al-H
˙

uraybı̄ was one 

of al-Mutawakkil’s early supporters, a distinction that earned him the posi-

tion of wazir with jurisdiction over Bayt al-Faqı̄h and the Tihāma after the 

accession of the new imam in 1130/1718. Al-H
˙

uraybı̄ died in 1135/1723 and 

was buried in al-Rawd
˙

a.85 Al-Mutawakkil and other notables attended his 

funeral.86

Although al-H
˙

uraybı̄ was not an active architectural patron like Jah
˙

h
˙

āf, 

some of his building activity and patronage can be gleaned from the 

available sources. Al-H
˙

uraybı̄ used some of his profits from the trade for 

charitable contributions, although his pious building activities were not 

extensive. Early in his career, in 1112/1700–1701, he restored and enlarged 

a mosque in Bayt al-Faqı̄h, for which he was praised.87 The name of the 

mosque is not given, but it likely was either the Great Mosque or Masjid 

al-Mashra�, both of which predate the eighteenth century and stand as lo-

cally significant structures.88 His geographic choice was strategic, because 

Bayt al-Faqı̄h was a key commercial city in the Tihāma and Yemen’s global 

coffee emporium.

While al-H
˙

uraybı̄ was in Mocha, his building additions were mostly 

practical and related to the defenses of the city. The Ottomans, in their 

last efforts to hold onto Yemeni territory before their imminent expulsion, 

had built the walls of Mocha in the early seventeenth century. During the 

eighteenth century the walls and fortifications required constant upkeep 

to defend the city from both land and seaside attacks. In 1114/1702–3 or 

1117/1705–6, al-H
˙

uraybı̄ extended the walls by twenty dhirā�, or cubits. He 

also added the Mālt
˙
a Fort (see map 5.1) to the southern part of the wall, pro-

viding a major lookout station for that sector of the city.89 Although these 

contributions were largely practical, they were attributed to him more than 

thirty years later by the Meccan traveler and short-term transplant to Mocha 

Sayyid �Abbās b. �Alı̄ al-Mūsawı̄  al-Makkı̄, so apparently his imprint on the 

city’s fortifications remained strong long after his tenure as governor.

Faqı̄h Ah
˙

mad b. Yah
˙

yā Khazindār al-S
˙

an�ānı̄

Faqı̄h Ah
˙

mad b. Yah
˙

yā Khazindār (d. 1157/1744–45) was named gover-

nor of Mocha in 1133/1721, when the previous governor, Amı̄r Rizq Allāh, 

died suddenly.90 Khazindār had served as Amı̄r Rizq’s second in charge, 
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so he had experience with the port and general knowledge of its trade. 

Khazindār’s family roots were Turkish, as is indicated by his name, which 

refers to the title of treasurer, the Ottoman post of his ancestor. It was said 

that he was part of the faction of Ottomans who remained in Yemen af-

ter the Turks were expelled in the early seventeenth century.91 His personal 

roots, however, were firmly grounded in Sanaa, as the suffix al-
˙
San�ānı̄ con-

firms.92 Like al-H
˙

uraybı̄, Khazindār was not a sayyid or a religious scholar; 

he entered the circle of notables of al-Mutawakkil’s time by being a skilled 

and loyal administrator. Although Khazindār never attained the position of 

wazir, he held the governorship of Mocha twice, first in 1721–24 and again 

in 1730–37.93

Khazindār spent a great deal of time in Sanaa, the seat of the imamate 

under al-Mutawakkil Qāsim and his successors, because he was not al-

ways able to stay in the imam’s favor while he served in his post in faraway 

Mocha.94 He often left a deputy at Mocha to serve in his place during these 

extended visits. The following example illustrates the instability of his po-

sition. In January 1724, rumors circulated that the imam was going to call 

Khazindār up to the court. When a rider appeared to escort him to Sanaa 

three days later, he hurriedly prepared a rumored sum of 140,000 Spanish 

riyals, 80,000 for the imam and 60,000 for his own use. With his wife and 

children he left Mocha on January 20, 1724, entrusting the deputy governor-

ship to his nephew Muh
˙

sin Khazindār.95 On February 4, Muh
˙

sin, too, was 

called to Sanaa. He departed quickly and silently in the middle of the night, 

without the customary ceremony and pomp dedicated to an official leaving 

for the court. According to the letters of the English factor, the imam, who 

was dissatisfied with Khazindār’s remittance, decided to replace him.96 On 

February 13, the imam sent a message informing that �Alı̄ b. Amı̄r Rizq, the 

son of the previous governor, was to be named the new governor of Mocha. 

Rumors circulated for weeks that Khazindār was being forced to pay penal-

ties that equaled an additional 55,000 Spanish riyals to the imam.

Like al-H
˙

uraybı̄, Khazindār was able to regain the imam’s favor. Although 

he was removed from the governorship of Mocha early in 1724, in August 

1725 he was elevated to the even more coveted position of governor of 

Sanaa, a post usually entrusted to one of the imam’s sons. Khazindār’s case 

exemplifies the ability of a Mocha governor to move fluidly into an elevated 

position in the highlands, even after slighting the imam with insufficient 

remittances. In regard to his governorship in Sanaa, the eighteenth-century

historian Lut
˙
f Allāh Jah

˙
h
˙

āf praised his actions, remarking that he “fixed the 
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weights and measures and whatever embellishes it. He managed affairs and 

finances, put down evil-doers in it, and took vigorous measures to deal with 

and punish a group of evil-doers.”97 Khazindār, then, held two of the most 

important positions in all of Qāsimı̄ Yemen, the governorships of Mocha

and Sanaa, within a decade’s time.

The most lasting record of Khazindār’s governorship in Sanaa is an 

eighteenth-century manuscript copy of the Qānūn S
˙

an�ā�, the Statute of 

Sanaa, an ordinance that dictated policies of trade and fixed prices for 

commodities, brokerage, and services in the market of Sanaa. It includes 

prices for the full range of commodities available in Sanaa’s sūq, such as 

textiles, spices, agricultural products, and locally made crafts. An impor-

tant early modern copy of the ordinance was drafted in Sanaa under Imam 

al-Mutawakkil Qāsim, during the governorship of Khazindār, whose name 

is noted prominently in the document’s heading. It then was copied again 

by al-Mutawakkil’s successor, al-Mans
˙

ūr H
˙

usayn, in 1161/1748.98 Imam al-

Mahdı̄ �Abd Allāh added his seal to it in the nineteenth century. It is fitting 

that as governor of Sanaa, Khazindār was writing and enforcing policies 

to control the Sanaa market, one of the endpoints of Mocha’s wholesale 

trade, thereby determining prices and trade regulations that affected the 

commerce of the port even from his position in the highlands. Notably, the 

first item on the list of the Qānūn’s regulations addresses the price of Indian 

cloth from Mocha.99

Khazindār’s biographers, Zabāra and al-Mūsawı̄ , praise him to the high-

est degree, but the European documents present an entirely different story. 

Khazindār developed a bad reputation among the European merchants be-

cause of his wayward policies for demanding customs duties above the ac-

cepted limits and purging money from the brokers and merchants when he 

felt the need of it. The Dutch gave him nicknames such as “Mocha’s Nero” 

and “the Tyrant.”100 As an example of Khazindār’s treatment of the mer-

chants, in 1722 he tried to procure yearly gifts from the European merchants 

with force and coercion.101 On August 13, the Dutch sent a small lighter 

boat full of coffee to load one of their ships in the harbor. Without reason 

the boat was called back. The next day the VOC merchants learned that 

the governor wanted 500 Spanish riyals for the release of the commodity. 

Anxious about completing their shipment, they sent the money, which was 

promptly returned to them. Additionally, the governor sent four soldiers 

to stand at the door of their broker’s house. Brokers were often implicated 

in disputes between merchants and the port administration, because the 
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temporary loss of a broker brought any merchant’s trade to a standstill, and 

the Baniyan brokers were often helpless to retaliate against such sentences. 

In this case the imprisoned broker was even forced to pay his guardians six 

Spanish riyals a day for their captive watch. When the Dutch brought their 

departing gifts to the governor on August 17, 1722, he sent them back, too, 

claiming that they were not nearly as much as those of the French or the 

English, and the Dutch would have to send a gift for the illustrious wazir 

Faqı̄h Muh
˙

sin al-H
˙

ubayshı̄ as well. Once they had done that, Khazindār at 

last allowed them to load their coffee beans on board.

Khazindār directed such demands not only toward the European mer-

chant community. On September 9, 1723, for example, he sent soldiers to 

the house of Muh
˙

ammad Yāsı̄n, a merchant from Basra, demanding 2,000 

Spanish riyals.102 The next day he followed up by forcing Muh
˙

ammad H
˙

ajj, 

some Gujarati merchants, and some Baniyans also to contribute to the royal 

treasury.103 Khazindār levied some of the costs of keeping the urban order 

on Mocha’s residents. On October 17, 1722, a fire broke out in the city.104

As usual, many residents rushed to the site to aid in extinguishing the fire, 

lest it spread throughout the town. Three days later the governor sought out 

everyone involved and rewarded those who had helped put out the fire with 

two komassis each. He fined those who had not helped six to seven komassis,

and he made the Baniyans whose houses were in the vicinity of the fire give 

five komassis apiece.

Khazindār had a formidable enemy in the highlands, wazir Muh
˙

sin al-

H
˙

ubayshı̄. Although al-H
˙

ubayshı̄ had aided al-H
˙

uraybı̄ from the center of 

the imamate, he intervened at al-Mutawakkil’s court to harm Khazindār. 

Upon hearing of al-H
˙

ubayshı̄’s promotion to a higher rank as wazir after 

the death of al-H
˙

uraybı̄, the Dutch highlighted the animosity between the 

two, remarking that the newly elevated wazir was “not a friend of this gov-

ernor [Khazindār].”105 Thus it is no surprise that Khazindār’s first gover-

norship in Mocha was short-lived; al-H
˙

ubayshı̄ had a hand in removing him 

from the position in 1724. Khazindār took the job of governor of Sanaa only 

after smoothing out his relationship with al-H
˙

ubayshı̄ in 1725.106

After Imam al-Mutawakkil died and his son Imam al-Mans
˙

ūr H
˙

usayn

replaced him, Khazindār returned to serve as Mocha’s governor from 1730 

to 1737. His injustices in Mocha during this second term merited extensive 

documentation in all the European sources. Ultimately, the French bom-

bardment of the port in 1737 brought about the governor’s downfall. The 

French East India Company blamed Khazindār and Mocha’s head s
˙

arrāf,
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H
˙

asan H
˙

asūsā, for violating the conditions regarding customs duties that 

were laid out in their initial trade treaty, established under al-H
˙

uraybı̄ in 

1709.107 When the French arrived at the port in three warships, they took 

hostages and bombed the city. Then they occupied Mocha’s southern fort, 

which allowed them complete access to the city and the upper hand in set-

tling their demands. The final, renegotiated treaty included twenty-four ar-

ticles addressing the restitution of the money that was overpaid in customs 

and seized from the French unjustly, a number of conditions regarding 

their trade procedures and personal freedoms within the city, and a clarifi-

cation of the original trade treaty items. The 1737 French bombing marked 

the end of Khazindār’s last prominent role in Qāsimı̄ administration. Imam 

al-Mans
˙

ūr H
˙

usayn stripped him of his position, and he disappeared from 

public life. He died in Sanaa in the month of Rabı̄� al-awwal 1157/1744.

Like al-H
˙

uraybı̄, Khazindār contributed to the defenses and public works 

of Mocha, but he built no religious or private structures in the city. His main 

building effort in Mocha focused on the digging of wells and the erection 

of protective structures around them in an area just outside Bāb al-Shādhilı̄, 

the gate to the east of the city (see map 5.1). There Khazindār ordered that 

one large well be excavated in addition to the group of existing reservoirs 

known as the al-Shādhilı̄ wells.108 In 1730 he built two forts to protect these 

water supplies.109 The forts, which were described as more strongly built 

than any others in Mocha, were also meant to provide a convenient spot for 

inland surveillance of the east. One of the forts, called Qal�at al-Qād
˙

ı̄ (fig. 

3.7), still stands.110 It was named for Qād
˙

ı̄ Muh
˙

ammad S
˙

ālih
˙

, who lived out-

side the walls and was buried in this area in 1140/1728.111 Potable water was 

a constant source of concern in the city, and Khazindār’s contribution was 

intended to make a great improvement in everyday life in Mocha.112

Again one must look to the highlands to find further evidence of the pa-

tronage of Khazindār. Although the acts I mention were not ascribed di-

rectly to Ah
˙

mad Khazindār but rather to his whole family, including another 

relation named H
˙

usayn Khazindār, it is clear that the governor was a key 

member who participated in building and pious endowments, supported 

by his Mocha riches. The Khazindār family built great houses in the area of 

Sanh
˙

ān, near Sanaa, and in many other places in the eighteenth century.113

Their pious generosity, however, was focused not on buildings but on the 

production of books. They sponsored the copying of Qur�ān manuscripts 

for study in the mosques of Mūsā and al-Abraz in Sanaa and in the Great 

Mosque of Ibb, as well as other, unnamed places.114
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One can refer to the fragmented eighteenth-century Qur�ān pages found 

in D
˙

ūrān after the 1982 earthquake and published by the Leiden codicolo-

gist Jan Just Witkam in order to get a sense of the artistic conventions these 

Qur�ān manuscripts may have adhered to.115 The few pages that remain of 

the fifteen-volume Qur�ān sponsored by Shaykh Ah
˙

mad b. �Abd al-Rah
˙

mān 

al-Qarābı̄ (fig. 3.8) and dated 1151/1738–39 represent the most closely con-

temporaneous known manuscript. Together these fragments suggest that 

no tradition of elaborate Qur�ān manuscript illumination existed in Qāsimı̄  

Yemen. Using these pages as a reference, one can imagine that Khazindār’s 

Qur�ān manuscripts were multivolume sets, each volume small like the al-

Qarābı̄ example, which measures 200 by 145 mm.116 The al-Qarābı̄ exam-

ple features simple frames of thin, double, black ruled lines, filled in with 

ochre, surrounding the text and rings of alternating dots in red and ochre 

as verse dividers. Each page includes seven lines rendered in large script. 

This multivolume manuscript would have constituted an appropriate pious 

contribution for a local shaykh such as al-Qarābı̄, for whom no biographi-

cal record remains aside from these fragments. A well-endowed official 

such as Khazindār might have sponsored more costly examples than this, 

perhaps slightly larger in format and with more ornamentation.

Aside from the patronage of Qur�ān manuscripts dedicated for use in 

urban mosques in the Yemeni highlands, Khazindār sponsored the writing 

of a historic text—perhaps his greatest act of cultural patronage. Under his 

sponsorship and support, Sayyid �Abbās b. �Alı̄ al-Mūsawı̄  al-Makkı̄ wrote 

Nuzhat al-jalı̄s wa munyat al-adı̄b al-anı̄s, which merged the genre of autobi-

ography with that of travel narrative.117 Al-Mūsawı̄  was born in Mecca in 

1110/1698–99 and grew up there under the tutelage of the local �ulamā�.118

He began his travels with his teacher, Sayyid Nas
˙

r Allāh al-H
˙

ā�irı̄, who left 

Mecca with the Iraqi pilgrimage caravan to Karbalā� in 1131/1718–19. Once 

in Iraq, al-Mūsawı̄  traveled to the Shı̄�ı̄ shrines of Najaf and Karbalā� and 

then headed to Isfahan. From Isfahan his journey was transformed from a 

Shı̄�ı̄ pilgrim’s path into an Indian Ocean excursion as he spent most of the 

year 1132/1719–20 around the Persian Gulf, in Basra and Kung.

From there he embarked on his first extended sea journey, to Surat in 

India in 1133/1720–21. After six years in India, studying with notable reli-

gious scholars and traveling throughout the region, he left for the Arabian 

Peninsula, docking in Mocha in 1139/1727. His first stay in Mocha lasted 

for less than a year, after which he returned to the H
˙

ijāz. Clearly he was 

not inclined to stay home, because he left for Yemen again in 1141/1728. 
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fig.  3 .8  Qur�ān fragment from 
D
˙

ūrān, dated 1151/1738–39.

fig.  3 .7  The eighteenth-century fort known as Qal�At al-Qād
˙

ı̄, Mocha, 2000.
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After a short trip to Sanaa, he returned to Mocha. Between 1142/1729 and 

1145/1732 he traveled between Mocha and Mecca often. In 1145/1732 he 

decided to make his residence in Mocha, where he quickly married and had 

two sons, �Abd Allāh and Muh
˙

ammad. He remained in Mocha under the 

sponsorship of Ah
˙

mad Khazindār until he completed his work, Nuzhat al-

jalı̄s, and presented it to the governor’s son, �Abd Allāh, on the fourth of 

Shawwāl 1148/1736. Al-Mūsawı̄  died in 1180/1766–67.

During his years of travel he made notes about the people he met and 

the places he saw. Wherever he went he won the favor of the notables by 

offering them his eloquent verses. The twentieth-century editor of his vol-

ume, Muh
˙

ammad Mahdı̄ Khurasān, differentiated al-Mūsawı̄  from earlier 

geographers and travel writers because his work was largely personal and 

his observations were detailed, specific, and immediate, rather than com-

prehensive and formulaic.119 Its chapters interspersed descriptions of cities 

such as Mecca, Kūfa, Baghdad, Isfahan, Nishapur, T
˙

ūs, Shiraz, Surat, and 

Mocha with biographies of the notables al-Mūsawı̄  met in those places and 

anecdotes about strange occurrences and details of his travels. Although 

al-Mūsawı̄ ’s account was unique, the geographical dimensions of his tour 

were not. Rather, he was representative of a significant group of Arab and 

Indian Muslim scholars who traveled between South Asia, Yemen, and the 

H
˙

ijāz in this period, in search of diverse religious training and teaching.120

Al-Mūsawı̄ ’s volume describes the cultural and scholarly dimensions of the 

trade routes at the time, pointing to a significant overlap between the itin-

eraries of religious learning and the channels of commercial profit in the 

eighteenth century.

It was under the sponsorship of Faqı̄h Ah
˙

mad Khazindār that al-Musawi 

completed the writing of Nuzhat al-jalı̄s, which served as a major source 

for this study. Its perspective is that of a transplanted resident of the city 

of Mocha. Al-Mūsawı̄  wrote, “My master Faqı̄h Ah
˙

mad honored me and 

granted upon me his favor when I was far from home in Yemen. He ap-

pointed a salary for me from the Muslim treasury.”121 From 1145/1732 to 

1148/1736 Khazindār supported al-Mūsawı̄  and his family with this stipend, 

thus allocating at least some of the fruits of the trade from the treasury to 

support this literary and historical effort. Certainly Khazindār was aware 

that his sponsorship of the writer would allow him to maintain an over-

whelmingly positive historical profile. He was right: al-Mūsawı̄  completely 

omitted the scandalous events that were attributed to Khazindār by the lo-

cal merchants, and coincidentally, he finished the work before the French 
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bombing of the city in 1737 prompted the removal of the controversial gov-

ernor. Al-Mūsawı̄  also spoke highly of �Abd Allāh b. Ah
˙

mad Khazindār, 

who was deputy governor in place of his father for extended periods in the 

1730s. It is fitting that Khazindār sponsored a tome describing the Indian 

Ocean world from the perspective of a traveler of the Arabian Peninsula in 

the first half of the eighteenth century.

Governors as Patrons

This review of biography, architectural construction, and cultural patronage 

reveals that the governors of Mocha in the second half of the seventeenth 

century and the first half of the eighteenth were geographically and socially 

mobile members of Qāsimı̄ society. Each of the governors featured here 

maintained strong connections throughout Yemen as he held the gover-

norship. He could stay in the good favor of the imam only if he maintained 

close contact with him and his wazirs in highland Yemen. And Mocha was 

by no means an end point in the careers of these administrators; the gover-

norship of Mocha was linked to the eventual or concurrent appointment to 

the position of wazir for Jah
˙

h
˙

āf and al-H
˙

uraybı̄. For Khazindār, two periods 

in Mocha punctuated either end of a stint as governor of Sanaa.

The shift in the identities of Mocha’s governors is also important. Over 

the decades under consideration, status and elite pedigree became less im-

portant than loyalty, military prowess, and administrative experience. Un-

der al-Mutawakkil Ismā�ı̄l, in the mid-seventeenth century, two governors 

from notable families of sayyids, descendants of the prophet, held the post, 

Sayyid Zayd b. �Alı̄ Jah
˙

h
˙

āf and Sayyid H
˙

asan b. al-Mut
˙
ahhar al-Jurmūzı̄. In 

the eighteenth century, non-sayyid appointees dominated, men such as al-

H
˙

uraybı̄ and Khazindār, whose pedigrees were markedly less prestigious.122

As Haykel noted, the full administrative transformation of the Qāsimı̄  

imamate took root by the beginning of the eighteenth century, when the 

imam turned away from the established local elites and began to appoint 

people he trusted, particularly slave amı̄rs, in key administrative positions 

as military commanders and governors.123

 The governors I have discussed used their Mocha profits for pious and 

charitable contributions, for private buildings and public works, for the en-

dowment of Qur�ān manuscripts, and for the authorship of a significant 

text. Yet traces of this patronage in Mocha are scanty, particularly because 

the governors’ local contributions were directed mainly toward immedi-
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ate, practical, and functional necessities such as fortifications, towers, and 

wells. One must look outside Mocha to find the monumental mosques, 

luxurious houses, and Qur�ān manuscripts that emerged from Mocha’s 

riches under the patronage of the city’s preeminent governors. Unlike their 

Ottoman predecessors, who were active in major architectural efforts and 

monumental building in the city, the Qāsimı̄ governors used their Mocha 

profits to build in the heartland of the empire, primarily in the northern 

highlands. In Mocha their efforts were largely routine and defensive, de-

spite their long periods of residence in the city.
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4 Merchants and Nākhūdhas

The merchants of the coastal trade are more elusive subjects than the 

governors of Mocha because they were often omitted from the larger his-

torical record of Yemen, focused as it was on local religious scholars and 

the legacies of the imams. Left out were more mobile, and often foreign, 

economic elites whose lifestyles were unsuited to the traditional format 

of Zaydı̄ biography.1 The European sources mention the trade activities of 

Mocha’s merchants on a daily basis, but with scant discussion of their iden-

tities, their biographies, or the details of their larger trade profiles. Piecing 

together the cultural dynamics of Mocha’s merchant community is much 

more difficult than the task of the preceding chapter.

Nelly Hanna and André Raymond, scholars of Ottoman Cairo, have laid 

the foundations for critical study of the cultural and economic activities of 

early modern merchants, who took on elite roles that previously had been 

restricted to the ruling class.2 In Hanna’s work the merchant Ismā�ı̄l Abū

T
˙

āqiyya appears as a major power broker and significant urban renewer of 

sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Cairo. Raymond has highlighted the 

legacy of the coffee merchant and shāhbandar al-tujjār, or head of the mer-

chants’ guild, Qāsim al-Sharā�ibı̄, whose net worth exceeded that of the 

military elites of the time.3 Although the merchants of Mocha cannot be 

discussed at the same level of detail, I do adopt the formats used by Hanna 

and Raymond, who placed the merchant within the economic, social, and 

cultural world from which he emerged, in which he participated, and to 
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which he contributed. As people who animated the city, moved along its 

roadways, and dwelled in its residential quarters and houses, merchants 

are essential to understanding the lived dimensions of Mocha’s urban 

space. The sketches that follow provide cultural and social profiles of some 

prominent members of this elusive and transient community.

Commercial Worlds

Many ships arriving at Mocha’s port carried mixtures of goods of all sorts—

some destined for the wholesale market and others for the retail market, 

luxury goods packed in with everyday necessities. The social makeup of 

Mocha’s trade community was more rigidly segmented. In his monograph 

on the merchants of the Moroccan port city of Essaouira, Daniel Schroeter 

made a clear distinction between the types of commercial groups one might 

find in Arab commercial capitals by identifying the tājir as a wholesaler, 

separate and distinct from the more numerous retail shopkeepers.4 Writ-

ing about Cairo, Raymond described a similar but more complex break-

down among the ranks of artisans and merchants in this bustling, early 

modern commercial city. There, too, the important wholesale merchants, 

or tujjār, formed a cohesive social and economic class separate from the 

local retailers, or bā�i�s.5 In regard to an earlier era, S. D. Goitein stressed 

that the designation tājir “was reserved for those enormously versatile men 

who dealt in a great variety of goods,” as opposed to retailers and more 

specialized wholesale merchants.6

Likewise, at least two classes of merchants coexisted in Mocha. The 

high-volume overseas merchants, tujjār, dealt in large quantities of whole-

sale goods such as textiles, coffee, spices, and metals that were intended 

for or originated in the international market. The goods they purchased at 

Mocha were either transshipped to another maritime destination or sold 

to a broker for entry into the Yemeni inland market. Operating from their 

small stores in the bazaar, local retail merchants belonged to a different 

mercantile class. They dealt in small quantities of the aforementioned im-

port items as well as other commodities for daily use, local distribution, and 

regular consumption. As I describe in chapters 5 and 6, wholesalers and re-

tailers conducted business in different sectors of the city in different types 

of establishments, and their commercial worlds only rarely intersected.

Historical contextualization of the Jidda gap from 1635 through the 

first half of the eighteenth century is extremely important for an accurate 
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understanding of the cultural profile of Mocha’s wholesale merchant com-

munity. A review of some of the major merchants in the city confirms that 

Mocha’s foreign commercial class was composed primarily of merchants 

who hailed from ports to the south and east of the Jidda gap. The most im-

portant merchants were from Surat, Mocha’s twin city of trade across the 

Arabian Sea. Indeed, it is difficult to speak of a merchant as belonging ex-

clusively to Mocha’s commercial class when most of the major merchants 

of the city participated in the Mocha-Surat trade route and their affiliations 

were thus more cross-regional, mobile, and shifting than a single urban 

attachment might suggest.

Although Surat and Mocha shared many transient residents who trav-

eled between the two ports, they diverged in regard to the relationship be-

tween the merchant community and local authorities. As M. N. Pearson has 

described, Gujarati port cities functioned as relatively autonomous zones 

in which merchants commanded and managed their trade free from the in-

tervention and obstacles posed by governing bodies.7 Merchants there had 

the upper hand in handling commercial conflicts and settling trade agree-

ments, using their economic muscle and social standing as leverage. This 

balance of power worked in western India such that merchants reaped the 

benefits of their political clout but also shouldered the brunt of losses from 

the risky business of maritime transit. Although this model of merchant 

primacy appears to have had wide-reaching significance in other Indian 

Ocean ports, in Mocha merchants lacked such autonomy. They attempted 

to control their own affairs, but the city’s authoritative governor, as agent 

of the wazir and imam in the highlands, kept close watch over individual 

negotiations and intervened whenever he saw fit.

In Mocha, as in most other Indian Ocean port cities, merchants were 

not organized into guilds. Instead, ethnic connections and religious affili-

ations largely defined a person’s professional possibilities and the scope of 

his commercial investments. As Philip Curtin suggested, members of dia-

sporic communities maintained strong connections to compatriots while 

trading abroad.8 These community ties allowed groups to form hardy coali-

tions when needed to respond to the inequities and injustices that overseas 

residence could entail. Some groups and affiliations overlapped and shifted 

according to the needs of the moment. For instance, the Ismā�ı̄lı̄ and Sunnı̄  

Bohra merchants from Surat each looked after the needs of others from 

their subsect and may be identified as tight and cohesive groups that domi-

nated the shipping sector. Yet at times the major Muslim merchants of 
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Mocha banded together as an organized coalition that superseded subsect 

interests and regional affiliations and included local, Indian, Persian, Turk-

ish, and Arab merchants, both Sunnı̄ and Shı̄�ı̄.
The best case of such community solidarity in Mocha is that of the Bani-

yan brokers. They were Hindu and Jain merchants from western India who 

held a monopoly over land-based trade brokerage by facilitating the transfer 

of goods from the hands of maritime merchants into land-based markets, 

overseeing currency exchange, and maintaining the local deferred payment 

schedule.9 As the primary cogs in a well-defined and hierarchical system of 

brokerage, these Baniyan intermediaries were in contact with all the differ-

ent types of merchants in Mocha and served as the city’s middlemen in all 

commercial affairs. Early modern brokerage in the western Indian Ocean 

was complex, however, and the role of broker had a certain amount of func-

tional flexibility.10 A broker could specialize in a certain commercial good 

or work for a specific merchant or trading company, either freelance or as 

a continuing employee. At Mocha one sees examples of all these types of 

brokers among the Baniyans. Many brokers seem to have played more than 

one role at a time and to have shifted roles from one season to the next. The 

Baniyans wielded enough power to collectively withhold their services from 

their clients, who included the city’s multitude of wholesale merchants, in 

order to protest an unreasonable demand of remittance from the governor 

or the persecution of a member of their community.11 Their strategic strikes 

brought Mocha’s trade to a standstill, as I describe in chapter 7.

Three types of merchants were engaged in the trade along or traveled the 

Mocha-Surat pipeline: the shipowner, the nākhūdha, who acted as ship’s cap-

tain and agent representing the shipowner, and the land-based merchant. 

These categories overlap with those Ashin Das Gupta identified as the key 

types of Indian maritime merchants, with one slight difference. He divided 

the merchant community into “substantial merchants” of great wealth, 

agents of merchants, and small-scale merchants.12 In the case of Mocha’s 

merchant class, one may discuss “substantial merchants”—namely, Indian 

Ocean shipowners—and their agents, the nākhūdhas. Small-scale merchants 

were numerous in Mocha, because many who were destined for Mecca 

stopped at the port en route to the H
˙

ijāz. Little is known, however, about 

these transient and often nameless travelers, so I do not discuss them. 

Rather, I add another category to Das Gupta’s list—the land-based mer-

chant. In Mocha, land-based merchants participated in the Indian Ocean 

trade by channeling Asian goods into the center of Qāsimı̄ territory in Sanaa. 
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Their networks were largely distinct from those of the maritime class, but 

they constituted an important block of merchants in the port city.

Indian Ocean Shipowners and Their Agents: 

The Family of Mullā �Abd al-Ghafūr

Mullā �Abd al-Ghafūr (d. 1718) was the greatest shipowning merchant of 

Surat in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. At the height 

of his fleet he owned around twenty ships that frequented Indian Ocean 

ports. This number is considerable, given that the wealthiest Indian Ocean 

shipowners usually possessed and operated no more than two ships.13 At 

least one of his ships could always be found in Mocha’s harbor during the 

trade season, and sometimes as many as five.14 Usually he shipped from 

Surat and Gogha and docked at all points in the southern Red Sea, but he 

also shipped from Bengal. His shipping volume was so great that he owned 

a private wharf in the village of Athwa at the mouth of the Tapi River, the 

riverine gateway to Surat. The wharf was prominently located directly up-

stream from the imperial Mughal dock.15

�Abd al-Ghafūr, who was a Sunnı̄ Bohra, is often invoked as an iconic 

figure who managed to thrive economically despite the encroaching pres-

ence of European trading companies.16 Considering his prominence in the 

Mocha trade, it is surprising that he never appeared on Mocha’s shore in 

person. He represents the sedentary shipowning entrepreneur of the In-

dian Ocean, whose fortunes were tied to the sea but who apparently never 

crossed it himself. His nākhūdhas, the captains of his ships, served as his 

representatives in the Red Sea, carrying the status of the family name. Re-

gardless of his physical absence in the city, his reputation was well known 

in Mocha. Ships owned by him were identified by his name, as was his 

grand house in the city, even after his death in 1718.17 When he died, �Abd 

al-Ghafūr left a reputed eight and a half million rupees in cash, a garden in 

the northern suburbs of Surat, two houses in the city, a mosque, the wharf 

in Athwa, and some property on an island in the Gulf of Cambay.18 One of 

the houses was located in the elite merchants’ neighborhood called Sauda-

garpura, in the subdistrict named Mulla Chakla, probably after Mullā �Abd 

al-Ghafūr himself.19 The suburban garden housed the family plot and was 

used as a fresh-air retreat to entertain guests and business partners outside 

of the city.
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Although �Abd al-Ghafūr’s son, �Abd al-H
˙

ayy, died shortly after him,20

his legacy was sustained by his grandson Mullā Muh
˙

ammad �Alı̄, who con-

tinued the family business of shipping from 1720 until his death in 1733. 

According to Das Gupta, Muh
˙

ammad �Alı̄, who aspired to a princely life-

style, was considered “virtually the governor of Surat, in all but name.”21

This status was clearly recognized by the imam of Yemen, who honored 

Muh
˙

ammad �Alı̄ yearly by engaging in a ceremonial practice of elaborate 

international gift exchange with him and his nākhūdhas. For instance, on 

May 21, 1729, the ships of Mullā Muh
˙

ammad �Alı̄ brought the normal yearly 

presents to the imam and court notables. The gifts were transported from 

Mocha to Sanaa on camels. Clearly the load was large, for it had to be su-

pervised by two servants and eight laborers.22 In return, Muh
˙

ammad �Alı̄ re-

ceived honored and valued objects that were to be accepted by his nākhūdha

and carried back to Surat. At the end of Ramad
˙

ān in 1724, the imam sent 

two horses to Mocha’s governor, �Alı̄ b. Amı̄r Rizq, in addition to one for the 

nākhūdha of the �Abd al-Ghafūr family ships and another for the nākhūdha of 

the rival Chalabı̄ family. The two Surati nākhūdhas, along with the governor, 

were the only people in the whole city who were honored with the imam’s 

gifts at that time, an exclusive right linked to the unique primacy of their 

sponsors in the city.23

Das Gupta’s comparison of Muh
˙

ammad �Alı̄ to his grandfather �Abd al-

Ghafūr reveals a major generational gap between the two merchants. �Abd 

al-Ghafūr rose to the level of long-distance merchant and shipowner from a 

humble background. Accordingly, he lived a fairly modest lifestyle, although 

he became extremely wealthy and powerful. Muh
˙

ammad �Alı̄, on the other 

hand, accustomed to the wealth that surrounded him from birth, strived for 

political power and the representation of his independence. Das Gupta re-

ferred to him as “the prince among merchants.”24 Contemporary onlook-

ers described at length his drawn-out yet failed struggle for administrative 

power in his political alliance with the governor of Surat, Sohrab Khan.25

Unlike his grandfather, Muh
˙

ammad �Alı̄ did travel the Mocha-Surat 

route, but only once, as documented in 1727.26 When he arrived in Mocha, 

the Dutch merchants identified him as “the next heir of �Abd al-Ghafūr”

and observed that he was received with “all of the signs of the city’s govern-

ment.”27 He stayed in Mocha for only a few days and soon left for Jidda to 

perform the pilgrimage with more than 1,200 other pilgrims. Muh
˙

ammad

�Alı̄ had three sons, Muh
˙

ammad H
˙

usayn, Amı̄n al-Dı̄n, and Fakhr al-Dı̄n. 
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Muh
˙

ammad H
˙

usayn served as his father’s nākhūdha, and Fakhr al-Dı̄n at-

tempted to maintain the family business after his father’s death. Muh
˙

ammad

�Alı̄’s ships arrived yearly at Mocha until 1733, when his unpopular politics 

resulted in his murder by poisoning in Surat. His death marked the end of 

his family’s prominence in the Red Sea trade.

During his thirteen years as head of the shipowning family, Muh
˙

ammad

�Alı̄ asserted himself along the western Indian Ocean coast in visible and 

conspicuous ways. He built monumental structures in Surat and Mocha 

that reflected his pious commitment or enhanced his commercial activity. 

In 1723 he built a mosque in Surat that catered to his subsect, that of Sunnı̄  

Bohras, and still stands today.28 In a bold move, he expanded the wharf that 

his grandfather had built in Athwa and developed a strongly fortified satel-

lite port center there, a venture that lured shipping and commerce away from 

Surat. Unabashedly he appointed officials, armed the city, and even minted 

his own coins. This venture stirred the suspicion of the local authorities and 

onlookers, who saw Athwa as a rival port to Surat and a military threat.29

Muh
˙

ammad �Alı̄’s building activities in Mocha paralleled those in Surat. 

Unsurprisingly, he owned a great house in Mocha, originally the property 

of his grandfather. A house was necessary for any high-profile trader in the 

port city, because such men did not stay in public quarters. The city’s major 

Muslim merchants often met at Muh
˙

ammad �Alı̄’s house to discuss local 

problems as a coalition. He also added to the broader landscape of the city 

with conspicuous public contributions that went beyond those of ordinary 

merchants. In 1139/1726–27 he ordered the reconstruction of the minaret 

of the Mosque of al-Shādhilı̄ (fig. 4.1), the centerpiece of the city’s religious 

structures, erected by the Ottomans in the late sixteenth or early seventeenth 

century.30 Clearly the patron wanted to improve upon the original Ottoman 

minaret, which was described as “marvelous, the highest, the slimmest, 

the most beautiful, and the most unique.”31 The minaret must be seen as 

more than a pious contribution, for it was a tall and vivid symbol of the city 

and was often used as a navigation tool by boats approaching Mocha from 

the Red Sea.32 It was Mocha’s most visible monument from both land and 

sea. Muh
˙

ammad �Alı̄ did not supervise the effort but rather entrusted his 

nākhūdha, �Abd al-Rah
˙

mān b. �Abd al-Qādir, to oversee the project while he 

was in Mocha.33 It is likely that he undertook the project after his first and 

only visit to the city in March 1727, when he seized the opportunity to iden-

tify the most prominent monument of Mocha’s landscape and its potential 

to serve as a symbol of his maritime empire.
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A year later, in 1140/1727–28, Muh
˙

ammad �Alı̄ continued his pious con-

tributions in Mocha by building the mosque of Shaykh Jawhar, outside the 

city wall.34 The tomb of this saint already existed at the site, but Muh
˙

ammad

�Alı̄ ordered the addition of a new, adjacent mosque. Again it was executed 

by his nākhūdha, who was Muh
˙

ammad Sa�ı̄d that season. This tomb and 

the associated mosque built by Muh
˙

ammad �Alı̄ no longer stand today, 

so it is difficult to reach any conclusions about their visual attributes.35

Muh
˙

ammad �Alı̄ probably built the mosque to cater to the practices and 

linguistic needs of Mocha’s transient but significant Indian Sunnı̄ Bohra 

fig.  4 .1  Mosque of al-Shādhilı̄, Mocha. Photograph by Hermann Burchardt, 1909.
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merchant community, as he had done in Surat a few years earlier. Another 

mosque, also ruined today, called Masjid al-Buhra, already stood within the 

city walls, but this mosque would have served the Ismā�ı̄lı̄ Bohra commu-

nity. By associating the new Bohra mosque with a local saint and choosing 

a site outside the city wall, Muh
˙

ammad �Alı̄ would have set his community 

apart from the Ismā�ı̄lı̄s, who were also prominent merchants in Mocha. 

It is notable that a private merchant who visited the port only once was so 

engaged with the embellishment, renovation, and expansion of Mocha’s 

major religious monuments while the local governors and Qāsimı̄ adminis-

tration contributed little to this realm.

The family of �Abd al-Ghafūr controlled the Red Sea shipping of Surat 

for several decades, but not without competition from other leading Mus-

lim merchants, particularly from the west coast of India. Its biggest rival 

was the Chalabı̄ family, which was originally Turkish, probably from Iraq, 

but had lived in Surat for generations. Throughout the late seventeenth and 

early eighteenth centuries they shipped to Mocha and Jidda, but their ship-

ping activity in the Red Sea was always less significant than that of the �Abd 

al-Ghafūr family. Both families competed in the Persian Gulf market as 

well.36 Muh
˙

ammad S
˙

ālih
˙

 Chalabı̄ was a contemporary of �Abd al-Ghafūr’s,

and �Uthmān Chalabı̄ took over the Red Sea routes during the time of 

Muh
˙

ammad �Alı̄.37

�Abd al-Rah
˙

mān Sulaymānjı̄ was another Bohra shipowner who lived in 

Gujarat, although he was originally from Sindh, and frequented Mocha’s 

harbor. And beginning in 1729, Sı̄dı̄ Surūr II (d. 1732 or 1734), also known as 

Sı̄dı̄ Yāqūt Khān II, sent one ship to Mocha from the port of Danda-Rajpuri

yearly.38 Sı̄dı̄ Surur II was the leader of the Sidi clan of Janjira (the island op-

posite Danda-Rajpuri, south of Mumbai), a group descended from former 

African slaves and seamen who were brought to or arrived in India as early 

as the twelfth century. Although they were known primarily for their strong 

navy, which the Mughals mobilized against the Marathas in the seventeenth 

century, the Sidis also used their maritime fleet for the trade.39 In 1730 the 

nākhūdha of the Sidi vessel, a man named Ambar who likely was also a Sidi, 

went to visit the imam’s court in Sanaa and returned with gifts from the 

imam and his brother in Ta�izz to carry back to India. It is clear that the 

Sidi nākhūdha, a relative latecomer to Mocha’s harbor, was treated with the 

same respect and honor that was accorded to the other established Muslim 

merchants from the west coast of India.
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Local Shipowners and Merchants: Qāsim al-Turbatı̄  

and Sa�d al-Dı̄n al-�Udaynı̄

Considering the transience of merchants and merchant groups around 

the early modern Indian Ocean, it is unwieldy and anachronistic to as-

cribe national identities to them. In the case of Mocha, no major merchant 

was local in the sense of being native to the city, and the majority did not 

come from the southern Arabian Peninsula at all. Every major merchant 

of Mocha came from somewhere else—Surat, Basra, Jidda, or Sanaa, for 

example. Yet it is clear that each merchant had a place he called home. 

Some made Yemen their home base and overwintered there, spoke Ara-

bic as their main language, and maintained strong ties to the centers of 

power of the Qāsimı̄ dynasty. Of these merchants, whom I call local, the 

most prominent was the shipowner Qāsim b. T
˙

āhir al-Turbatı̄,40 who was 

considered the “leading merchant” in the city from at least 1699 until he 

died in 1738.41 In 1704 the Dutch labeled him “a reliable Arab merchant,” 

and the next year, a “favorite of the governor [S
˙

ālih
˙

 al-H
˙

uraybı̄] who nor-

mally deals with the foreign merchants of the city.”42 He was called upon to 

serve as a mediator between the local administration and the Europeans in 

many instances. In 1723, when an English soldier spent the night out of the 

residence and was jailed for trying to rape an indigent woman, al-Turbatı̄  

acted as the middleman between the governor and the English factor.43 He 

was called upon to play this intermediary role because he was capable of 

communicating with the European merchants and apparently was familiar 

with their practices. Al-Turbatı̄ dealt with more than just the European mer-

chants, though, and carried out significant business transactions through-

out the city.

His wealth and status were conspicuous among Mocha’s merchant 

elites. In 1719 the Dutch resident Abraham Pantzer indicated that al-Turbatı̄  

lived in a house that was more expensive than any other merchant’s, with 

many wives, slaves, and concubines.44 Al-Turbatı̄, like other merchants who 

diversified their investments, also owned real estate in the city. His houses 

could easily be rented out during the annual high trade season, when lodg-

ing became scarce in the city.45 Although al-Turbatı̄ was firmly established 

as a Mocha resident, he owned at least two ships that traveled the Indian 

Ocean trade routes and allowed him geographic mobility.46 In 1714 he went 

with his family to live in Surat for a short period, indicating that he was 
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well connected across the Indian Ocean and more mobile than some of his 

Gujarati counterparts.47

Al-Turbatı̄’s trade, like that of all successful merchants, was a family 

business. His son �Alı̄ worked as a nākhūdha on his ships.48 His other son, 

Muh
˙

ammad, was described as one of the leading merchants in the city in 

1723.49 One of al-Turbatı̄’s daughters was married to a Mocha merchant 

named Zayd Mus
˙

t
˙
afā, who traded with the Dutch in 1712.50 Yet al-Turbatı̄’s 

prosperity, however conspicuous, did not endure throughout his lifetime. 

Later sources from the 1720s focus on his growing debts to the VOC, the 

English East India Company, and the French Compagnie des Indes. Al-

Turbatı̄ never repaid these debts, to the chagrin of the Dutch residents, who 

visited him periodically about the outstanding loans.51 According to the 

VOC registers, al-Turbatı̄ would respond with a hopeful “in shā� allāh,” but 

he produced nothing except meager sums.

Qāsim al-Turbatı̄ was never formally elevated to the position of gover-

nor of Mocha, although he did hold minor official posts such as second 

to the governor in the late 1720s and royal merchant (the imam’s wakı̄l) in 

the 1730s. For these duties the imam paid him a small monthly stipend of 

ninety Spanish riyals.52 Regardless of the insignificance of his official ap-

pointments, at times his control in the city was more considerable than that 

of the named officials. From 1724 to 1727 the English believed it was al-

Turbatı̄ who actually held the power in the city and that the young governor, 

�Alı̄ b. Amı̄r Rizq, was merely a pawn. They said that al-Turbatı̄ “influences 

the Governor upon all occasions being a kind of tutor to him, not chosen, 

but imposed by the King and esteem’d by all men, a cunning and plodding 

old fellow.”53 Later they added, “The Governour of Mocha Emir Ally Rizuk 

has only the name, but old Turbatty a creature of the Viziers and vakeel or 

Agent to the Emaum, has the sole direction and at the same time is the 

Chief Merchant of the Place.”54 Al-Turbatı̄’s strong influence on the city’s 

administration was confirmed when the governor, �Alı̄ b. Amı̄r Rizq, mar-

ried his daughter in 1726.55

Like al-H
˙

uraybı̄, al-Turbatı̄ maintained close relations with the highland 

court through the wazir to uphold his commercial standing and his local pre-

eminence. Indeed, the English believed all their letters of complaint regard-

ing al-Turbatı̄’s debts were intercepted by the wazir, the illustrious Muh
˙

sin

al-H
˙

ubayshı̄, who consistently hid them from the imam.56 Al-Turbatı̄, like 

the governors of the city, visited the imam yearly, and he generally was well 

received.57 Strategically, he also maintained close ties with the brother of 
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Imam al-Mans
˙

ūr H
˙

usayn, Amı̄r Ah
˙

mad b. al-Mutawakkil Qāsim, who held 

authority over a semi-independent princedom in and around Ta�izz in the 

mid-eighteenth century. Al-Turbatı̄ may have engaged in economic ventures 

with Amı̄r Ah
˙

mad, for he claimed that the prince owed him 13,000 Spanish 

riyals in 1727. When al-Turbatı̄ embarked on his yearly visit to the imam in 

Sanaa, he would stop by Amı̄r Ah
˙

mad’s court in Ta�izz and spend time with 

him there. In 1738 Qāsim al-Turbatı̄ died, leaving his family to settle his 

unpaid accounts.58 Notably, his preeminence in Mocha spanned the reigns 

of three imams and several governors.

Shaykh Sa�d al-Dı̄n b. �Abd al-Walı̄ al-Yamanı̄ al-�Udaynı̄ was another im-

portant local merchant who was active through the middle of the eighteenth 

century. Zabāra is silent about where he was born and the exact date of his 

birth, but his nisba, or byname, places his roots in al-�Udayn, one of the 

major coffee growing regions to the east of H
˙

ays. Al-�Udaynı̄’s biography 

recounts a classic rags to riches tale. Before he entered the city of Mocha 

in 1141/1728, he was a humble coffee husker.59 That a rural laborer could 

become a major merchant in Mocha gives a sense of the ways in which the 

commercial activity at the port allowed for the transgression of certain so-

cial norms that dominated Yemeni society.

Despite his modest beginning, al-�Udaynı̄ became a skilled merchant 

and extremely wealthy in Mocha while maintaining continuous residence 

in al-�Udayn. The historian Jah
˙

h
˙

āf claimed, “If he had aimed to sell dust, 

he could have made his livelihood from it and it would have made him very 

rich.”60 There are few details about his commercial activity in the biograph-

ical account, although it is known that he dealt in textiles in Mocha. One 

story recalls how he bought some low-quality textiles being sold from the 

estate of a Baniyan merchant who had died.61 The treasury of Mocha would 

seize the estates of Baniyans who passed away in the city in order to settle 

any outstanding accounts. Al-‘Udaynı̄ was coerced into buying the textiles 

on credit for 3,000 riyals, paying 600 riyals up front. Soon after completing 

the purchase, he decided to sell some of the cloth in order to distribute lar-

gesse to the poor, as was his routine. When he inspected the rough pieces 

of cloth closely, he found valuable luxury textiles worth thousands of riyals 

wrapped inside those of poorer quality. The deceased Baniyan merchant had 

evidently tried to mask the true value of the sumptuous goods from the lo-

cal inspectors, perhaps to evade taxes or confiscation by the governor. This 

tale is important because it highlights the trade activity of an inland mer-

chant who was filtering Indian Ocean goods and their associated revenue
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into the land-based networks of Yemen, whereas the European trade docu-

ments disproportionately highlight the maritime commercial activity at the 

port and its associated gains and losses. In this case, the profits obtained 

through the exchange of Indian textiles were intended for a local charity 

purpose.

Although their family was not of distinguished origins, both Sa�d al-Dı̄n 

al-�Udaynı̄ and his brother were able to enter the merchant and elite class, 

often traveling between Mocha, Ta�izz, al-�Udayn, and Sanaa. Indeed, the 

two were called to the court of Amı̄r Ah
˙

mad b. al-Mutawakkil in Ta�izz in 

1162/1748–49. They regretted the invitation because they knew they would 

have to bring a great gift. Eventually they set out for the city with 30,000 

Maria Theresa thalers, but by the time they reached the city walls, the an-

nouncement of the amı̄r’s death rang throughout the city—a timely occur-

rence for the brothers, who were spared the loss of their money. On a later 

occasion, Imam al-Mahdı̄ �Abbās called upon al-�Udaynı̄ for a visit to his 

court in Sanaa. Al-‘Udaynı̄ was one of the first to pledge allegiance to al-

Mans
˙

ūr �Alı̄ b. al-Mahdı̄ �Abbās when he declared himself imam in 1775. 

Clearly, Sa�d al-Dı̄n’s reputation was widespread, for the famed scholar Ibn 

al-Amı̄r wrote a qas
˙

ı̄da, or laudatory ode, to him that is recorded in his bio-

graphical entry.62

Al-‘Udaynı̄ represents the ideal of the pious merchant. He was learned 

in fiqh, or Islamic jurisprudence, and was a notable scholar of the Shāfi�ı̄  

school of law. He dutifully channeled portions of his profits from the trade 

to charitable causes. Jah
˙

h
˙

āf praised his generosity, stating that he never 

skipped giving a large sum of alms to the needy every morning.63 He built 

a charity house to lodge the poor and the sick in an unnamed location.64 It 

was said that he brought a box full of money to this place every day and read 

the Qur�ān with the inhabitants. He would not leave until the entire box of 

money had been dispersed to the needy. Al-‘Udaynı̄ went blind in his later 

years and died in 1192/1778–79.

Al-Turbatı̄ and al-�Udaynı̄ were both members of the wealthy local tujjār

class of Mocha in the first half of the eighteenth century, and they both 

dealt in textiles, among other commodities. Both were in contact with the 

imam’s court, as well as the court of Amı̄r Ah
˙

mad in Ta�izz. But the historic 

traces of their trade activities diverge significantly. Al-�Udaynı̄ was not men-

tioned in the contemporary European documents, whereas al-Turbatı̄ was 

profusely acknowledged. The disparity is due to al-�Udaynı̄’s having been a 

land-based merchant who focused his commercial ventures on the inland 
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transfer of goods. Qāsim al-Turbatı̄, a shipowner who sent vessels across 

the Indian Ocean, traveled the maritime routes himself and developed stra-

tegic relationships with European merchants. Although it is possible that 

al-Turbatı̄’s goods, like those of the European merchants, ended up eventu-

ally in al-�Udaynı̄’s hands, it would have been through the third-party inter-

mediation of a Baniyan broker rather than by direct contact. By avoiding 

the customs house of Mocha, a merchant such as al-�Udaynı̄ eluded contact 

with the Europeans and other maritime merchants.

Conversely, al-Turbatı̄ is absent from the Arabic biographies and chron-

icles of Yemen, even though he held high standing at the imam’s court, on 

a par with the governors of the city. Al-�Udaynı̄, on the other hand, mer-

ited inclusion. He did so because he conformed to the model of the pious 

merchant who used his profits for charitable contribution and because he 

was a Sunnı̄, who could trade with less stigma than his Zaydı̄ cohorts.65

Zaydı̄ historiography disdains the worldly affairs of the merchant; those 

who were involved in commercial activity are often omitted from the local 

historical record, despite the fact that many were closely tied to the imam’s 

court. Hence al-�Udaynı̄’s biographical record is a unique and fortuitous 

inclusion in Yemen’s textual record. The parallel biographies of al-Turbatı̄  

and al-�Udaynı̄ reveal the sharp social rift between the world of the seafar-

ing, shipowning merchant and the world of the land-based merchant of 

Qāsimı̄ Mocha. Although both were motivated by the fortunes of the Indian 

Ocean, their worlds remained distinct through the well-structured system 

of brokerage that dominated Mocha’s trade.

The Imam’s Nākhūdhas: Amı̄r Rizq Allāh and His Successors

The Qāsimı̄ imams of Yemen possessed no naval fleet, but they sent two 

trading ships to Surat yearly, as documented since the time of S
˙

āh
˙

ib al-

Mawāhib.66 Although the Yemeni sources of the time do not allude to the 

Qāsimı̄ commercial vessels, the Dutch sources document the seasonal ar-

rival and departure of the imams’ ships.67 Dynastic involvement in the trade 

was not a new development in Yemen. The Rasulid and Tahirid sultans also 

owned ships that traveled the Indian Ocean, and they benefited directly 

from the profits of the trade, although they used Aden as the primary royal 

port.68 As shipowner, the imam entrusted the transfer of his valuable cargo 

and the maintenance of his ship and crew to his nākhūdha, the captain of 

the ship. The royal nākhūdha appears in the records as an important person 
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who played a singular role within the elite merchant class of Mocha and as 

the imam’s representative in India.

The position of nākhūdha, from a Persian term, appears in Arabic texts 

as early as the eleventh century.69 Its early meaning was fluid, as was dem-

onstrated by the Geniza scholar Roxani Margariti, who showed that the 

medieval term was used to refer to either the shipowning merchant or the 

captain, not distinguishing between the land-based and maritime roles.70

By the seventeenth century the role of nākhūdha in the western Indian Ocean 

was fixed as a seafaring post that was mainly commercial and social rather 

than technical. The nākhūdha possessed no skill in maritime navigation but 

rather acted as the agent of the merchant at the port and held authority over 

the crew, the passengers, and the cargo on the vessel. A man who was called 

the mu�allim, the rubbān, or the sarang filled the specialized navigational role 

of pilot.71 Both the nākhūdha and the navigator carried their own cargoes 

and engaged in trade at the point of destination. In the Indian Ocean trad-

ing world of eighteenth-century Mocha, the most important merchants, 

such as al-Turbatı̄ and �Abd al-Ghafūr, owned large private ships and hired 

the services and expertise of nākhūdhas for each season. The nākhūdhas

served as the representatives of shipowning merchants or royal patrons, 

who were often sedentary.

Instead of having technical nautical skills, it was important that the 

nākhūdha be trustworthy, loyal, socially respectable, and aware of the pro-

tocols of commercial interaction. For that reason, many major shipown-

ing merchants enlisted their sons as nākhūdhas. Emphasizing status as a 

major attribute, Das Gupta vividly described the nākhūdhas who traveled 

the Indian Ocean trade routes, each as “a little god on his own ship” who 

displayed “the waywardness of immortals.”72 High-ranking officials were 

sent as nākhūdhas of the royal Mughal fleet, an example in 1712 being Mirza 

S
˙

āh
˙

ib, who was described as an “Indian nobleman, a commander of five 

thousand horses, and, it was said, a former governor of Gujarat.”73 That 

elite visibility was central to this role is clear when one looks at the lavish 

entry ceremonies that were held for the nākhūdhas of Indian Ocean ships, 

particularly those owned by the great Muslim shipowners of Surat. Further, 

as C. G. Brouwer noted for the early seventeenth century, under the Otto-

mans, Indian Ocean nākhūdhas were important enough to receive seats on 

the city council, appointed by Mocha’s governor.74

Among the Qāsimı̄ imam’s nākhūdhas, Amı̄r Rizq (d. 1721) is an impor-

tant yet murky character in Mocha’s history who rose to the rank of gover-
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nor of the city.75 Nothing is known of his origins because he was referred to 

only by title, an abbreviation of Amı̄r Rizq Allāh, which designates his post 

rather than his birth name and nisba.76 His historical record begins in the 

early eighteenth century, when he was first assigned as Mocha’s amı̄r al-bah
˙

r

and then appointed as nākhūdha on Imam al-Mahdı̄ Muh
˙

ammad’s ships. 

Thus he was directly involved in the Indian Ocean society of trade, traveling 

yearly along the Mocha-Surat route as the imam’s representative.

In 1715, Imam al-Mahdı̄ called Amı̄r Rizq back from Surat to help him in 

his struggle against his nephew’s challenge for the imamate.77 Amı̄r Rizq 

returned from Surat to support al-Mahdı̄ but soon shifted allegiance to his 

competitor, the future Imam al-Mutawakkil Qāsim. Amı̄r Rizq obviously 

held significant military rank, judging from al-Mutawakkil’s entrust-

ing him to lead the effort to win over the Mocha garrison in his name in 

1716.78 Immediately after taking over the city, he demanded money from 

the merchants in order to send much-needed funds to the new imam. This 

hostile seizure angered and alienated many of Mocha’s leading inhabit-

ants, including the Dutch, who accused him of orchestrating an attack on 

their house in February 1717.79 His participation in al-Mutawakkil’s strug-

gle for dominance throughout Yemen gained Amı̄r Rizq the new imam’s 

favor, resulting in his promotion to the governorship of Mocha in 1718. 

His extensive experience in the trade made him a fitting candidate for the 

position.

Amı̄r Rizq’s high profile as the imam’s nākhūdha, before his appoint-

ment to the governorship, is clear from the great pomp and ceremony that 

welcomed him along Mocha’s shores when he returned yearly from Surat. 

On May 20, 1705, the imam’s ships, both commanded by Amı̄r Rizq, were 

seen in Bāb al-Mandab, and by the evening of the next day they were visible 

in the harbor. When they dropped anchor, shots were fired from the bas-

tions around the city and from the ships in the harbor. The governor sent 

two boats out to the harbor to bring in the crews of both ships. Both “high 

and low” officers of Mocha came out to welcome Amı̄r Rizq.80

He was well established in Yemen and also maintained connections 

on the other side of the Arabian Sea, particularly through relationships 

with the shipowners and merchants of Surat. The Dutch call him a “duke” 

and a “landowner” in Yemen, indicating that he owned significant prop-

erties there in addition to his house in Mocha. When he was al-Mahdı̄  

Muh
˙

ammad’s nākhūdha, the Dutch considered him to be a good friend of 

the VOC.81 Yearly he acknowledged their presence in Mocha with gifts, 



94 Merchants and Nākhūdhas

camaraderie, and even information about their countrymen from Surat.82

After he allegedly orchestrated the 1717 attack on the Dutch house and then 

became governor, they became more critical of his actions, comparing him 

to the governor al-H
˙

uraybı̄ in the way he maintained a monopoly over goods 

and acted as the city’s chief merchant.83

Notably, as they observed his governorship, the Dutch wrote in detail 

about his excessive drinking habits, claiming that he lived a “godless and 

improper life” and that “people swear that outside of wine, he requires a 

half bottle of brandy in the morning and another half in the evening every-

day.”84 This habit tied him to the European merchant community, because 

no alcohol was produced or sold in Mocha except the date palm wine made 

by Jewish vintners to the south of the city, which was considered unpal-

atable by people accustomed to European varieties.85 The European ships 

that came to the harbor yearly brought alcohol for the residents, supplies 

meant to last a full year until the next shipment arrived. The English usu-

ally furnished Amı̄r Rizq’s needs, but the Dutch were also strategic about 

his alleged addiction.86 They would request supplies of white or red wine 

or French brandy from Batavia specifically to suit the governor’s taste. 

When they needed to meet him for a request or to settle an agreement, they 

would bring a bottle along. Although this heavy drinking cannot have been 

condoned in Yemen, the Dutch claimed that Amı̄r Rizq’s habits were well 

known in the city.

After Amı̄r Rizq was elevated to the governorship in 1718, the imam re-

placed him with someone named “Mansie” as the royal nākhūdha.87 Later, 

in 1723 and 1724, Hajjı̄ Muh
˙

ammad Mulūd took the position.88 But these 

appointments were temporary. On July 24, 1725, news circulated that the 

imam had appointed a new nākhūdha who was on his way to Mocha from 

Sanaa.89 When he arrived at the port the Dutch were disappointed. They 

found that it was Sı̄dı̄ S
˙

ālih
˙

 H
˙

alabı̄, with whom they were familiar enough 

to describe him as “a bad payer who has been in debt to us for two years.”90

This comment indicates that H
˙

alabı̄ was a commercial figure with previous 

experience at the port. The imam’s new nākhūdha traveled the Mocha-Surat 

route for nearly six years until his death in Surat on May 30, 1731.

�Alı̄, Amı̄r Rizq’s son, followed in his father’s footsteps by serving as 

the imam’s nākhūdha temporarily and then taking over the governorship 

of Mocha from 1724 until 1727, during which time he married the daugh-

ter of Qāsim al-Turbatı̄.91 �Alı̄ b. Amı̄r Rizq’s short tenure as governor was 
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unsuccessful and ended in his dismissal in 1727 when he refused to take 

money from Mocha’s treasury to pay Imam al-Mans
˙

ūr H
˙

usayn so that he 

could fight off the contender to his imamate, Muh
˙

ammad b. Ish
˙

āq. �Alı̄  

was replaced by Shaykh �Amr al-Mughallas, who, as governor of Zabid, had 

given the imam a great gift the year before.92 In a moment of weakness, �Alı̄  

took the side of Muh
˙

ammad b. Ish
˙

āq when he wielded temporary control 

of Mocha in his bid for power. When al-Mans
˙

ūr’s brother surrounded the 

city, it became clear that Mocha would go back to the imam, and in panic 

�Alı̄ fled on an English ship to Surat. He returned only after Imam al-Mans
˙

ūr

sent a horse to Mocha as a token that he had pardoned his betrayal.

The imam chose his royal nākhūdhas because they displayed cosmo-

politan sensibility and a familiarity with commercial practices, maritime 

routes, and the international world of seafaring. They formed part of a 

spectrum of merchant communities in Mocha, communities that operated 

within a clearly articulated structure of functional roles. Merchants stayed 

within expected spheres of engagement, though all of them worked to en-

courage the growth of the trade, and one of them even sponsored major 

city monuments. Many high-profile figures whose businesses dominated 

the city’s trade rarely or never appeared on its shores, such as the famous 

Gujarati shipowner �Abd al-Ghafūr and his grandson Muh
˙

ammad �Alı̄. 

Rather, their nākhūdhas represented them abroad, accepted all the signs of 

their sponsors’ privileges, and crystallized their legacies in overseas ports. 

The Yemeni maritime merchants who traveled the seas, such as Qāsim al-

Turbatı̄, were conversant with larger Indian Ocean culture and comfortable 

with their European counterparts. Those who worked in the inland trade of 

Indian Ocean goods, such as Sa�d al-Dı̄n al-�Udaynı̄, operated in a commer-

cial world largely distinct from that of maritime travel. Together, the stories 

of the merchants who animated the trading houses of Mocha render the 

early modern routes of exchange and travel within the Mocha trade network 

tangible and visible.
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5 The Urban Form and Orientation of Mocha

The harbor of Mocha took the shape of a crescent, with a shoreline 

stretching from south to north and two arms of land jutting from either 

end into the Red Sea. As ships entered the sheltered haven, multistoried, 

whitewashed buildings appeared along the shore, punctuated by towering 

minarets rising high above the skyline. Many visitors mentioned, however, 

that the city’s architectural landscape was more impressive from the water 

than from within the city itself, where modest houses with conical thatched 

roofs surrounded decrepit buildings in ruin. The monumentality of the 

shoreline vista deceived the first-time visitor to Mocha because the most 

imposing structures bordered the waterside, like a façade to the city, ob-

scuring the interior with its humble, low, mud and thatch settlements and 

brick structures in disrepair.1

The rhythms of city life were determined by Mocha’s harsh weather. 

Excessive heat brought daytime activity to a standstill during the summer 

months, when even merchants shuttered their houses until the cooler eve-

ning hours. Several months of strong winter winds followed during the more 

temperate season, when sand continually whipped through the air, imped-

ing vision and traffic. Indeed, most of Mocha’s merchants tried to escape the 

city’s heat and oppressive weather by spending time in country houses in the 

more hospitable town of Mawza� to the east and in pleasure gardens built to 

the south of the city in an area filled with shady palm groves.
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All the sources indicate that the walled city of Mocha was modest in 

dimensions and in the size of its population. At the city’s shore, the ex-

tent of the walled area reached only half a mile from north to south, and 

the semicircular wall that wrapped around the city to the east measured 

only one mile in length.2 Although there were a number of extramural 

residential quarters, the city’s main houses sat inside the wall. Many of 

them were fully inhabited only during the high trade season, for the pop-

ulation fluctuated as merchants, pilgrims, and seafarers came and went. 

Additionally, any political instability in the area invited a surge in the lo-

cal population as soldiers from the imam’s army arrived for temporary 

residence.

In January 1709, when the French captain La Merveille arrived in Mocha, 

he noted that the city had 10,000 inhabitants, of which 500 to 600 were 

soldiers.3 January marked the beginning of the trade season, and the num-

ber of residents was sure to grow over the next months with the arrival of 

ships from the east. But even after accounting for the influx of traders from 

abroad, it is clear that Mocha’s eighteenth-century population had declined 

severely from its Ottoman height in the early seventeenth century, a time 

for which C. G. Brouwer estimated 23,000 transient and settled residents.4

Comparing Mocha with other Indian Ocean ports with which it was in com-

munication, one sees that it was much smaller than Basra, which had an 

estimated population of 50,000 to 60,000 at this time, but around the size 

of Bandar �Abbās, which was closer to 9,000.5

Most of Mocha’s notable residents during the late seventeenth and eigh-

teenth centuries were not native to the city. Governors, city scribes, money 

exchangers, religious scholars, and the major merchants and nākhūdhas

were African, Indian, Persian, and Arab, the last from other cities on the 

Arabian Peninsula. Within the Indian trading community were a number 

of subgroups, such as the Gujarati Muslim merchants, some of whom were 

Bohras, and the Hindu and Jain Baniyans. Muslim Lotia merchants, from 

the Kathiawar Peninsula in India, constituted another subgroup.6 Arme-

nian merchants are mentioned occasionally in the records but appear not 

to have constituted a significant block of merchants in the city. English, 

Dutch, French, Austrian, and Swedish merchants represented Europe. 

Large communities of Jews and Somalis lived in two residential quarters 

to the south of the city. The cross section of Mocha’s Muslim population 

reveals a great deal of sectarian diversity, including Sunnı̄s, Zaydı̄s, Bohras, 
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and Twelver Shı̄�ı̄s, and religious multiplicity encompassing Hindus, Chris-

tians, and Jews.

In sharp contrast, Mocha today appears to the visitor a forgotten and 

depopulated outpost, its brick monuments reduced to crumbling mounds 

of ruins covered by sand and rubble. The fate of the Mosque of Sayyida 

Zaynab (fig. 5.1) revealingly illustrates the extent of the city’s decay. In 1909 

the German traveler Hermann Burchardt photographed the small, flat-

roofed mosque with its modest, low minaret, located in what was once the 

city’s center. Even at the time Burchardt’s Yemeni companion, Ah
˙

mad b. 

Muh
˙

ammad al-Jarādı̄, wrote that only twenty stone and brick houses re-

mained standing in the city, reminders of Mocha’s bygone commercial 

heyday.7 One hundred years later, the crumbling minaret of the Mosque of 

Sayyida Zaynab (fig. 5.2) stands desolately as a single monument, teeter-

ing on a shaky foundation after having lost its adjoining prayer hall amid 

mounds of ruined debris.8 Other major public, religious, and private struc-

tures have suffered the same destiny as this small mosque. Any analysis of 

the city’s layout, then, hinges upon a thorough reconstruction of the city’s 

monuments and their past spatial coordinates.

Drawing on historical maps, textual sources, aerial photographs, ex-

tant evidence from Mocha, and the memories of current residents, I have 

reconstructed the city’s plan from 1683 through 1748, as summarized in 

map 5.1.9 The map serves as a reference throughout this chapter, in which 

I explore the spatial dynamics of Mocha with a focus on the layout of its 

major built elements and an analysis of its orientation. My breakdown of 

Mocha’s urban shape assumes that geographic, political, and economic 

systems played important roles. I believe the port city served as a shared 

location where systems overlapped and required spatial and tangible 

translation for those who crossed from one to another. I privilege Anthony 

King’s understanding of urban systems, which “emphasizes the symbi-

otic relationship between the material and spatial aspects of cities, their 

built environment, and architectural form, and the social, economic, and 

cultural systems of which they are a part.”10 As a central node between the 

empire of the Zaydı̄ imam and its Indian Ocean trading partners, Mocha 

facilitated the meeting of interior hinterland and maritime foreland. Both 

political worlds and economic systems defined Mocha’s city life and its 

urban form, through tangible, visible, built markers. This relationship 

of part to whole was complex and fixed in time, and it requires historical 

recovery.



fig.  5 .2  Ruins of the 
minaret of the Mosque 
of Sayyida Zaynab, 
Mocha, 1996.

fig.  5 .1  Mosque of Sayyida Zaynab (now destroyed), Mocha. 
Photograph by Hermann Burchardt, 1909.
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hā

dh
ilı̄

6
To

m
b 

of
 H ˙āt
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hā

dh
ilı̄

9
M

os
qu

e 
of

 a
l-S ˙an

da
l

a 
 Eu

ro
pe

an
 c

em
et

er
y

b 
 C

em
et

er
y 

of
 a

l-S
hā
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A Shaykh and the Legend of Mocha’s Rise to International Renown

The legend of Mocha’s rise, as recounted by the mid-eighteenth-century 

German traveler Carsten Niebuhr, combines the city’s best-known ele-

ments—the famous Sufi saint Shaykh �Alı̄ b. �Umar al-Qirshı̄ al-Shādhilı̄, 

the legacy of coffee, and the city’s reputation as a major international port:

Mokha is not an ancient city. It was built about four centuries since. It, like 

many other cities in the Tehama, owes its origin to a saint, the celebrated Schech

Schoedeli. This Schech [shaykh] acquired at that period so great a reputation, that 

persons eagerly resorted from the most distant countries to receive his instruc-

tions. Some of his devout disciples built huts round his hermitage, which stood 

on the sea-side. A small village arose on this spot, and was by degrees enlarged 

into a city. . . . A ship bound from India to Jidda cast anchor, one day, about four 

hundred years since, in these latitudes. The crew, observing a hut in the desert, 

had the curiosity to go and see it. The Schech gave those strangers a kind of 

reception, and regaled them with coffee, of which he was very fond himself, and 

to which he ascribed great virtues. The Indians who were unacquainted with the 

use of coffee, thought that this hot liquid, might cure the master of their ship, 

who was ill. Schaedeli assured them, that, not only should he be cured by the 

efficacy of his prayers, and of the coffee, but that if they would land their cargo 

there, they might dispose of it to considerable advantage. Assuming at the same 

time the air and tone of a prophet, he told them that a city should one day, be built 

upon that spot, which was to become an eminent mart of the Indian trade.11

Since Niebuhr, many other writers, mostly Western, have repeated the 

story in travel narratives and studies of the city.12 By aligning the diverse 

and disparate details that have become associated with Mocha’s history, the 

story presents itself as an archetypal urban myth. It gives coherency to the 

city’s rise from its humble origins to its status as an international port, and 

it assigns a key role to an important religious figure.

Indeed, al-Shādhilı̄ is the appropriate starting point for any discussion 

of Mocha’s early life, because the city hardly appears in historical chron-

icles or topographical texts before he settled there in the fourteenth cen-

tury.13 He was born in a village called al-Qirshiyya al-suflā, in Wādi Rima�
near the lowland city of Zabid, but he made Mocha his home and the locus 

for his zāwiya, or Sufi lodge, and his following after having traveled to the 

H
˙

ijāz and Abyssinia. His pious legacy and lengthy career in Mocha brought 
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notice to the city during his lifetime, for many outsiders seeking knowledge 

and blessings came to visit the shaykh in this seaside village. He died on 

the first of Safar 828, or December 23, 1424, and his tomb marks Mocha’s 

former city center.14

Al-Shādhilı̄ has also been credited with the introduction of coffee con-

sumption to the Middle East, although the stories differ on the details of 

his involvement, and some cite other Sufis as the proposed originators. In 

his study of the Sufi beginnings and dissemination of coffee consumption, 

Éric Geoffroy called into question this fundamental link between Mocha’s 

al-Shādhilı̄ and the roots of the global habit.15 Although sources dating 

long after the famous saint’s death abound with references to al-Shādhilı̄  

as the introducer of coffee, none of his contemporary Arab biographers 

mentioned his relationship to coffee, although they extolled his other ac-

complishments at length. Hence the common characterization of Mocha’s 

patron saint as coffee’s first inductee was clearly posthumous and embel-

lished to match the city’s later reputation. Al-Shādhilı̄’s life, however, has 

become a site for the conflation of a multiplicity of legacies: the legacy of 

coffee consumption as linked to Sufi practice, the primacy of the interna-

tional trade of the city of Mocha, and the importance of Yemen as the global 

home of the coffee bean.

Despite the fancifulness of Mocha’s origin tale and the web of coffee 

legends that surrounds it, the urban myth of Mocha’s founding, told by 

Niebuhr and many after him, does correspond to an important element in 

the city’s history. It is that Mocha witnessed two major stages of growth, 

first as a village built around a Sufi saint’s legacy and then as a major in-

ternational port, in response to two very different sets of historical needs. 

The inland village that grew out of al-Shādhilı̄’s popularity and the inter-

national port district that stretched along the seaside eventually became 

integrated into the unified early modern port city. Yet both sectors retained 

strong and unique qualities within the city’s changing social and economic 

landscape.

The Eastern Core

Although Mocha’s early history, before Shaykh al-Shādhilı̄’s arrival in the 

early fifteenth century, is shrouded in historical debate, it is clear that the 

city was “a most insignificant port prior to 1500,” as Brouwer determined 

by drawing on a comprehensive pool of evidence.16 Even after the saint’s 



The Urban Form and Orientation of Mocha 103

settlement, sometime in the first or second decade of the fifteenth century, 

Mocha was described as a modest village, or qarya, focused on the saint and 

later on his legacy and tomb, but not as a major commercial center.17 Dur-

ing this early period, before the rise of Mocha’s port, building in the city 

was focused on an inland core east of the coastline. Fisherman dominated 

the coast itself, and no fortified wall protected the city’s inhabitants.

The Ottomans, who entered Yemen in 1538, were responsible for shap-

ing much of the early modern city, more than 100 years after the death of 

al-Shādhilı̄ in 1424. Notably, they developed the port and stimulated new 

growth along the city’s previously undefined shoreline. The Ottoman gov-

ernor Aydin Pasha produced a new internal dynamic in the urban space by 

building the city wall around the eastern side in 1037/1628.18 The fifteenth-

century inland core of Mocha thrived in the following centuries, even en-

closed within the semicircular wall. In this area one found the major retail 

institutions and a group of religious structures related to the legacy of 

al-Shādhilı̄.

The southeastern part of the wall enclosed the marketplace (map 5.1). 

This market has since disappeared, but textual sources and maps confirm 

that it consisted of two parts, a market for nonperishable commodities such 

as textiles, tools, pottery, and spices and a market that specialized in perish-

able foods, particularly fruits and vegetables.19 The market for nonperish-

ables took a built form comparable to that of the well-preserved Tihāmı̄  

market of Zabid (fig. 5.3), where individual stalls rise on high, brick-built 

plinths and segments are covered by a perforated roof that offers shade from 

the sun’s heat while allowing light to filter in.20 In 1683, Dutch merchants 

counted a thousand shops in this market, which stretched from west to east 

and eventually led to Bāb al-Shādhilı̄, the main gate of the city.21 The fruit 

and vegetable market ran along the perimeter of the wall, between the Bani-

yan Gate and Bāb al-Shādhilı̄, in an open-air space dedicated for the pur-

pose, as marked on a map published by Jacques Bellin in 1763 (map 5.2).

Many references suggest a wide-ranging public character for this south-

eastern area, which included numerous coffee shops.22 In the late seven-

teenth century, Dutch observers wrote, “There are an unbelievable number 

of coffee houses, built of straw and bamboo. One can find them filled with 

Arabs during the whole day (although namely in the mornings and eve-

nings).”23 A source from the early nineteenth century refers to the minzila,

or coffee house, that was located in this area by the eastern gate and served 

as a place for the many maritime men of the city to pass the hot evenings.24
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This minzila apparently disappointed its Western visitor, for it was little more 

than a rustic meeting house with high, wood frame beds, or charpoys, and 

water pipes for smoking. Hermann Burchardt’s early-twentieth-century 

photograph (fig. 5.4) captures the modesty of this type of establishment, 

an unornamented stall along Mocha’s brick-built market.

Steps away from this commercial area, important religious structures 

such as al-Shādhilı̄’s tomb (fig. 5.5) dominated the intramural city’s north-

eastern portion.25 The patron saint chose the location of his own tomb, 

or qubba, which was built soon after his death.26 Builders who came from 

the area of Yāfi�, to the north of Aden, erected the domed structure that 

marked and adorned the site of his burial.27 Today his vaulted cenotaph 

stands prominently within the tomb chamber. Others joined al-Shādhilı̄ in 

his tomb, such as his son �Abd al-Ra�ūf, who died on the third of Ramad
˙

ān 

857, or September 7, 1453.28 When Abd al-Ra�ūf, the inheritor of his fa-

ther’s legacy of teaching in the city, was buried next to the great saint on the 

northern side of the chamber, both teak cenotaphs were draped in textiles. 

Another religious scholar, Faqı̄h Ah
˙

mad b. Muh
˙

ammad al-Zabı̄dı̄ al-Muqrı̄, 

was buried there in 1505.29

The tomb underwent a major expansion, from a single-celled domed 

building to a larger edifice, as detailed by al-Mūsawı̄ , who provided infor-

mation about the chronology of the enlargement.30 In 999/1590–91, H
˙

asan

Pasha, the Ottoman governor, ordered Ah
˙

mad Chalabı̄, the Syrian transla-

tor who was in charge of Mocha at the time, to build a monumental tomb 

for al-Shādhilı̄.31 The promotion of Sufism and the visitation of saints’ 

tombs constituted a major part of the Ottoman effort to garner support and 

heighten anti-Zaydı̄ sentiment, a particularly potent strategy in the Sunnı̄  

lowlands.32 Hence it is no surprise that the Ottomans would link their au-

thority to the foremost Sufi saint of the city by expanding his tomb. This 

linkage was reinforced in 1016/1607 when the Ottoman governor of Ye-

men Sinān Pasha Kaykhiyā (not to be confused with Koca Sinān Pasha, the 

wazir) died at the port unexpectedly during his return trip to Istanbul and 

his son, Mehmed Bey, buried him in al-Shādhilı̄’s enlarged tomb.33 Today, 

nineteen subsequent burials can be counted in the qubba, some of which 

are unidentified. More recent burials lie in the expanded mosque section 

in the northern part of the tomb.34 The sanctity of the shaykh’s burial has 

been maintained continuously, and people travel in large numbers from all 

over Yemen to perform the yearly ziyāra, or ritual visitation to holy sites, of 

al-Shādhilı̄ on the fifteenth of Safar.



fig.  5 .3  The sūq, Zabid, Yemen, 1996.

fig.  5 .4  A stall in the sūq (now destroyed), Mocha. 
Photograph by Hermann Burchardt, 1909.
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map 5 .2  “Plan de la Ville de Moka.” Reproduced from Jacques Bellin, 
Le Petit Atlas Maritime, 1763.
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In regard to the monumental, nine-domed Mosque of al-Shādhilı̄  

(see fig. 4.1), al-Mūsawı̄  wrote that it was built after the expansion of al-

Shādhilı̄’s tomb, again under the sponsorship of the Ottoman governor 

H
˙

asan Pasha in his effort to promote the saint’s legacy in the city.35 At this 

time a minbar, or pulpit, of green stone was added to the prayer hall, and a 

high minaret, later restored in the early eighteenth century by the Gujarati 

Bohra merchant Mullā Muh
˙

ammad �Alı̄, crowned the skyline. According to 

al-Mūsawı̄ , after construction of the al-Shādhilı̄ mosque, Friday prayer took 

place there, suggesting that the newer domed mosque replaced the larger 

Great Mosque in this function.36

The older Great Mosque stood to the northwest of the pair of al-Shādhilı̄  

monuments. An exact date for the structure is unavailable, but it probably 

dates to the time of al-Shādhilı̄, when the saint and his followers would 

have required a large mosque for congregational prayer.37 Furthermore, it 

seems unlikely that the Ottomans would have built this large, hypostyle, 

flat-roofed structure, so different from their other, domed mosques in 

Yemen. Italian shelling destroyed the Great Mosque during the Turkish-

Italian War in 1911, along with several other sites along Yemen’s Red Sea 

coast.38 The only visual reminder of its form survives in a single photograph 

taken by Hermann Burchardt in 1909 (fig. 5.6).39 Its exterior was white-

washed and lined with grilled windows and blind arched niches. Inside, 

imported, faceted wooden columns supported its ceiling.40 Its single, ta-

pered minaret, with rows of carved relief ornamentation in plaster, served 

as the model for the minaret of the al-Shādhilı̄ mosque.

In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the two religious structures 

named for al-Shādhilı̄, along with the Great Mosque, or al-Jāmi� al-Kabı̄r, 

made up a religious sector in the eastern part of the city. A cemetery for Mus-

lims, located near the mosques, further defined this portion of the town.41

Contemporary observers, however, never mentioned burials taking place 

in this intramural cemetery. It appears that by this time, extramural burial 

grounds had taken over the functions of the small, overcrowded cemetery 

situated close to the saint’s tomb.42

Smaller religious structures sat within the market area. Nestled in the 

town’s commercial core, the single-celled, unadorned Tomb of Shaykh 

S
˙

iddı̄q al-Shādhilı̄ stood out with its conical dome, which is extant today 

but in poor condition. Local residents claim that he was one of al-Shādhilı̄’s 

three sons, perhaps Zayn al-�Ābidı̄n, who died in the fifteenth century.43 The 

Mosque of Sayyida Zaynab (fig. 5.1) was located nearby, interwoven with 



fig.  5 .5  Tomb of al-Shādhilı̄, Mocha, 2000.

fig.  5 .6  The Great Mosque (now destroyed), Mocha. 
Photograph by Hermann Burchardt, 1909.
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the commercial sprawl of the sūq. Two travelers mentioned the presence of 

the Mosque of Sayyida Zaynab in 1835, but it probably had been part of the 

city’s landscape for far longer.44

Preceding the development of the port in the sixteenth century, the com-

mercial sector and the religious precinct to its north functioned tightly 

as a unified public core, with residential neighborhoods surrounding it. 

Although none of the houses from this early period still stands, one can 

determine where some residential quarters were situated. Today, a mod-

est, low, whitewashed building with a flat roof (fig. 5.7) marks the burial 

site of H
˙

ātim b. Ah
˙

mad al-Ahdal al-Yamanı̄, the famous poet.45 He died in 

1013/1604, having lived in Mocha for thirty-seven years.46 The present loca-

tion of his tomb, in the center of the city next to Bayt al-Akhd
˙

arı̄, a house 

built in 1326/1908–9, provides information on the location of residential 

quarters in the late sixteenth century, for he was buried in his own house at 

the western edge of the commercial quarter. The present tomb’s shape sug-

gests that al-Ahdal lived in a small, single-story building now masked un-

der several layers of lime plaster. When al-Ahdal lived in Mocha, in the late 

sixteenth century, his house would have been one of many in a residential 

neighborhood north of the sūq and west of the religious precinct. Another 

major residential area was located north of the Mosque of al-Shādhilı̄. In 

the early twentieth century a majestic house, Bayt Sı̄dı̄ Nūnū (fig. 5.8), stood 

there amid sand mounds representing the traces of past houses. Residents 

finally abandoned this quarter by the end of the twentieth century, when ex-

tensive decay instigated migration to other quarters both inside and outside 

the city wall.47

The majority of Mocha’s population resided in modest thatch dwellings, 

or �ushshas, both intramural and extramural. Although few details exist about 

the way these simple houses were built and used, contemporary examples 

and historic drawings (fig. 5.9) provide some clues.48 The houses were gen-

erally circular in plan and built around a raised, packed mud floor. The walls 

and the conical roof were thatched and held in place with a net of knotted 

ropes. Entry was made through a wooden door frame, and the interior mud 

surfaces were often decorated with built-in shelves and radial painting that 

accentuated the rise of the cone-shaped roof. Such houses were rarely free-

standing but rather constituted the main structure within a larger enclosure 

of mud walls that included an open courtyard for utility functions.

It is clear that a large number of these modest thatch dwellings and en-

closures shared the town’s intramural space with more stately buildings 



fig.  5 .7  Tomb of H
˙

ātim al-Ahdal, Mocha, 2000.

fig.  5 .8  Bayt Sı̄dı̄ Nūnū (now destroyed), Mocha. 
Photograph by Hermann Burchardt, 1909.
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of stone and whitewashed brick. Indeed, Brouwer claimed that mud and 

thatch settlements constituted the majority of city structures in the early 

seventeenth century.49 This distribution seems to have been maintained 

through the early eighteenth century, as affirmed by a Dutch source from 

1701. It states that the city had “many poor huts” and around 450 stone 

houses that were not inhabited year-round but rather were rented out when 

the merchants were in residence during the high trade season.50 Although 

the records provide few details about the exact locations of the perishable 

settlements within the city, it does not appear that they were segregated 

from the stone and brick houses.51 The majority of residential neighbor-

hoods in Mocha included both types of dwellings.

In the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries this inland core 

persisted, although it lost its integrity as a village and was transformed by 

many Ottoman monumental additions, the seventeenth-century wall and 

its corresponding gates, the central roadway that cut through the city, and 

the shoreline development that I discuss next. Through the nineteenth cen-

tury, however, this key area, the original heart of the city, still functioned as 

the local retail market and sanctified core of Mocha.

The Shoreline Strip

In 1616 the Dutch merchant Pieter van den Broecke visited Mocha and pub-

lished the earliest descriptive observations of the Ottoman port. Describing 

the inland core, he referred to the port city as a mere “fisher’s village” before 

the Ottomans set up trading facilities there during the sixteenth century.52

Drawn to the mobility that the Red Sea provided, the Ottomans developed 

the western, seaside portion of the city (fig. 5.10) for the trade by placing 

their major administrative buildings and defensive structures along the 

water. Besides developing Mocha’s shoreline for their burgeoning trade, 

the Ottomans used it as the launching point for administrative activities 

related to the maintenance of Ottoman Yemen, for which Mocha served as a 

central place of embarkation and disembarkation. The Ottomans privileged 

the functional livelihood of the trade and navy as well as the maintenance of 

communication with other Ottoman territories.

The city square, the governor’s house, the customs house, and the 

wikāla, a caravanserai, on the shore constituted the nucleus of an area of 

development that stretched along the seaside, separate from the estab-

lished interior. These administrative buildings have long since collapsed, 



fig.  5 .9  View of Mocha from the north, showing �ushshas, or circular thatch houses, 
nineteenth century.

fig.  5 .10  Artist’s rendering of the south quarter of Mocha, nineteenth century. 
The Mosque of al-S

˙
andal stands in the center.
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so their precise dates of establishment are impossible to ascertain. That 

the Ottomans founded administrative facilities in the city by the mid-

sixteenth century is supported by a coin minted in the port of Mocha and 

dated 970/1562–63.53 Because the Ottomans were minting Mocha coins at 

that time, we can assume that they had established their other administra-

tive and official functions in the city by then. By the end of the sixteenth 

century the port was functioning with all the necessary facilities of a major 

harbor, as is confirmed by an anonymous Arabic source detailing the rise 

of Mocha and Aden’s associated decline as the central port at the mouth of 

the Red Sea.54

In the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries this Ottoman pub-

lic core persisted. The Qāsimı̄s made no effort to alter the existing order 

of the port but rather chose to work within the fixed Turkish infrastruc-

ture. Mocha’s governors during the Qāsimı̄ period made few changes to the 

city’s urban landscape and funneled their resources back into the highlands 

of Yemen. For that reason Mocha appeared majestic from the seaside, with 

its large, Ottoman-period buildings lining the coast, while the interior of 

the city resembled the more ephemeral appearance of port cities of the Per-

sian Gulf such as Muscat and Kung, which were dominated by houses in 

mud and thatch and buildings in disrepair.55

The Ottoman city square, or maydān,56 defined the center of the west-

ern seaside strip, surrounded by public buildings and lines of merchants’ 

houses stretching along the shore. The open square hosted the important 

ceremonial functions of presentation and reception, as well as military 

inspection. Every day the city’s soldiers waited in the square to escort the 

governor from his palace to the mosque for the noon prayer, with flags 

and music.57 Cavalry exercises were conducted in the square every Friday 

after congregational prayer at the mosque and occasionally to celebrate a 

religious feast day.58 On �Īd al-Ad
˙

h
˙

ā the governor slaughtered animals and 

distributed fresh meat to Mocha’s residents in this public area.59 He often 

ordered his soldiers to line up in the square for inspections.

The governor’s house, located on the shore north of the jetty, was the 

most impressive monument of this open square. The Ottomans had built 

the palace, which differed from an ordinary Mocha house only in size 

and luxury, not in general plan, building materials, or type of decoration. 

The house remained the official residence of the city’s governor through 

the early nineteenth century, when the rebellious governor Sultan H
˙

asan

built an opulent replacement. The governor’s house was more than just a 
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residence; its main hall served the official purposes of reception and audi-

ence, thereby functioning as the seat of the administration. Textual refer-

ences indicate that its interior must have been generous. In 1727 the new 

governor of Mocha, Shaykh �Amr Mughallas, arrived in the city with his ten 

wives and concubines, as well as many bags.60 Apparently the palace was 

large enough to accommodate such a retinue while housing all necessary 

official functions.

The customs house, or furd
˙

a, was situated immediately inland from the 

jetty beyond the Sea Gate, a coastal surveillance building, to the east of the 

governor’s palace.61 This large square structure was surrounded on all sides 

by a continuous storage shed. Brouwer described the institution as both “a 

weighing house and a tollhouse, called the alphandigo by the Dutch, a Por-

tuguese corruption of the Arabic term for a trading house, al-funduq.”62 The 

customs house was a requisite stop for almost every merchant and traveler 

who entered the port.

The other main public building on the square was Wikālat al-Nabı̄, a 

caravanserai built by the Ottoman governor Mehmed Pasha (r. 1616–21).63

Although the name wikāla might suggest that it was a commercial structure, 

in the Qāsimı̄ era its use was limited to lodging traveling peddlers and pil-

grims, who arrived in large numbers en route to the Holy Cities. This modest 

structure sat across the square from the governor’s palace.64 Pack animals 

that could be hired for inland transportation were tethered in the square 

next to the wikāla. These three public structures—the governor’s house, the 

customs house, and the wikāla—all built by the Ottomans to accommodate 

local administration, the trade, and pilgrimage, formed the center of a new 

western shoreline band of the city in the sixteenth century, upstaging the 

previous inland center near the sūq and the city’s major mosques.

From the seventeenth through the nineteenth century, Mocha’s prison 

was located along the waterside north of the city square.65 Contemporary 

daily accounts mention the prison often, because the governor was ac-

customed to placing important members of the community, including 

merchants and officials, in jail temporarily to forcibly procure loans and 

advance payment of tolls. The imam used the island of Zayla�, across the 

Gulf of Aden in modern-day Somalia, for exile and remote confinement of 

criminals and outlaws who threatened the stability of his rule—men such 

as Muh
˙

ammad b. H
˙

usayn al-Kawkabānı̄, who spent almost a year there 

in 1724–25 as punishment for his participation in Muh
˙

ammad b. Ish
˙

āq’s 

rebellion against Imam al-Mutawakkil Qāsim.66 These prisoners traveled 
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from the highlands through Mocha, usually spending at least one night in 

its prison before being sent by boat to the island’s isolated jail. That the size 

of Mocha’s prison was considerable is demonstrated by the fact that fifty-

nine prisoners who were on their way to Zayla� spent the night there on June 

30, 1725.67 Zayla� was part of the imamate, under the jurisdiction of Mocha, 

and the seaside location of the Mocha prison served as a visual marker of 

that overseas relationship.

The Turks strove to incite local dissatisfaction with their Zaydı̄ oppo-

nents by supporting local interest in the cult of saints throughout the Shāfi�ı̄  

regions, as is demonstrated by their sponsorship of the expanded Tomb of 

al-Shādhilı̄ and the new mosque bearing his name. Aside from these two 

structures, only one other mosque in the city bears the Ottoman mark. The 

Mosque of al-S
˙

andal stood on the southern coastline, within the city wall. 

Previously domed, this structure held both a prayer hall and the tomb of 

Shaykh al-S
˙

andal. Today a flat-roofed, modern mosque stands in its stead, 

so analysis of its historic organization is impossible.68 All that remains of 

its original form is its historic minaret (fig. 5.11), which reflects a local style 

in its tall, rounded, whitewashed shaft, a balcony supported by rows of 

sawtooth bands, and low-relief carved niches on its surface. A nineteenth-

century print (fig. 5.10) shows that the original mosque had a dome, which 

sat on a wide, low, polygonal drum. It is impossible to determine whether 

the dome covered the prayer hall in a standard Ottoman form or whether 

the domed chamber surmounted the saint’s tomb with an adjoining prayer 

hall. But in either form, this single shoreline mosque expressed Ottoman 

expansionist notions in its visible location and distinctive profile.69

When one turns to locating private structures, the task of reconstruction 

becomes more difficult, because the monumental homes of the seventeenth-

and eighteenth-century merchants crumbled long ago. Although the general 

European experience in the city does not necessarily reflect the practices of all 

merchants, the Europeans followed local protocols for housing and trade in 

this noncolonial city in which they never held positions of great power. Be-

cause one can pinpoint the locations of their houses with a great deal of preci-

sion, the European residential pattern must serve as an example of housing 

patterns for the merchant class.

The Europeans’ houses, which also functioned as their trading establish-

ments, were all situated along the seaside strip. Although many European 

merchant companies changed residences over the years, this axis was their 

major area of housing. Map 5.1 identifies the Dutch, English, and French 
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company establishments as they were located in the early eighteenth 

century. The practical advantage of living along the seaside was obvi-

ous—proximity to all the important administrative buildings and the port. 

Furthermore, the fresh breezes off the water cooled the homes, offering 

relief from the unbearable heat of the humid city. These whitewashed, 

multistory houses of stone and brick that stretched from south to north 

dominated the shoreline. Within this area also stood a large number of low, 

single-story warehouses that resident merchants used as storage facilities. 

Even the imam had a dedicated storehouse in the city, referred to as the 

imam’s wikāla, where commodities were kept before being transported to 

Sanaa.70 Beyond this front line, the rest of the city appears to have been 

mixed in distribution, including the more modest, less permanent struc-

tures of ordinary residents.

Defense and Surveillance

Historical documentation offers extensive information about Mocha’s de-

fensive structures, allowing one to reconstruct the shape of the city wall and 

its fortified towers with great accuracy. Built in 1628, the wall represents 

the Turks’ last effort to hold onto Yemeni territory before their imminent 

expulsion.71 Their priorities were directed toward defense against landward 

attacks rather than seaside offense. The wall was composed of a mixture of 

materials, with stone and baked brick foundations and upper levels of sun-

dried brick and packed mud.72 A Dutch observer in 1701 reported that its 

height reached between ten and twelve feet.73

The extent, condition, and height of the city wall changed continually 

over time as restoration efforts responded to current threats and politi-

cal instability. For instance, in the early eighteenth century the governor 

Shaykh Sālih
˙

 al-H
˙

uraybı̄ raised the existing wall by twenty dhirā�, or cubits, 

and added the Mālt
˙
a Fort to strengthen observation points toward the 

south.74 In 1726, when the city feared unrest because of the future imam 

al-Mans
˙

ūr H
˙

usayn’s rebellion against his father, Mocha prepared itself for 

a possible attack on its eastern side by repairing the city wall and the main 

battery at Bāb al-Shādhilı̄. The labor for such public endeavors was sought 

from the ranks of the army, led by the governor and his advisors, and often 

paid for by the city’s merchants.75

Four gates pierced the semicircular wall.76 In the east, Bāb al-Shādhilı̄, 

named for the saint whose tomb and mosque lay directly inside the wall 
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next to the gate, was the largest entryway to the city. Europeans referred to 

it as the Great Gate. Bāb al-�Amūdı̄ was named after Shaykh Muh
˙

ammad b. 

Sa�ı̄d al-�Amūdı̄, who was buried to the north of the city outside the wall in 

a domed tomb that still stands today.77 To the southeast was the Baniyan 

gate, also called al-Bāb al-S
˙

aghı̄r, the Small Gate, which led directly into 

the market. The gate situated in the southwest, close to the shoreline, was 

called Bāb al-S
˙

andal, for the saint buried in the nearby tomb and mosque.78

The major city gates were equipped for defense, each with a draw gate and a 

battery, making it possible to seal off the city from the east completely. Un-

surprisingly, the most strategic point from the inland side, Bāb al-Shādhilı̄, 

was the best equipped.79 This gate was closely monitored, not just for de-

fensive purposes but also so that goods arriving from or leaving for inland 

Yemen could be closely supervised and taxed. A nineteenth-century French 

print of Bāb al-Shādhilı̄ (fig. 5.12) reveals that it had a bent entrance, so 

that one entered from the southeast and not directly from the east. Two 

circular, crenellated towers flanked the central doorway, and canons and 

artillery were directed from second-story windows and openings. Project-

ing windows provided surveillance points from above.

Forts embedded in the city wall at strategic points between the main 

gates added to Mocha’s defensive capacity. They included the three forts 

between Bāb al-�Amūdı̄ and Bāb al-Shādhilı̄, overseeing the area outside the 

northeast quadrant of the city. The Mālt
˙
a Fort, between the Baniyan gate 

and Bāb al-Shādhilı̄ in the southeastern sector, was the largest fort that was 

not freestanding. Adding to the defensive infrastructure targeting inland 

aggression were towers placed at strategic points outside Bāb al-Shādhilı̄  

along the main eastern transit route to Mawza�, Ta�izz, and Sanaa. These 

towers, built by the governor Ah
˙

mad Khazindār, allowed the al-Shādhilı̄  

wells to be managed and protected, for water was precious in this dry city 

with only brackish supplies.80 They also served as lookout posts so that the 

city could be warned of oncoming enemies from the east.

There was no continuous city wall along the seaside in the early part of 

the eighteenth century, but the Sea Gate, called Bāb al-Sāh
˙

il, Bāb al-Bah
˙

r, 

and Bāb al-Furd
˙

a, was a freestanding surveillance site that monitored entry 

into the city from the jetty. It contained a large reception area where the amı̄r

al-bah
˙

r often sat.81 Such a surveillance point allowed for initial inspection of 

goods before they entered the customs house, and it gave the governor (by 

way of the amı̄r al-bah
˙

r) the opportunity to identify potential merchandise 

for purchase immediately upon its arrival. Merchants and their goods could 



fig.  5 .12  Bāb al-Shādhilı̄, Mocha, nineteenth century.

fig.  5 .11  Minaret
of the Mosque of 
al-S

˙
andal, Mocha, 

2000.
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be held in this waterside gate before embarkation if the governor was not 

prepared to release them. The square fort Qal�at al-Fad
˙

lı̄, built by the Otto-

man governor Fad
˙

lı̄ Pasha (r. 1622–24) during the first Ottoman period and 

located to the north of the Sea Gate, bolstered seaside defense.82 A fort also 

stood next to the jetty. It was built by the governor Sayyid H
˙

asan al-Jurmūzı̄  

in the late seventeenth century, probably as an effort to control the pirate 

attacks that were a constant menace at the time.83

The city was shaped like a sickle with its northern and southern tips 

extending into the water, each crowned with a fort (map 5.2).84 The fort 

known as Qal�at al-T
˙

ayyār, on the northern tongue of land, mirrored Qal�at 

�Abd al-Ra�ūf, at the endpoint of the southern tongue of land.85 Together 

they formed a unified line of defense against enemies who sailed into the 

curved harbor. When the French took Qal�at �Abd al-Ra�ūf in 1737, they 

gave precise measurements of its interior, noting that it was sixty feet in 

diameter and eleven feet high inside, with a bench in the interior raised to 

seven feet, as well as a parapet at four feet with many holes.86 Following 

the French attack on the city, the governor built a bridge from the shore 

across to the southern promontory, which became an island at high tide, so 

that his troops could reach the southern fort quickly in the case of another 

military siege.87 These two forts stood at strategic points, so an enemy who 

claimed either of them would have unrestricted access to the city by land 

when the tide was low.

Visitors to the city, who were often keenly concerned with its military fa-

cilities, described these defensive structures in great detail. They indicated 

that the city wall and its concentrated surveillance structures echoed the 

duality of its intramural sectors. Although the walled perimeter allowed for 

overall protection of the city, the two poles—the inland path pointing out of 

the city along the road to Ta�izz and culminating at Bāb al-Shādhilı̄ and the 

extended strip along the seaside—required the greatest defenses. The lay-

out of the city’s defensive elements emphasized this organization of urban 

elements. Defensive structures stretched along the shore in the west and 

out into the bay, and inland forts followed the city wall in a rough wedge 

pointing east at Bāb al-Shādhilı̄.

A Divided Marketplace

Looking at the reconstructed plan of Mocha (map 5.1), it is clear that one 

main axis dominated the city, a roadway stretching from west to east and 
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linking the city’s seaside and inland sectors. This road was a major topo-

graphical feature for many centuries, defining the flow of visitors into and 

out of the city. Brouwer confirmed that it already existed in the early sev-

enteenth century: “In the heart of al-Mukhā a long street led as straight as 

an arrow from the jetty, alongside the south walls of palace and furd
˙

a, to 

the east. This slightly wider road may be considered the main street of the 

city.”88 It was wide enough to accommodate the pack animals that moved 

along its length in great numbers, transporting goods to and from the 

shore. Traces of this main axis appear even in a twentieth-century photo-

graph of the city, long after Mocha’s trade had waned and caravans no lon-

ger frequented the roadway.89

Although a central street is not a feature unique to this city, the arrange-

ment of elements along it deserves further discussion. In Mocha, important 

official, public, and religious structures punctuated either end of the axis 

rather than being organized into a unified public sector. The retail world 

of the everyday bazaar was physically linked to the religious realm and the 

local circuit of saints, whereas the wholesale world of trade lay at the city’s 

other pole and maritime gateway. This spatial split between the maritime 

wholesale and local retail sectors diverges greatly from the layouts of other 

commercial cities, such as those described by the urban historian Donatella 

Calabi, who emphasized the centripetal shaping force of the marketplace 

in early modern Europe. In examples such as Venice, Barcelona, Paris, Lon-

don, Amsterdam, and Antwerp, the market square and its related elements 

magnetized other commercial and economic facilities, resulting in a multi-

functional economic zone.90 Such an expectation about the spatial central-

ity and functional cohesion of the market applies not only to early modern 

European capitals but also to the Arab world during the same period. There 

the market often appears as a central site for commercial activity, both long-

distance and local, that is linked to religious and public institutions.

The capital of Qāsimı̄ Yemen, Sanaa, provides an example of the ways in 

which markets took on central and unified shapes, in contrast to the situa-

tion in Mocha. A continuous path wove through the fabric of the intramural 

city of Sanaa, its endpoints punctuated by the major gates Bāb al-Yaman to 

the south and Bāb Shu�ūb in the north (map 5.3). In Sanaa, however, unlike 

in Mocha, the main roadways converged in a cluster in the center of the 

city, where the most important religious and commercial institutions were 

situated in a single, cohesive public district. These institutions were closely 

linked economically as well as spatially, because waqf, or pious endowment, 
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map 5 .3  The central market area, Sanaa.
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revenues from commercial institutions often supported the maintenance of 

religious ones. Large wholesale buildings were seamlessly interwoven with 

the smaller stores in the retail market to form a tightly knit commercial 

area, particularly in the eighteenth century, when many samsaras, or whole-

sale trade structures, were newly built. Artisans populated the sūq, linking 

production with sales and distribution. The more private h
˙

āras, or residen-

tial neighborhoods, surrounded this central core. Such a layout established 

a clear distinction between the public and the private while maintaining an 

integration of wholesale and retail functions, as well as artisanal produc-

tion, within the public commercial domain. Notably, in the eighteenth cen-

tury the imam’s palace was located to the west, outside both realms.

In the case of Mocha, the seaside point of the axis was marked by the 

official structures that administered the wholesale overseas trade of the city 

and the merchants’ houses, in stone and whitewashed brick, which added 

to the everyday functional operations of the long-distance trade. The east-

ern quadrant of town, with its multiple mosques, tombs, and intramural 

cemetery, served as a well-trafficked public retail region and religious pre-

cinct that catered to the needs of the local community. Public, religious, 

and official institutions at each end defined the length and the extent of the 

city’s east-west axis and roadway, stretching along the shore in the west 

and clustered at the inland point of convergence in the east, rather than 

being gathered at the center of the city. This organization was not planned 

but resulted as a function of the city’s development over time and changing 

urban character.

A City in a Network

Mocha in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries offered visi-

tors two facades. Travelers entering from the seaside through the gate on 

the shore, Bāb al-Sāh
˙

il, saw first the nearby governor’s house, the customs 

house, the caravanserai, and the monumental stone houses of the mer-

chants, all of which emphasized the official nature of this entry point and 

the prominence of overseas trade and pilgrimage. Those who entered by 

Bāb al-Shādhilı̄ in the east saw first the sūq and the most important religious 

structures of the city, which were named for its patron saint. Appropriately, 

the seaside entrance fostered an initial urban experience that privileged 

contact with the world of maritime and international wholesale trade. The 

inland entrance introduced the city by displaying the familiar elements of 
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the Yemeni lowland village—the retail market and recognizable religious 

structures. The two sets of spatial and built elements facilitated a transition 

between the realms of the Indian Ocean maritime network and the Zaydı̄  

highlands of the Qāsimı̄ imamate, mediated by the landmarks of a lowland 

Sunnı̄ village. One may understand the city as functioning like a directional 

signpost, indicating the course of the trade routes through a varied com-

bination of visual and structural signals. On its western edge, functions 

related to its trade identity and links to overseas locations predominated, 

including the prison, which signaled a relationship to Zayla� across the Red 

Sea. On its eastern edge, links to the city’s inland counterparts and the local 

concerns of a Yemeni Muslim community were the most visible and recog-

nizable features. The concentration of defense and surveillance structures 

mirrored this urban bifurcation by imposing upon the city the form of a 

funnel opening toward the sea in the west and closing in on the east, point-

ing like a needle toward the highlands.

Although architectural and urban forms have long been discussed under 

the rubric of cosmological concepts, art historian Suzanne Blier’s treatment 

of worldview, creation myths, and the formation of meaning in the Batam-

maliba house in West Africa is particularly helpful as a model for conceiv-

ing of the relationship between larger global systems and the shape of the 

built environment.91 Using relational terms such as “directional affiliation” 

and the “condensed metaphor,” Blier described the translation of cosmo-

logic concepts into visual and built icons within house form, highlighting 

aspects of directionality and orientation in her analysis of part in relation to 

whole. The circular shapes that echo throughout the Batammaliba house 

evoke the originary circular form of the earth, as conceived in local mythol-

ogy. The supporting beams aligned from east to west take on emblematic 

qualities, recalling the movement of the solar deity’s passage throughout 

the day. What is significant about Blier’s analysis is that the house does 

more than simply represent the shape of the earth or point to the details 

of its creation myth. Rather, its parts allow residents to “bridge the con-

ceptual chasm between the highly abstract and remote realm of the larger 

cosmos and the practical, lived experiences of the world. These metaphors, 

like metaphors everywhere, serve to clarify the unclear and familiarize that 

which is foreign.”92

Although Mocha’s landscape was shaped by commercial and adminis-

trative necessity rather than by ritual resilience within a fixed belief system, 

Blier’s notions contribute to the understanding of the role Mocha played 
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within its larger trade network. The city functioned as a scaled-down dia-

gram of the commercial and political network that defined its coordinates, 

its economic livelihood, and its administrative dimensions. Much as in the 

city of Surat, called the “Gateway of Mecca” and “the door to the house of 

God” by Mughal rulers who saw in its shape a directional impulse that col-

lapsed thousands of miles of maritime distance, the built features of Mocha 

evoked through their layout the signals of both local and faraway places.93

The city played an instrumental role as a built tool of spatial translation for 

those who experienced the urban fabric after arriving from either faraway 

inland or overseas sites and who struggled to cope with the dislocation that 

accompanies long-distance travel.

Central to this discussion are the shaping forces of movement through 

the urban sphere, however fleeting they may be. In the case of commer-

cial cities in early modern Europe, Calabi noted that “the city absorbs, uses 

and regenerates every form of movement,” and “one gets the impression 

that the market’s configuration was more heavily determined by the norms 

dictating spaces of movement and pause . . . than by building design.94

In Mocha the locations and orientations of major buildings, streets, and 

gates mapped out the trade routes while facilitating the flow of merchants 

and their cargo along part of the lengthy route from Indian Ocean ports to 

Sanaa, the highland capital. The main roadway formed a political and eco-

nomic channel linking the port to the inland, accommodating and marking 

the movement of people, revenue, and goods into and out of the Arabian 

Peninsula. The buildings at either end framed the urban experience of those 

who passed through the city’s gates. The programmatic ways in which in-

habitants used the space reinforced the ongoing and dynamic relationship 

between foreland and hinterland, with the port city the threshold between 

the two realms.

Mocha’s urban shape must be viewed in relation to the processes by 

which it was formed. Indeed, the map of the city is meaningless without 

a consideration of the unique urban development that brought about its 

shape. One must remember both its beginnings as a small seaside village 

that sprouted around the zāwiya of a famous Sufi saint and its later dimen-

sions as a major international port. These two distinct shaping elements 

led to a spatial bifurcation of the city and its marketplace, but both parts 

were used and instrumentalized by the Qāsimı̄ administrators, the city’s 

merchants, and its residents in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.
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6 Trading Spaces

At its most essential, the role of the maritime port city is to facili-

tate the movement of goods from the sea onto dry land and from the in-

terior into maritime networks. At Mocha the transfer of goods entailed an 

extended process and involved many players. Small lighter boats left from 

the jetty to bring in cargo from the larger Indian Ocean, Persian Gulf, and 

Red Sea vessels that had newly arrived. Merchants hired day laborers and 

pack animals from the port to carry the bundles to the customs house. After 

the imam’s inspectors and scribes had thoroughly scrutinized the goods 

and recorded their weights and quantities, they released the cargo into the 

merchant’s possession. From that point the goods entered the free market, 

where they were sold or traded by the merchant’s broker and then either 

returned to the maritime sphere, to be sold again somewhere else, or sent 

into the interior of Qāsimı̄ Yemen for local consumption.

Because the import and export trade was the major business of the city, 

one might expect that the structures that traveling merchants used for their 

business negotiations, lodging, and storage were numerous and heavily

trafficked during the peak season. But eighteenth-century Mocha calls into 

question the dominant paradigms for conceiving of spaces of trade in the 

Arab world. Its commercial practices collapse a rigid understanding of 

form and function, and the needs of its flourishing trade blur the bound-

ary between public and private spaces as traditionally cast. Mocha serves 

as a significant example in which textual sources—namely, the Dutch Dag 
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Registers—provide daily documentation of trade throughout the city and 

in which extant architectural remains permit insights into the spatial and 

architectural context of such activities.

Commercial Architecture in Arab Capitals

In his comprehensive study of Middle Eastern markets, Mohamed Scharabi 

articulated a general typological framework for commercial architecture 

that provides a structure for the conventional understanding of market 

organization in the historic Islamic world. Supported by examples from 

North Africa, the eastern Mediterranean, the Turkish and Persian worlds, 

and the Arabian Peninsula, Scharabi’s straightforward framework is use-

ful, because the terminology for commercial architecture is often slippery, 

misleading, and historically unstable.1 A single term may refer to several 

types of structures with various functions, and standard types go by many 

different names according to subregion.

As an ordering mechanism, Scharabi posited three broad categories of 

commercial buildings: the sūq, the qays
˙

ariyya, and the khān. The retail sūq

consists of street-level stretches of stores that can be opened individually 

and cater to the general public. Shop owners lease these stalls to sell goods, 

and craftsmen use them doubly as workshops and as retail sites to vend 

their finished wares. The qays
˙

ariyya is a freestanding structure or an area 

within the market, without any lodging facilities, dedicated to the produc-

tion and sale of specialized merchandise for the retail sphere. The khān is 

a structure for wholesale, bulk trade, intended for the use of the merchant 

community, with lodging and storage facilities. The three types of build-

ings meet in a spatially unified market center that addresses the multiple 

needs of commercial communities and their clients.

Of the three kinds of commercial structures, the khān is of primary in-

terest here because it was the most important type of building in the Arab 

world that played a role in large-scale international trade. Often translated 

as caravanserai, the khān as a generic type may take many different names 

depending on region, date of construction, and subtype. Some other lexi-

cal possibilities from the Arab world include wikāla and funduq. In highland 

Yemen the term samsara appears widely.2 Despite the diverse names, these 

structures were used in a fairly consistent manner historically and main-

tained a standard built form with slight variations. I use the term “urban 
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khān” to refer to the general type of metropolitan, wholesale public struc-

ture that encompasses all the subtypes just named and is distinct from the 

caravanserai found along rural pilgrimage and trade routes. Although the 

rural caravanserai shares structural qualities with the urban khān, its func-

tions and clientele diverge, so it should be treated separately.3 Although 

the terms khān, funduq, and wikāla may also be associated with official or 

governmental institutions, I identify the urban khān as a public structure 

intended for the use of local and itinerant merchants and not as an admin-

istrative establishment.

Located in the heart of Sanaa, the khān known as Samsarat al-Nah
˙

h
˙

ās 

(fig. 6.1) provides a good example of the layout and organization of an ur-

ban khān.4 With a single entrance that could be securely locked at night, 

the lower level was subdivided into small stalls rented by individual mer-

chants to store their goods. The stalls were organized around a ground-

floor central courtyard that served as a common room for trade, exchange, 

and discussion. In this communal open space, officials disseminated news 

concerning the trade, and merchants made prospects for deals. From there 

goods were filtered into the Sanaani retail market or bought in bulk for re-

distribution to other cities around Yemen. All merchants arrived in Sanaa 

by land, and their pack animals were tethered on the ground floor. The up-

per two levels (fig. 6.2), subdivided into temporary living units and also 

arranged around the central courtyard, provided basic washrooms and ad-

ditional warehouse space. Addressing multiple needs within a single struc-

ture, Samsarat al-Nah
˙

h
˙

ās took on the role of warehouse, hotel, stable, and 

showroom for the traveling merchant in Sanaa.

In his survey of Arab cities during the Ottoman period, André Raymond 

showed the extent to which scholars consider the multifunctional urban 

khān a dominant structure within the realm of wholesale trade in the early 

modern Arab world. According to Raymond, the urban khān exclusively 

governed the volume of bulk exchange, so the number of khāns in a given 

city serves as an absolute indicator of its large-scale commercial activity.5

Indeed, the urban khān, with its retail counterparts the qays
˙

ariyya and the 

sūq, presents an ordered image of the workings of the trade in which func-

tional roles are linked to formal structures in a distinct and binding fashion.

In this system, international and high-volume trade is situated in the public 

sector, in wholesale establishments nestled within the retail sūq and starkly 

distinct from private, residential space. This model of economic function 
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fig.  6 .1  Street-level view of 
Samsarat al-Nah

˙
h
˙

ās, Sanaa, 
2000.

fig.  6 .2  Roof-level view of Samsarat al-Nah
˙

h
˙

ās, Sanaa, 2002.
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and architectural response assigns a functional exclusivity to building 

types, emphasizing the traveling wholesale merchant’s unwavering reli-

ance upon the urban khān.

But the urban khān model, like all archetypes, is problematic because it 

suggests uniformity in merchants’ status and denies variations in practice 

among the traveling merchants of the historical Arab world. Even within 

the walls of the urban khān, class-consciousness must be factored into an 

understanding of merchants’ choices of lodging. For instance, Samsarat 

al-Majja, situated in the heart of Sanaa’s marketplace in the vicinity of 

Samsarat al-Nah
˙

h
˙

ās, had special domed suites on the roof that were larger 

than the rest of the standard, flat-roofed rooms.6 These rooms were posi-

tioned far above the busy central courtyard with its boisterous stable and 

were strategically isolated from the traffic of the stairwells. The size, prime 

location, and visual demarcation of these special rooms made them roomy, 

privileged, short-term residences for elite merchants and spatially con-

firmed their occupants’ status. The clear gradation of room standards at 

Samsarat al-Majja suggests that certain merchants had expectations about 

the quality of their temporary lodgings and that in at least some cases they 

had the means and desire to be differentiated from less prominent mer-

chants as well as from ordinary travelers and pilgrims.

Along the same lines, scholars using the Geniza documents, which pro-

vide minute details about tenth- to thirteenth-century trade in the Mediter-

ranean Sea and Indian Ocean from the perspective of Jewish traders, also 

suggest that traveling merchants were not a singular, cohesive cluster in 

their temporary housing practices in medieval commercial cities. Question-

ing the centrality of the urban khān for the many purposes of all traveling

merchants, S. D. Goitein argued that the high-profile merchants of Cairo 

did not use the urban khān as a place of lodging, although they may have 

stored goods there and visited the building in the interest of conducting ne-

gotiations. Citing the unsavory reputation and uncomfortable accommoda-

tion of the urban khān, he wrote that “distinguished visitors from overseas 

and better-class merchants would seek more comfortable quarters than a 

noisy caravanserai. Wealthy traders possessed houses in the different coun-

tries they frequented or would exchange hospitality with relatives and inti-

mate business friends.”7

Drawing on the same pool of evidence for medieval Aden, a port that 

holds great relevance for Mocha, Roxani Margariti suggested a complete 

absence of the urban khān as a commercial auberge, although public 
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institutions were used for the purposes of wholesale trade and negotia-

tions. Elite merchants opted for the more luxurious and private accommo-

dations of a local associate’s house or a rented residence in this Arabian 

Sea port, for both lodging and storage.8 Separate warehouses were numer-

ous and widely available for lease by individual merchants to contain their 

surplus goods during the peak season. Some less prominent merchants 

went back to their ships to sleep and came ashore to conduct trade during 

daylight hours.9

Essentially, Goitein’s and Margariti’s findings from the perspective of 

these intimately detailed trade documents suggest that architectural form 

and commercial function in medieval Arab trading centers were more elas-

tic than the dominant urban khān paradigm implies.10 By abandoning the 

notion of the urban khān as the primary or singular institution used by mer-

chants for lodging, trade, and storage, one can begin to disassemble its 

multiple functions. Rather than being localized within the urban khān, the 

diverse needs of a single traveling merchant might have been accommo-

dated at different sites, including private houses and public institutions.

Historian Olivia Remie Constable’s work on the funduq as a pan-

Mediterranean institution sheds light on the geographic scope of the ur-

ban khān paradigm. Her encyclopedic study traces the medieval Arab funduq

from its ancient roots as the Greek pandocheion to the development of its 

later counterparts, such as the Byzantine foundax and the Venetian fondaco.

By characterizing the Arab funduq as one of a Mediterranean “family of insti-

tutions,” Constable breaks down the religious boundaries that often char-

acterized the establishment.11 The funduq is not cast as a uniquely Muslim 

institution or entirely “associated with oriental influence,” as others have 

posited, but rather is one type within a shared genre of public facilities that 

took on various features in diverse locations through time and place around 

the Muslim, Jewish, and Christian rim of the Mediterranean.12 If the funduq,

and by extension the commercialized urban khān, is conceived of as part of 

a large and broadly defined family of Mediterranean institutions, then we 

can begin to understand the limits of its applicability to the southern Ara-

bian Peninsula, particularly in a region such as coastal Yemen that looked 

away from the Mediterranean and toward the Indian Ocean geographically 

and culturally.13 Margariti has suggested in regard to Zurayid and Ayyubid 

Aden that a difference might have existed “in the organization of transient 

residence between the Mediterranean and the Indian Ocean.”14 It remains 

to be seen where the Red Sea lies in this division of maritime space.
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Although the urban khān has traditionally been conceived of as the key 

structure for trade, lodging, and storage for merchants in historic eco-

nomic capitals of the Arab world, notable exceptions undermine the urban 

khān’s comprehensive scope. The actual habits and customs of merchants, 

recorded in everyday trade documents, reveal a wider variety of urban prac-

tices. Following on the framework provided by the medieval Geniza docu-

ments and the conceptual span of Constable’s cross-cultural synthesis, in 

the rest of this chapter I examine the place of trade in early modern Mocha, 

moving away from the realm of public facilities as the key sites for such an 

exploration.

In Search of the Urban Khān

Following the urban khān paradigm, many scholars have voiced the expec-

tation that urban khāns should be found in Mocha. As discussed in chap-

ter 2, researchers have sought to locate the former site of a wholesale coffee 

market in the city, misled by an oft-repeated error in reading an eighteenth-

century French narrative. But in fact there were no urban khāns in Mocha. 

In his encyclopedic monograph on the early-seventeenth-century city, the 

Dutch historian Cees Brouwer remarked with amazement that “the mere 

existence [of samsaras or khāns] is not mentioned in the sources.”15 Brouwer 

assumed that functional urban khāns must have been used in Mocha, given 

the volume of its trade, but simply were not mentioned in the wide-ranging 

archival documents he consulted. A review of the most prominent public 

commercial structures in the city corroborates Brouwer’s initial suspicion 

and verifies the conspicuous absence of public structures used by the inter-

national wholesale merchant class in the eighteenth century as well.16

The customs house, or furd
˙

a, was the most important official building in 

Mocha related to the trade. No negotiations took place there; it was the site 

for official and administrative functions connected to the trade and overseen 

by the governor of the city and other officials, who served as deputies of the 

Qāsimı̄ imam at the port. Commodities coming ashore from overseas were 

inspected, weighed, and cleared for taxes and customs in this building and 

sometimes were stored there temporarily. The space served as the single 

common room for the overseas trade in the city. Most merchants needed to 

pass through it, and as they observed the required rites of entry, they kept 

tabs on the daily passage of others’ goods in the interest of their own trade. 

During the eighteenth century the European company merchants and some 
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major Gujarati merchants gained the privilege from the imam of bypassing 

the customs house. The governor agreed that they could bring their goods 

on land and directly to their houses, where an official would go to inspect 

them. Still, they were aware of daily activity at the customs house because 

their brokers often reported to them about notable occurrences there.

Mocha had a single caravanserai, built by the Ottoman official Mehmed 

Pasha between 1616 and 1621 and called Wikālat al-Nabı̄, or the Prophet’s 

Caravanserai.17 Despite the name wikāla, which might seem to indicate a 

commercial function, in the early eighteenth century this caravanserai did 

not function like the urban khān I described earlier, meant for use by travel-

ing merchants.18 The structure was simple and provisional, with a single 

entrance leading to a four-sided, open courtyard with a gallery around its 

perimeter. It offered visitors no luxuries and was hardly suitable for the 

long-term lodging of upper-class merchants, shipowners, and nākhūdhas

for the entire trade season, which lasted several months. Pilgrims en route 

to Mecca and unaffiliated travelers and peddlers were the primary, albeit 

temporary, residents of this caravanserai.19 Because Mocha was one of the 

last major stops for pilgrims coming from the south and east, the volume of 

this intermittent traffic was significant during the peak season.20

Travelers who stayed at the caravanserai said little about its qualities, 

but their record of occupancy reveals its unsuitability for continuous resi-

dence. When the Meccan traveler and poet al-Mūsawı̄  first arrived in the 

city in the early eighteenth century, he stayed in the house of a local resident 

and then in the wikāla, which he called “a pleasant funduq.”21 It appears, 

however, that the wikāla was not pleasant enough to warrant an extended 

stay. After a few short days he moved to the house of a well-known qād
˙

ı̄

in the city. When the Czech missionary Remedius Prutky, who was unaf-

filiated with any European trading company and was heading for the court 

of the Ethiopian emperor Iyasu in Gondar, arrived in Mocha in the mid-

eighteenth century, he, too, was directed to stay in this wikāla. He described 

it as “the lodging-house of the Prophet Mahomet, so-called, which was like 

a huge tenement block laid out in many hundred separate cells where ac-

commodation was rented to all strangers without discrimination of race or 

religion.”22 Although Prutky and his associates did not criticize the facility 

explicitly, it is clear that they were not entirely satisfied by it, for they stayed 

only a short time. Their alternative accommodations were no more satisfac-

tory, though; they rented “a dark cell with no window” in a house owned by 

a Muslim “holy man.”23
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Along with the caravanserai, there were many independent warehouses 

in the city, but they were not used as primary sites for negotiation, either. 

Rather, they were built to accommodate surplus cargo at the height of the 

trade season and usually were rented short-term, only to be emptied out 

with the departure of the ships. Of these warehouses, the Dutch singled 

out one as the royal storehouse, the imam’s wikāla. The imam conducted 

large-scale trade in the city, sending two ships to Surat yearly. In his physi-

cal absence, his representative, or wakı̄l, conducted trade on his behalf, and 

the goods were placed in this dedicated structure.24

Found along well-traveled routes in lowland Yemen, the miqhāya, alter-

natively called maqhā and mat
˙
rah

˙
, was a coffee house that doubled as a hum-

ble rest house. The architectural scholar Ronald Lewcock called the Tihāmı̄  

miqhāya “little more than a large shelter on poles with charpoy beds, cool in 

the hot weather, and a cabin or two for the proprietor and his family,” like the 

one in Zabid photographed by the French sculptor Auguste Bartholdi in the 

nineteenth century (fig. 6.3).25 Whereas the caravanserai of Mocha accommo-

dated long-distance maritime travelers, the city’s miqhāya catered to a local 

clientele that arrived by land. In 1909, when the German photographer Her-

mann Burchardt visited Mocha on a journey from the Yemeni highlands, he 

stayed in the house of the Italian consul, Gaetano Benzoni. His Yemeni com-

panions, including the scribe Faqı̄h Ah
˙

mad b. Muh
˙

ammad al-Jarādı̄, stayed 

in the miqhāya of �Alı̄ Jābir, which included a safe place to tether the pack ani-

mals.26 This urban miqhāya was a modest establishment for overnight stays 

of travelers by land, not a trade establishment for the wholesale merchants in 

the city. Nor did it cater to the many pilgrims who arrived by boat.

When one examines the context of commercial class and status in Mo-

cha, it is clear that the simple public lodging facilities of Wikālat al-Nabı̄  

and the miqhāya could not have served as accommodations for high-profile 

merchants or notable visitors to the city. For instance, when Sayyid Qāsim 

Amı̄r al-Dı̄n, a representative of the contender to the imamate Muh
˙

ammad

b. Ish
˙

āq, came to the city in September 1727, he stayed at the home of the 

wealthy Gujarati merchant �Abd al-Ghafūr, as arranged by the governor.27

Thirty soldiers were placed at the door of this residence to protect him. In 

another case involving a notable guest, the historian Abū T
˙

ālib described 

the visit of Safavid Shah H
˙

usayn’s messenger and his retinue to the imam’s 

court in 1113/1701–2. After returning to Mocha from their visit to Imam 

al-Mahdı̄ in al-Mawāhib, the Persian diplomatic group set up a temporary 

settlement of royal tents before they departed by sea.28



134 Trading Spaces

Although one might expect that overseas merchants operated out of the 

city’s sūq, this was not the case in Mocha. The major international whole-

salers would not have conducted their business affairs in the modest lo-

cal sūq, which was dominated by small-scale establishments that provided 

everyday goods to a local clientele. No urban khān existed in the sūq in the 

eastern part of Mocha, far from the port.29 Moneychangers were the only 

persons associated with the long-distance trade who had shops in the sūq,

but their shops were used not as depots for merchandise but simply as 

bureaus of exchange. In the 1730s the head exchanger, �Abd al-Razı̄q, sat 

in his small shop, as did the Baniyan exchanger for the Dutch, whom they 

called “Deeuwkraan.”30

Thus, public structures fulfilled none of the daily functions of the over-

seas trade in Mocha except for customs inspection and clearance, bank-

ing, and currency exchange. Indeed, because the high-profile merchants 

viewed the opportunity to forgo a visit to the furd
˙

a as a major trading privi-

lege, it appears that public structures were seen as generally inappropri-

ate for the use of the more elite ranks of the commercial class, although 

small-scale merchants and even ordinary travelers were required to stop 

fig.  6 .3  A miqhāya, Zabid. Photograph by Auguste Bartholdi, 1856.
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at the customs house and reveal their belongings to the city’s officials.31

Although one might expect to find many urban khāns established for the 

use of the trade, the major overseas merchants at Mocha did not conduct 

their trade in them, and they were conspicuously absent from the city’s 

landscape.

The Merchant’s House

The sources from the first half of the eighteenth century consistently describe 

trade activity, commercial meetings, lodging for merchants, and storage of 

commodities as taking place in the houses and residential complexes of 

the merchants. Houses took on the multiple functions of warehouse, trade 

establishment, and residence and served as the primary centers for nego-

tiations among participants in the overseas trade. Some merchants rented 

extra warehouse space to accommodate overflows of goods, but most of the 

time a single house served multiple purposes.

The contemporary Arabic texts are silent on the everyday functional de-

tails of commercial interaction, but a close analysis of the sparse references 

suggests the mode of organization just described. The sources never indi-

cate the presence of public structures for the facilitation of trade in Mocha, 

not even in passing reference, whereas they often mention the samsaras

and khāns of Sanaa and other highland cities. Furthermore, one account 

describes the house that served as the residential trading establishment of 

the French Compagnie des Indes in Mocha as a “dukkān,” which refers spe-

cifically to a small retail shop.32 This label, although imprecise, suggests 

a dual commercial and residential nature for the merchant’s house. The 

reference, probably transmitted via a highland historian, indicates the lack 

of a specific term for a structure or institution that encompassed both pub-

lic and private roles, a functional duality otherwise unobserved in Yemeni 

highland cities.

The European sources, which contain more abundant references to 

everyday trade activity, provide the clearest information. In all of their 

eighteenth-century records of transactions with both local and other for-

eign merchants, spanning more than twenty years of daily documentation, 

the Dutch described the domestic localization of trading practice. A few 

entries serve as a sample. On January 5, 1706, some Bohra merchants from 

Ahmedabad, India, entered the Dutch house asking the VOC representa-

tives for help in getting some confiscated money returned to them.33 A few 
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days later, on January 8, the broker of the governor of the city visited the 

Dutch at their house to tell them that the governor was interested in pur-

chasing some goods. On April 15 that year a group of Baniyan brokers paid 

a visit to the Dutch residence to complain about the poor quality of the pep-

per they had bought from the Dutch, which was mixed with much dirt. The 

next day the Dutch went to the house of those Baniyans to take account of 

how much dirt was mixed in with the shipment. On another occasion the 

Dutch chief resident stopped by the house of Qāsim al-Turbatı̄, the local 

merchant who often entertained the favor of the imam and his officials, and 

found two other major Muslim merchants there with him.34 From a reading 

of these and other accounts, it is clear that merchants’ residences served as 

the sites for all negotiations, trade interactions, and storage of goods, not 

to mention lodging and social exchanges.

This domestic localization of the trade encompassed the upper stratum 

of the overseas merchant class. But whereas the European houses were de-

scribed in great detail, only passing references were made to the houses 

of non-European merchants. For example, one sees only sporadic men-

tion of the house of the active trader Qāsim al-Turbatı̄ or the residence of 

Muh
˙

ammad Yāsı̄n, a major merchant from Basra who had permanently re-

located to Mocha. The merchants of Muscat held at least one house in the 

city, but probably more, judging from the number of merchants who would 

have been in residence during the high trade season. The merchants from 

Kung, on the Persian coast of the Gulf, also held at least one residence in 

Mocha. The sources do not specifically mention the houses of merchants 

from Jidda or Basra, but there must have been at least one for each of these 

mercantile groups and probably many more, because several ships from 

those cities called at the port each season.35 The governor, whose personal 

standing was inextricably linked to the overall success of the trade, had his 

brokers and officials bring objects to him at his palace for inspection.36 Any 

meetings among the major Muslim merchants of the city—a diverse group 

of Arabs, Persians, and Indians—took place at their houses. This often oc-

curred at the house of the Surati merchant �Abd al-Ghafūr.37

The Baniyan brokers also conducted business, including negotiations, 

storage, and lodging, out of their homes. The residents of many Baniyan 

households worked together, as in the household of a man named Vira 

who, with his many sons, served as the primary broker to all Europeans in 

the first part of the eighteenth century. It is well documented that Baniyan 

women never traveled with their husbands or other male relatives to partici-
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pate in this émigré lifestyle, so the brokers’ houses could serve as business 

facilities without conflict over family privacy. In the early eighteenth cen-

tury, European merchants even lodged in Baniyan residences temporarily.38

Unlike Europeans and prominent Gujaratis, Baniyans were not accorded 

the privilege of bypassing the customs house.39

The Europeans conformed to local practice, visiting other merchants at 

their homes (or sending their brokers) and welcoming other merchants into 

their own residences daily. In general, European merchants chose to follow 

local standards of trade and interaction rather than introduce outside prac-

tices. For instance, in 1721 William Phipps, the English East India Company 

official who visited Mocha to check on the status of the company’s trading 

establishment there, wrote to the Court of Directors in Bombay complain-

ing of the excessive cost of living in the city, particularly the upkeep of the 

company’s large house. He explained that he had made great efforts to cut 

the daily costs of the establishment’s maintenance, but “it may be necessary 

that such a publick way of living be maintained to preserve respect from 

these country people, which I find practiced by other European nations.”40

Out of desire to uphold a high profile and positive reputation in the city, the 

English, like other European merchants, mimicked the lifestyle of the local 

elite merchant class.

A perusal of European sources and studies might appear to contradict 

this understanding of the merchant’s house as the locus for the trade, be-

cause the commercial documents and the modern historians who rely upon 

them often use the term “factory” to describe early modern European trad-

ing establishments in Indian Ocean cities, including Mocha. To modern 

readers, however, the term, which denotes the residence of the factor, is 

misleading. The European “factories” at Mocha were mere houses that 

were rented and used as trading establishments. In fact none of the Euro-

pean companies in Mocha ever built any kind of dedicated structure. They 

simply followed the mode of conducting trade in the city as modeled by the 

dominant merchant class. European residences carried no visual or struc-

tural markers to distinguish them from other stone and brick houses in 

the city, except for their flags, a right the imam had granted the European 

companies in their trade treaties.

Several of the larger houses were enclosed within perimeter walls, to-

gether with an area to house animals and perhaps extra warehouse space, 

thus making up a complex. The historical texts are misleading in this re-

gard, too, because they seem to suggest that several distinct structures 
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fulfilled the various purposes associated with the trade. For example, the 

Dutch might comment about their “warehouse” and then in another in-

stance mention their “residence,” which implies two separate structures. 

All these functions, however, were housed in one and the same complex or 

building, and the scattered references relate to different parts of the house 

rather than to separate structures. Although independent warehouses ex-

isted in the city, it is clear that the ground-floor warehouses of the mer-

chant’s house were the safest and easiest to guard.

Bayt al-Mah
˙

fadı̄ and the Idāra Building

A nineteenth-century photograph by Auguste Bartholdi shows the façade of 

a house that has since disappeared from Mocha’s landscape (fig. 6.4). With 

exquisite woodwork adorning both the door frame and the primary rawshan,

or projecting casement window, the house serves as an icon of Mocha’s

domestic architectural style, which is largely lost from the ruined city to-

day.41 Like the one featured in the photograph, the whitewashed houses of 

Mocha ascended two or three stories and were arranged closely together 

to enclose narrow streets and shade passersby from the sun. Elaborately 

screened wooden rawshans extended into the streets at the upper levels, al-

lowing inhabitants to peer out from their houses unbeknownst to pedes-

trians below.42 Carved plaster bands delineated each level along the façade, 

and decorative arches crowned the doorways and windows. The towering 

merchants’ houses stood out distinctively from the masses of mud and 

thatch houses, or �ushshas (fig. 6.5), that made up the majority of Mocha’s 

intramural and extramural settlement.

Echoing in its functions the plan of the general Yemeni tower house, 

the ground floor of the Mocha merchant’s house served not as living space 

but as a warehouse, easily accessible for the transfer of goods and a safe 

place for storage. All such houses in Mocha had more than one entrance 

to the ground-floor space, which was subdivided into distinct areas that 

could be closed off and separated from one another. Household animals 

were also kept on the ground floor and fed from built-in troughs and bins. 

The second floor, above the ground level, served as the major living space 

of the house, used by the family or residents for everyday cooking, eating, 

and sleeping. There was no interior courtyard, but an open-air light well 

brought sunlight and cool breezes into the enclosed rooms on the upper 



fig.  6 .4  House,
Mocha (now 
destroyed). Photo-
graph by Auguste 
Bartholdi, 1856.

fig.  6 .5  ‘Ushsha, mud and thatch dwelling, al-Ris
˙

ās
˙

, northern Tihāma, 2000.
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level. Each house had a living space on the roof that often served as an out-

door bedroom on hot summer nights.43

The house pictured by Bartholdi has long since fallen to ruin, and none 

of the historic houses still standing in Mocha—fewer than ten of them in 

the spring of 2000, when I conducted a survey—can be dated definitively 

to the period before the nineteenth century.44 But the layouts of the extant 

houses serve as the only remaining data that can illuminate the organi-

zation of earlier houses. All these later houses exhibit consistent features, 

many of which are corroborated in early texts, so one can make a strong 

case for a stable tradition of building that dates back to earlier decades as 

well. An examination of the existing historic houses in the city, along with a 

reading of the sources that document trade interactions, allows for a spatial 

analysis of how and where commercial transactions took place.

Located in H
˙

ārat al-S
˙

andal, Bayt al-Mah
˙

fadı̄ (fig. 6.6) is one of the few 

historic houses that still stands and is inhabited today. According to the 

residents of the house, H
˙

asan Ismā�ı̄l Lut
˙
f al-Mah

˙
fadı̄, for whom the house 

is named, moved to Mocha from Sanaa in the early 1930s when he was as-

signed to the city as a customs official.45 As such, al-Mah
˙

fadı̄ represents 

a modern continuation of the structure of authority of the Qāsimı̄ period, 

when highland officials channeled an uninterrupted flow of revenue and 

information from their coastal stations back to the capital. The two lower 

floors of the house date to the late nineteenth century or earlier, and the 

rooftop rooms date to 1351/1932–33, as is indicated by an inscription out-

side the top floor majlis, or sitting room, added by al-Mah
˙

fadı̄. Positioned 

near the shore, the house would have been surrounded by many other 

prominent stone and brick houses when H
˙

asan al-Mah
˙

fadı̄ purchased it. 

Since then, most of the houses around it have collapsed.

The foundation of the house is a damp-proof course of stone, and the 

upper levels are constructed of baked brick. Each exterior and interior sur-

face is covered with a thick coat of nūra, or lime plaster. Twentieth-century 

restoration has transformed the house, which now has a coat of gray con-

crete all over its exterior façade (fig. 6.7), but its fabric reflects traditional 

techniques, particularly on the bottom two floors.46 The main entrance, 

marked by double doors and the primary (and only existing) wooden raw-

shan above them, is located in the northern façade. Although this rawshan

is badly worn today (fig. 6.8), it was carved elaborately with rosettes and 

roundels in relief, traces of which are still visible. Many of the smaller 

panels once swung open but are now boarded shut. The building’s exterior 



fig.  6 .7  Northern façade, Bayt al-Mah
˙

fadı̄, Mocha, 2000.

fig.  6 .6  Bayt al-Mah
˙

fadı̄, Mocha, 2000.
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surface ornamentation, in brick, consists of bands of sawtooth decoration 

and continuous, linked horizontal diamonds. Windows are crowned with 

arched hoods in the form of blind niches, some pierced with single- or 

triple-rounded or arched oculi. On the second floor of the eastern façade, 

another window in brick, smaller than the coastal type of rawshan in wood, 

projects out to accommodate a jug of water for cooling.

Historically, the designs of Arab houses had to integrate family privacy 

and gender segregation, both major concerns. In Mocha the needs of the 

trade complicated these domestic considerations. Much writing about gen-

der segregation in the Arab house has focused on fixed divisions within do-

mestic space, following the assumption that separate men’s and women’s 

quarters provided the most convenient built response to the issue of family 

privacy. Speaking from a contemporary anthropological perspective with 

a focus on Sanaa, Gabriele Vom Bruck rejected the notion that built fea-

tures unconditionally defined gender relations within the Yemeni house. 

She contended that daily practices and temporal interventions allowed fam-

ily members to strategically maintain gendered distance within domestic 

space, avoiding both physical and visual contact.47 In some cases the house 

became a largely female or male space for a particular event, such as an 

afternoon qāt chew, when large numbers of men or women from outside 

the family entered. In the case of a men’s qāt chew, the female family mem-

bers might move to a single room far from the social activity and go to great 

lengths to avoid encounters with the visitors. In other cases, the house 

might be turned over completely to a gendered gathering, with the others 

leaving the house altogether. In either circumstance, house space was not 

fixed by immutable built boundaries, nor were spaces unconditionally la-

beled male or female. Rather, temporal and shifting factors instigated stra-

tegic responses to the need to keep men’s and women’s realms separate.

In eighteenth-century Mocha, temporally determined gendered spaces 

and fleeting strategies to avoid physical and visual contact with visitors 

were also pertinent. The plan of Bayt al-Mah
˙

fadı̄ illustrates how domestic 

space might have been employed to accommodate merchants’ interactions 

while maintaining distance between family members and guests. Of the 

upper rooms in Bayt al-Mah
˙

fadı̄ that constituted the main living space for 

the original merchant and his family, the dı̄wān on the north side of the 

second floor (fig. 6.9) is the largest. It would have been furnished with a 

ring of cushions and bolsters laid along the four walls. Its rawshan is about a 

meter deep, and family members could have sat inside the projecting box to 
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catch breezes from the street on warm days without being seen. The dı̄wān

could also have been reserved to accommodate more formal events, such 

as the elaborate entertainment of a visiting merchant. In these cases the 

women of the house might have left the area and ascended to the roof, out 

of view. Figure 6.10 shows a drawing of a nineteenth-century roof apart-

ment that was sufficiently cut off from the rest of the house to be used on 

such occasions.48 Alternatively, the women could leave and visit a neighbor 

or friend, allowing the house to be used freely by the male family members 

and their guests. In line with a common practice still alive in the Tihāma 

today, women in Mocha often left the house in the cool hours of the night 

to engage in a rotating social ritual of evening visitation with female neigh-

bors and friends, leaving the house empty to be used by the men of the 

family.49

Many commercial transactions in Mocha, however, clearly were unan-

nounced and completed rapidly, rather than planned. Merchants appeared 

at each other’s houses to examine goods or to make bids without advance 

notice. Brokers stopped by merchants’ houses several times a day with news 

of price shifts, political unrest, or the arrival of ships in Bāb al-Mandab. For 

those cases, the organization of the ground floor offered a number of ways 

in which merchants could interact with one another while avoiding physi-

cal and visual contact with the family. The complex division of the ground 

floor storage space of Bayt al-Mah
˙

fadı̄ suggests that multiple functions 

might have taken place there, most of them public and commercial rather 

than private and family oriented.

Entering through the primary northern entrance, one may ascend di-

rectly from the entry vestibule to the upper floors, enter the storage spaces 

to the left and right, or head straight into the large central warehouse area 

(fig. 6.11). All the house’s inhabitants probably used this main entrance for 

access to most of the house’s spaces. Another entrance, at the southeastern 

end of the building (fig. 6.12), opens into a small, well-fenestrated recep-

tion chamber. From it merchants had immediate access to the main stor-

age chamber, in order to examine goods or pick up merchandise without 

disturbing the family members.50 Although the room is small, it certainly 

could have accommodated the ceremonial customs related to the execution 

of trade transactions, such as the sprinkling of rosewater, the burning of 

aromatics, and the offering of coffee—traditional rites that accompanied 

any visit. The room’s potential for male socialization was demonstrated 

by one of the contemporary residents, �Ādil al-Mah
˙

fadı̄, who expressed the 



fig.  6 .9  Plan of the second floor of Bayt 
al-Mah

˙
fadı̄, Mocha.

fig.  6 .8  Detail of the primary rawshan, Bayt 
al-Mah

˙
fadı̄, Mocha, 2000.

fig.  6 .10  “L’appartement des femmes, Moka.” Sketch by Auguste Bartholdi, 1856.



fig.  6 .11  Plan of the ground 
floor of Bayt al-Mah

˙
fadı̄, 

Mocha.

fig.  6 .12  Southern view, Bayt 
al-Mah

˙
fadı̄, Mocha, 2000.
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desire to refurbish the space to hold qāt chews for his male friends. Another 

room, located on the mezzanine level and accessible from the front door, 

might also have served as a commercial meeting place and a locus for nego-

tiations. With its many windows, larger size, and modest ornamentation, 

it could have accommodated social functions as well, again allowing non-

family males to enter the house without disturbing family members above.

Bayt al-Mah
˙

fadı̄, then, offered the potential for a horizontal division of 

house functions, residential and commercial. The upper stories, inhabited 

and used collectively by the family, could be securely closed off from the 

lower level by the door at the top of the stairs, which—rather than the front 

door—served as the true threshold to the domestic space. Today the inhab-

itants leave the front door, highlighted by the projecting wooden window 

above it, unlocked and open. They lock the only upper door at the top of 

the stairs, which is smaller and unornamented but seems to fulfill a more 

central function as a social boundary. Although the division of space in 

eighteenth-century merchants’ houses in Mocha was ordered with concern 

for the social needs of the family, it was equally ordered with concern for 

the trade. The ground floor, with its complex subdivision of storage space 

and its dual entry system, functioned as a semipublic site in lieu of the 

urban khān, allowing a flow of everyday traffic that did not disturb family 

life.51 Still, the concerns of family privacy were dealt with in a number of 

ways, temporal as well as spatial, and merchant activity could be taken to 

the upper floors if the appropriate arrangements were made.

Of course not all merchants conducted their trade transactions in the 

same way. In eighteenth-century Mocha, many of the residences of the travel-

ing merchant class housed only male merchants during the trade season.52

European merchants in the city, who rented houses with their fellow male 

merchants, described how they invited other merchants to the upper levels of 

their houses to share meals and discuss business, without intrusion into fam-

ily space.53 Some European merchants wrote with delight about being invited 

into the upper dı̄wān of a local residence and catching fleeting glimpses of 

the women of the house.54 But the layout of houses such as Bayt al-Mah
˙

fadı̄  

allowed for restricted access to family-oriented spaces if the residents so de-

sired. For example, Qāsim al-Turbatı̄, who lived with his family in Mocha, 

might have sealed off his upper floors from the more public spaces of the 

lower level, giving the family ample room to use without entering the sphere 

of negotiation or having to meet strangers within the domestic sphere.
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Many of the ground-floor storage spaces were composed of units that 

had their own doors that could be locked, suggesting that whole areas 

could be segmented and potentially rented to a nonresidential merchant.55

Some overseas merchants maintained separate storage facilities in addi-

tion to those in their main residences, facilities needed especially during 

the peak season when they experienced overflows of merchandise. On July 

12, 1730, the private English merchant Mr. Harnett had to rent “three great 

houses including their warehouses” in order to store for the winter all the 

goods he had brought to Mocha and failed to sell.56 In another instance the 

Dutch rented a small additional warehouse to store their goods while the 

ground-floor warehouse of their residence was being repaired.57 This sec-

ondary storage space might have been a dedicated free-standing structure 

or part of a house.

Bayt al-Mah
˙

fadı̄ provides a clear example of the spatial organization of 

the Mocha merchant’s house and the potential use of its interior spaces for 

purposes of trade in the absence of public commercial structures. Other 

extant houses, too, reveal a complex division of warehouse space and mul-

tiple ground-floor entryways, confirming the presence of such features in 

a wider spectrum of Mocha’s merchant houses. The official building that I 

call the Idāra building now houses the municipal administration (fig. 6.13). 

The current residents of the building are government employees who are 

not from the city, so they live and work in the official structure.58 Much con-

temporary restoration, again in concrete, has masked many of the Idāra’s 

premodern features. According to the current residents, the building 

used to be the residence of an Italian coffee merchant. During Hermann 

Burchardt’s December 1909 visit to the city, his Yemeni companion called 

the Italian consul in Mocha “al-Banzūnı̄.” From other sources we know 

that Gaetano Benzoni worked as an Italian consular agent in Mocha from 

1905 to 1909, during a moment when Italy was attempting to expand its 

scope to Yemen’s Red Sea coast from its stronghold on the African side.59

Burchardt’s photographs, which show the consular sign above the front 

door, confirm that the Idāra was Benzoni’s house and consulate building 

and provide a glimpse of the house’s nineteenth-century state (fig. 6.14; 

compare 6.15). Judging from the timetable of Burchardt’s visit, the house 

can be dated as pre–twentieth century, built and inhabited before Benzoni’s 

arrival in the city. Both Burchardt and Benzoni were mysteriously killed 

soon after leaving Mocha together.



fig.  6 .14  Rawshan above the doorway, Idāra 
building, Mocha. Photograph by Hermann 
Burchardt, 1909.

fig.  6 .13  Idāra 
building, Mocha, 
2000.

fig.  6 .15  Rawshan above the doorway, 
Idāra building, Mocha, 2000.



Trading Spaces 149

Located in H
˙

ārat al-Furd
˙

a, the residential district southeast of the now-

destroyed jetty, this house was strategically placed across from the customs 

house and near the palace of Sultan H
˙

asan, in the vicinity of the main square 

of the city. Its exterior surface articulation, like that on Bayt al-Mah
˙

fadı̄, 

consists of windows with hoods pierced by triple oculi and bands of saw-

tooth ornament. The main doorway is oriented to the north, with three 

majestic rawshans adorning the primary façade. The front doorway had a 

scalloped arched hood decorated with carved rosettes and stars in plaster 

relief, which did not survive the modern renovation. The woodwork on this 

house is of fine quality, although worn over time, particularly in the double 

doors on the northern façade, the lintel of the main doorway (fig. 6.16), and 

the three rawshans. Burchardt’s photographs show how the main rawshan

above the doorway would have looked in its original state, with rounded 

projecting sections that have now been replaced by glass.

As in most traditional houses in contemporary Mocha, the entire ground 

floor is no longer in use. Subsequent reconstruction surrounds the whole 

northeastern base of the structure, blocking access to the original door-

way on the northern side. Now, entrance to the building is made through 

the modern doorway and stairway that were cut from a window on the east 

façade of the second floor. Regardless of these contemporary changes, one 

can still detect the past organization of the ground floor, which, like that 

of Bayt al-Mah
˙

fadı̄, is complex and subdivided into smaller units, one of 

which was accessible from the exterior by a door on the east side (fig. 6.17). 

Although the newer building that supports the eastern staircase has ob-

scured the passageway between this eastern chamber and the rest of the 

ground floor, one can still see a segmented commercial space that allowed 

entry along a different axis from that of the front entrance and also blocked 

lines of sight beyond the commercial quarters. With their distinct ground-

floor plans and scales, Bayt al-Mah
˙

fadı̄ and the Idāra building are examples 

of the ways in which Mocha houses were built to accommodate trade while 

maintaining both physical and visual distance between resident family 

members and visiting merchants.

Continuities in the Maritime Sphere

For a major merchant in Mocha, it was essential to have one’s own house, 

in order to carry out trade in the manner that dominated locally. This prac-

tice differed greatly from the standard model of Arab urban trade, which 
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fig.  6 .16  Detail of the lintel above the main door, Idāra building, Mocha, 2000.

fig.  6 .17  Ground-floor plan 
of the Idāra building, Mocha.
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was oriented around the urban khān and was observed in most Arab cities 

in North Africa and the eastern Mediterranean, as well as Sanaa. But Mocha 

was not unique as an early modern city in which the needs of profit-seeking 

merchants and entrepreneurs motivated creative responses to traditional 

housing concepts. For instance, the rab�, or collective housing unit, which 

came to be widely proliferated in Ottoman Cairo, functioned as an apartment 

building. The upper units were leased out to unrelated families, and small-

scale merchants and artisans rented separate spaces on the ground floor 

for commercial purposes.60 The rab�, a unique mode of communal housing 

in the early modern Arab world, was found in areas of “high economic ac-

tivity” in Cairo, away from zones populated by private homes.61 Built dur-

ing a period when intense financial growth instigated the construction of 

many new buildings, the rab� collapsed commercial and residential demand 

into one and the same structure in a busy merchant city where space was in 

short supply. Such an example indicates how the commercial impulses that 

shape economic centers wield the potential to change the typical functional 

role of the residence—just as happened in Mocha.62

Because the expected functional paradigms for domestic and commercial 

architecture in the Arab world are unaccommodating as tools with which to 

conceive of the built dimensions of Mocha’s trade, one must look in other 

directions. Again, Constable’s work on the funduq as a pan-Mediterranean

institution is instrumental. Following her recasting of the funduq in a mari-

time light as an institution shared by cultures across modern national 

boundaries, one can begin to map the dimensions of trade relations and 

commercial practices around bodies of water rather than within bounded 

regions defined by language, ethnicity, or religion. Most significantly, in 

describing the funduq’s dispersal around the coasts of the Mediterranean, 

Constable did not employ terms of foreign influence or cross-cultural 

transfer but rather provided a framework for the functional transmission of 

a commercial institution that moved from one place to another as a result 

of the routines, practices, and patterns of cross-regional trade and travel, 

which intrinsically require the translation of local functions for visitors and 

merchants from other cities.63 By looking at such processes in a maritime 

setting, Constable suggested that the coastal communities and inland hubs 

of transit that merchants visited tolerated a certain amount of practical flex-

ibility that allowed new and different modes of commercial functions to 

flourish.
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Mocha diverged significantly from its distant northern Arab counter-

parts because it was fully entrenched in another system of trade interaction, 

and the merchants who frequented the port—nākhūdhas and merchants 

from Gujarat, the Persian Gulf, and other southern Red Sea ports—were 

accustomed to a mode of commercial interaction that did not correspond 

to the practices of Arab Mediterranean centers. I next investigate the role 

of the house in a number of port cities that Mocha’s merchants may have 

come from or traveled to, in order to gain an understanding of the expecta-

tions for the organization of trade practices at these sites and to highlight 

the continuity of maritime commercial procedures. The examples I discuss 

date to the nineteenth or early twentieth century, roughly contemporary 

with Bayt al-Mah
˙

fadı̄ and the Idāra in Mocha.

While calling into question standard notions about commercial archi-

tecture in the Arab world, Mocha’s trade structure also addresses assump-

tions about the nature of the Arab and the Arabian Peninsula house. As Paul 

Bonnenfant has emphasized, citing a cross section of French studies, the 

inward-facing courtyard house is often cast as the dominant house type of 

the Arab world, aptly suited to the climatic and social needs of North Af-

rica, the eastern Mediterranean, and Iraq.64 Although this type exists on the 

Arabian Peninsula, it is far from the only or the dominant house type in 

Yemen, where each region has an individual style and draws on local ma-

terials, which produces a great deal of diversity in domestic architecture. 

The tower house, seen ubiquitously throughout the Yemeni highlands and 

the H
˙

ad
˙

ramawt, is characterized by the replication of the upper-story plan 

on each level. Each floor functions as a complete living space dedicated to 

a single unit of an extended family. A large penthouse room with a view, 

called the mafraj, crowns the house and is intended for the collective use of 

the inhabitants. Other house types are found in the Tihāma, including the 

enclosed brick house complexes of the city of Zabid and its neighbors, the 

mud and thatch houses, or �ushshas, of the Tihāmı̄ lowlands, and the so-

called Red Sea house, found in Mocha, al-H
˙

udayda, and al-Luh
˙

ayya but also 

in the H
˙

ijāz and across the Red Sea in Sawākin and Massawa. The Red Sea 

house type, however, is unified by formal features such as whitewashed exte-

rior surfaces, elaborate plaster relief work, and ornamental wood carving of 

windows, doors, and their frames, and not necessarily by internal organiza-

tion.65 The historic Mocha house, as I have described it in this chapter, is a 

unique type in its internal organization and plan, although specific features 

of its elevation resemble those of houses in other, nearby coastal towns.
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To the north of Mocha, the port city of al-Luh
˙

ayya offers an alternative 

example of the commercial possibilities of the Red Sea house in Yemen. 

Al-Luh
˙

ayya participated as a key port in Mocha’s trade network and catered 

to merchants from Jidda who came to Yemen in search of the coffee bean. 

Houses in al-Luh
˙

ayya, too, offered spaces for the trade within the mer-

chant’s residential realm.66 An example documented by Paul Bonnenfant 

and Jeanne-Marie Gentilleau in 1990 is the early-twentieth-century house 

Bayt al-Wadūd, formerly inhabited by a merchant and shipowner who was 

active in the Red Sea and the Persian Gulf.67 It included a full-service com-

mercial ground floor. A sitting room close to the main entryway, outfitted 

with an adjoining closet for commercial documents or precious goods, 

served as an office for the merchant and a convenient surveillance post 

from which to monitor people’s ingress and egress. Unlike houses in 

Mocha, Bayt al-Wadūd’s multiple storerooms encircled an open-air court-

yard on the ground floor (fig. 6.18), so that the house took on the spatial 

format of the urban khān at its base level. Of the many entrances, some 

took visitors directly to the ground-floor commercial areas, and others 

brought family members immediately to the stairwells to ascend to the 

living quarters just above the courtyard. The ground floor was the most 

frequently trafficked and convenient space for commerce, but the pro-

fusely decorated upper-level reception room, with its elaborately painted 

ceiling, called the salāmlik by Bonnenfant and Gentilleau, was also used 

for social functions. Its own dedicated stairway in the southeastern cor-

ner of the house allowed guests to ascend without meeting family mem-

bers. This house in al-Luh
˙

ayya, although ruined today, presents a plan that 

served for trade negotiations, storage of goods, and the formal reception 

of merchant cohorts. As at Bayt al-Mah
˙

fadı̄, several features, such as mul-

tiple entryways and ground-floor storage and meeting rooms, allowed for 

the domestic overlap of commercial and residential family functions, al-

though here the spatial layout and courtyard plan differ greatly from the 

plan of the Mocha house.

An example from the East African coast of the Red Sea constitutes an-

other appropriate comparison. The Sudanese port city of Sawākin thrived 

during the Mamluk period and was revived in the mid-nineteenth century 

under Egyptian rule. There, the historic merchant’s house functioned simi-

larly to the Mocha house, with a commercial ground floor that played a sin-

gular role for the resident merchant in the absence of a network of urban 

khāns. The ground floor of the house of �Umar Effendi �Ubayd (fig. 6.19) 
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fig.  6 .19  Ground-floor plan of the house 
of �Umar Effendi �Ubayd, Sawākin, Sudan.

fig.  6 .18  Ground-floor
plan of Bayt al-Wadūd, 
al-Luh

˙
ayya.
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had an articulated dihlı̄z, or foreroom to the storage area, located directly 

inside the main street entrance on the south. This meeting space was outfit-

ted with built-in benches for visitors and ample adjacent space for storage. 

Some Sawākin houses, such as this one, featured guest rooms and latrines 

for the temporary lodging of commercial cohorts.68 According to Derek 

Matthews, the commercial sections of such houses were even equipped 

with small cooking stoves in order to entertain guests with a proper re-

ception of coffee and the wafting aroma of incense ignited on hot coals.69

In many of Sawākin’s nineteenth-century houses, such �Ubayd’s, one also 

sees a dual entry system in which the family entered via a back entrance 

(on the west side of the house in this case) that led directly to the living 

spaces on the upper floors, out of sight of any visitor. The front entrance 

on the south fulfilled a more public function, giving immediate access to 

the ground-floor commercial meeting rooms and their associated storage 

spaces.70 Before the establishment of modern public institutions such as 

banks and company buildings, the merchant’s house in Sawākin serviced 

all types of wholesale overseas trade negotiations and activities. An Egyp-

tian merchant, obviously transplanting ideas about trade that were native to 

his homeland, built the single wikāla of the city in 1881.71 Jean-Pierre Green-

law emphasized that this foreign institution did not replace a previous trade 

structure but rather the nuzl, the open space where camels were unloaded 

of their goods, so it was a new structural concept in a city that had never 

housed the urban khān as a commercial establishment.

In Jidda, known for its towering houses in coral, merchants’ houses 

also served as sites for commercial negotiations and storage.72 Although 

the Jidda house shares stylistic features with the houses already described, 

such as projecting wooden rawshans, intricate plaster ornament on the in-

terior, and elaborately carved wooden doors and door frames, its plan dif-

fers from those of the others.73 In Jidda, the lofty tower house dominates. 

A stairwell that serves as the central axis and vertical core of the building 

links multiple floors of similar plan in a spiraling upward progression. In 

the past, the ground floor accommodated the commercial and social needs 

of merchants by means of a maq�ad, which Bonnenfant described as “both 

a reception room and an office that permitted the owner of the house to 

receive guests and commercial partners while remaining in close proxim-

ity to the entry and the movement of goods.”74 In some cases the reception 

rooms on the lowest level of the house were ornamented with rawshans on 
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the outside, which allowed in light and cool breezes. Unlike Mocha and its 

other lower Red Sea counterparts, however, Jidda maintained an articulated 

network of urban khāns in addition to residential trade establishments.75

Whereas Jidda and Yanbu� to its north, like their Mediterranean counter-

parts, prominently featured the urban khān as a space of trade, the urban 

khān virtually disappeared as a trade structure in port cities south of the 

Jidda gap.76

A further journey, to the eastern edge of the Arabian Sea, points to an-

other node of connection, Gujarat, which was closely linked to Mocha by 

the movement of ships, nākhūdhas, merchants, and commodities. The ar-

chitectural scholar V. S. Pramar noted that the house served as the domestic 

locus for most professional activity in Gujarati cities and that “few build-

ings were designed for commercial use.”77 He wrote:

Although the Gujarati town was known for its extensive commercial activities, 

there was no provision for any permanent market place and commercial build-

ings, no place of adjudication, no place for public assembly even of merchants, 

no town hall, and almost no inns. The Muslim sarai existed only in a few major 

towns and was obviously an imported concept; the Hindus had no equivalent. 

The reason for this lies in the nature of Hindu commerce and manufacture, 

which were carried out strictly within the domestic sphere.78

In Gujarat, not only did merchants use their houses for trade activity, but 

also local craftspeople and artisans considered house space as analogous 

to the workshop. According to Pramar, such an organization was derived 

largely from the Hindu caste system, which prevented the development of 

an open institution such as the urban khān that housed a mixed group of 

itinerant strangers, even temporarily. Muslim traders based in Gujarat ad-

opted this usage of the house for business purposes as well.

In urban Gujarat, prominent merchants inhabited the haveli house, a lo-

cal type of half-timbered mansion marked by cantilevered facades and elab-

orate woodwork on projecting balconies, doors, and windows. Although 

the haveli house took various shapes in different parts of the region, the 

general layout allowed the family-oriented spaces to remain separate and 

undisturbed by commercial and professional activity, although this con-

cern was monitored more rigidly in the Muslim domestic context than in 

the Hindu. Arranged around an internal courtyard as the main built mod-

ule, the haveli house was organized so that the inhabitant could move pro-
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gressively from spaces used for commercial activity to spaces dedicated to 

the everyday happenings of the family.

As an example, the Mehta house (fig. 6.20) of coastal Gogha presents 

a progression from the outside to the internal realm, which becomes in-

creasingly private and family oriented. The front veranda of the house, on 

its northeast corner, serves as a raised, covered space for social interaction 

and a sheltered extension of both street and house. From the first internal 

intermediary space of the house, the entry vestibule, guests and visitors can 

be taken to the phurja, the casual, multi-use room situated across the court-

yard. More honored guests are led up to the diwankhanu, the elaborately dec-

orated and well-furnished main reception room on the second story, by way 

of a staircase next to one of the house’s interior water wells near the entry. 

A second entrance, less prominent than the primary one to its north, leads 

to the back of the house, which is defined by two rear rooms that constitute 

the inner sanctum used by the family, each with a kitchen and secret spaces 

to store valuables. This rear area constitutes the family living space, which 

extends up to the second floor, where the general plan below is replicated. 

Each section of the house, front and back, uses the two main living levels of 

the house, but they remain spatially delineated, with separately accessible 

staircases that keep the two lines of traffic from intersecting.

fig.  6 .20  Ground-floor plan of 
the Mehta house, Gogha, India.
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The shores of the lower Red Sea and the closely connected north-

western coast of India present multiple models for trade interaction in 

which the residential house was the primary locus for merchants’ public 

activities in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In each case the 

house offered concrete, structural responses to the needs of the trade, 

whether through a multiple-entry system or reception rooms with dedi-

cated modes of access and built features tailored to the commercial func-

tions they anticipated. Yet the plans represent different ways of coping 

with the need to balance commercial and private life—the courtyard plan 

in al-Luh
˙

ayya, the tower house model of Jidda, and the progressive axial 

plan of the Gujarati haveli.

The house types of al-Luh
˙

ayya, Sawākin, Jidda, and Gujarat share dis-

tinctive formal and decorative features with Mocha examples. In all of them 

one sees projecting windows and balconies with highly ornamental carved 

wooden brackets and screens or interior walls pierced by configurations of 

carved arched niches. These features bear the visible yet historically elusive 

marks of the cross-cultural exchange of artisans, visual motifs, materials, 

and techniques of production. Other scholars have endeavored to identify 

the origins of some of these features in the Red Sea region—for example, 

the finely carved brackets shown in figure 6.4, which undoubtedly derived 

from Gujarati prototypes.79 It is almost impossible, however, to move be-

yond stylistic comparison and presumptions about the manufacture of 

such designs, which might have been made by Indian artisans living in the 

Red Sea region, shipped from India as pieces of worked wood, or crafted 

on the model of Indian originals by local artisans. For this reason I have 

avoided looking closely at the particularities of individual house parts and 

instead have concentrated on the house as a functional whole accommodat-

ing practices of the trade.

This functional correspondence between structurally distinct examples 

of houses suggests that in the spatial logic that characterized the Mocha 

trade network, traveling merchants expected to conduct negotiations in 

their houses rather than in public structures, but they held no expectations 

about the way these houses needed to be organized.80 The focus was on 

replicating a mode of commercial practice rather than imitating the physi-

cal receptacles of those practices. By examining the routines and patterns 

of the trade, one can trace the extent of this shared understanding along the 

trade routes leading to and emanating from Mocha.
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The Stone House

The Mocha house, however, was more than simply a site for trade. It also 

functioned as a built signifier of worth and economic status in a coastal 

society in which trade was conducted on a system of trust and credit and a 

merchant’s reputation and social standing were his most valuable assets. 

The southern Red Sea and northwest Indian examples I have already de-

scribed may be amplified by cases of commercialized houses from other 

cities along the Swahili and Abyssinian coasts. These cases support the 

notion of a larger Indian Ocean tradition of the domestic localization of 

trade while pointing to the close links between the house and social and 

economic standing in the western Indian Ocean port city.

Case studies and textual sources from ports on the Swahili coast and in the 

littoral region of the Horn of Africa and Abyssinia reveal a pervasive system 

of trade sponsorship that used the house as a key commercial tool. For Mas-

sawa, the Eritrean port city closely linked to Mocha by the transit of ships, 

the historian Jonathan Miran described the East African coastal practice in 

which any merchant who arrived at Massawa’s port from the hinterland or 

overseas had to engage a local broker for a fee.81 This broker acted as an all-

encompassing sponsor for the foreign merchant throughout his sojourn in 

the city, by hosting the merchant at his home and facilitating all of his deal-

ings with local merchants. In return, every foreign merchant was required 

to entrust the entirety of his business affairs to the broker, including storage 

of his goods at the broker’s residence, because local merchants refused to 

deal directly with outsiders. In Massawa, as in Mocha, with no urban khān or 

other public structure as a site of commercial facilitation, the house took on 

the role of commercial structure, warehouse, and residence for the traveling 

merchant, but in this case only under the supervision of the local sponsor. By 

assuming lodging in a local house, a foreign merchant indicated that he had 

become part of Massawa’s trade system and agreed to participate by its rules. 

By sponsoring the foreign merchant, the local broker assumed responsibility 

for the outsider’s transactions at the port, including any financial liability. 

Many travel writers, such as Ibn Battuta, identified this system of sponsorship 

as a distinctive practice in cities up and down the Swahili coast and along the 

southern part of the western Red Sea coast as early as the thirteenth century.82

The coastal East African built environment was shaped to foster and faci-

litate this system of trade sponsorship. Both archaeological and extant built 
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evidence reveals the prominence of the merchant’s stone house as a feature 

of urban port development in cities such as Massawa, Shanga, and Lamu. 

The architectural historian Thomas Gensheimer identified the key role 

that merchants’ houses played: “The design and grandeur of stone houses 

served both economic and social functions, because formal market struc-

tures with specialized building types were virtually unknown in medieval 

East Africa. . . . Because the conditions of interregional trade were largely 

determined by social relationships, independent market institutions and 

formal commercial structures were not needed to facilitate exchange. In-

stead commercial affairs were carried out in the stone houses, with domestic 

architecture developing specific features to accommodate such activities.”83

The houses of medieval Shanga and early modern Lamu include numerous 

examples of guest rooms cut off from the rest of the house and available for 

the use of a sponsored foreign merchant in residence.84

Yet along the East African coastline, the house was intertwined with 

merchants’ activity in a twofold manner. For local merchants who dealt in 

the long-distance trade, ownership of stone houses was a privilege linked 

to their status as the elite commercial class, distinct from other locals who 

lived in low, wattle and daub structures. Traveling merchants established 

their legitimacy through their relationships with these high-profile mer-

chants in a world of trade in which strangers and foreigners needed to 

be integrated into a highly stratified and clearly defined social system as 

a mark of their economic reliability. The stone house, in its size, obvious 

expense, and durability, made a visual declaration on the urban landscape. 

In regard to the city of Shanga, the archaeologist Mark Horton stressed, “If 

one did not own a stone house, then trade was impossible. Stone houses 

were constructed and occupied as a symbol of aristocracy and permanence. 

Permanence implied creditworthiness, and in a society based on trade this 

was essential to the successful merchant.”85 Thus the stone house gener-

ated a type of social merit, again integrally linked to the practice of trade 

on the Swahili coast. The stone house doubled its purpose, serving as both 

a site for trade and an appropriate investment for a well-to-do merchant. 

It was a stronghold of wealth and a safe, defensible place to store goods, 

which also confirmed that its owner and his associates would not evade 

payment or flee the city.

Although this strictly controlled system of trade sponsorship was not in 

place at Mocha, one may use its Swahili and Red Sea coastal counterparts to 

approach an understanding of the larger significance of its stone and brick 
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houses. Standing apart from the low-lying mud and thatch settlements 

both inside and outside the city wall, the towering, fortresslike Mocha 

house communicated a sense of permanence and stability in a city where 

fires and attacks from outside were common. In general, Yemenis place 

structural and decorative emphasis on the exterior facades of their houses 

and on their front doorways as outward modes of representing the success 

and high standing of the owners.86 Mocha’s sculpted doorways, crowned 

with ornate, projecting wooden windows, aptly fulfilled that function. In 

Mocha, where almost everything was bought and sold on credit in an imag-

inary currency, the Mocha dollar, such signs undoubtedly held importance. 

In a city where strangers arrived daily from faraway locations, the strength 

and permanence of the house (even a rented one) assured the trustworthi-

ness of the merchant and confirmed that he was indeed of high standing, 

rather than an ordinary peddler who would spend the night in the city’s 

short-term wikāla. As Philip Curtin has highlighted, cross-cultural trade in-

herently entails “problems of cross-cultural understanding,” and for that 

reason “special institutional arrangements to help guarantee the mutual 

security of the two sides” were developed around trading networks.87 The 

merchant’s stone house, of a considerable size and located within the safe, 

defensible walls of the town, served as one such institution, as both the 

site for this trading lifestyle and built confirmation of the inhabitant’s eco-

nomic reliability.
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7 On the Politics of Inside and Out

Although much has been written about the status and social standing 

of Jewish and Christian communities under Muslim rule in the Arab world, 

little is known about the smaller and less widespread religious minority 

group, the Hindu and Jain Baniyans of the Arabian Peninsula. The Bani-

yans of Mocha appear in every account of the city, but often in murky terms, 

as transitory translators and conscientious intermediaries who served the 

needs of the city’s merchants. It is difficult to learn anything concrete about 

the community’s practices and social standing beyond the oft-repeated eth-

nographic observations and stereotypical descriptions left by their Euro-

pean clients, who focused on their keen business acumen, their exceptional 

compassion toward animals, their strict adherence to a vegetarian diet, and 

their staunch observance of nonviolence and rites of purification.1

In this chapter I explore the Baniyans as an economically central yet so-

cially marginalized merchant community in multiethnic Mocha during the 

first half of the eighteenth century. Their social status and legal position 

in Qāsimı̄ Yemen were greatly intertwined with those of the Jewish com-

munity, although in Mocha their urban standing and residential practices 

differed significantly from those of the long-settled Jews. Each group was 

defined by its relationship to the city wall of Mocha, which marked the lim-

its of the urban landscape and established distinct residential realms. Other 

hierarchical systems, too, were mapped in the urban matrix of the city, and 

the dynamics of the trade, together with occupational identities, economic 
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roles, and religious affiliations, had a strong effect on the definition of the 

social order of Mocha.

The Baniyans of Mocha

The Baniyans are a caste-vocational group that encompasses a number of 

Hindu and Jain subcastes as well as members of other, higher-caste mer-

chant groups.2 Irfan Habib noted: “When one speaks of the Banya one 

means everyone who describes himself as such.”3 In the case of the early 

modern Indian Ocean, the economic cohesion and social solidarity offered 

by the Baniyan professional affiliation served the needs of many merchants, 

particularly abroad, allowing some Baniyans to cross strict and fixed no-

tions of caste or sect divisions. Invariably associated with commerce, 

Baniyans from the northwest coast of India worked as trade brokers, com-

mercial middlemen, and economic intermediaries around the shores of 

the southern Red Sea, the Arabian Sea, and the Persian Gulf, in cities such 

as Massawa, Sawākin, Muscat, and Basra. It has been suggested that this 

group—referred to by the term “Bāniyān” or the collective designation “al-

Hunūd” in the Arabic sources—may have lived and worked in Yemen long 

before the Islamic conquest.4 The earliest historical documentation is con-

siderably later, dating from the fourteenth century.5

The largest Baniyan communities of Yemen lived in the lowlands, in 

cities such as Mocha, Aden, al-Luh
˙

ayya, al-H
˙

udayda, Bayt al-Faqı̄h, Zabid, 

and al-Shih
˙

r in H
˙

ad
˙

ramawt, and in interior commercial hub cities such as 

Sanaa, Ta�izz, Ibb, and even the impregnable mountain city of Shahāra. De-

spite this geographic dispersal, the closely knit Baniyan community in Ye-

men was socially cohesive and maintained professional links throughout 

southern Arabia by way of a wide-reaching system of communication that 

forecast any political or commercial circumstances that might affect the 

trade.6 The Dutch often learned of a faraway plundered caravan or distant 

tribal unrest through “Baniyan letters.”7 Furthermore, a Baniyan agent in 

one city never hesitated to rely upon a contact in another city to expedite a 

trade transaction or facilitate a remote negotiation between a compatriot 

and a foreign merchant through a formal written recommendation.

Although little is known of their precise responsibilities as brokers for 

Muslim merchants, European documentation provides details about the 

roles the Baniyans played as brokers and translators for the Western trading 

companies. In Mocha, each company hired a Baniyan broker for continuing
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service, thus assuring loyalty. If needed, extra Baniyan brokers could be 

hired on a freelance basis—for instance, to be sent as coffee purchasers 

to Bayt al-Faqı̄h. The Baniyans served as commercial go-betweens for their 

European clients by inspecting potential goods for sale, making bids, and 

arranging delivery of purchased items to them. Essentially, as soon as mari-

time goods touched Mocha’s shores, they were transferred by way of Bani-

yan agents, who handled all the land-based functions of the trade and its 

accounting and in many cases obviated the need for direct contact between 

major merchants. The Baniyans kept all the accounts in the city and were 

responsible for making sure that payments were delivered according to the 

three landmark dates of the Nayrūz calendar. They also served as political 

liaisons to the governor, who would call upon the company’s Baniyan broker

to complain about or investigate a problem before directly approaching the 

merchants. The Baniyan broker would be the first to hear a demand for pre-

payment of the company’s seasonal tolls, for example, or to be informed 

of the governor’s complaints about the paucity of the company’s annual 

gifts. Consequently, the role of broker often placed Baniyans in tenuous po-

sitions. On many occasions the Baniyan of a European establishment was 

jailed or fined as indirect punishment of the European sponsor, who would 

suffer financial loss when his broker was unavailable.

Not all Baniyans in Mocha were directly involved in the international 

trade, although the most successful ones were.8 An eighteenth-century ob-

server called them “very rich merchants” but also mentioned “weighers of 

gold and silver; and indeed all sorts of artificers and mechanicks.”9 Sources 

make passing mention of Baniyans who earned their livings in service-

oriented fields and those who produced and sold everyday crafts and goods 

for the local market from their small shops in the bazaar.10 Indeed, the 

southeastern gate that led directly into the city’s sūq was called the Baniyan 

gate, perhaps referring to the high concentration of Baniyan shop owners 

in that retail sector.

The Baniyan subcommunity in Mocha was well organized, with its own 

leader, referred to as the shāhbandar.11 Figures for Mocha’s Baniyan popula-

tion in the eighteenth century vary, falling between 200 and 700 people, a 

fluctuation that reflects their movements to and from Yemen as well as from 

city to city around Yemen. The Baniyans were always considered temporary 

residents who never settled down with female family members abroad or 

married local women. Rare exceptions arose, however, such as the father of 

the famed poet Ibrāhı̄m b. S
˙

ālih
˙

 al-Hindı̄ (d. 1101/1689–90), a Baniyan living
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in Sanaa who converted to Islam and established himself permanently in 

Yemen.12 As an example of a well-known Baniyan family brokerage team 

in Mocha, Virachand and his seven sons served all the Europeans in the 

early eighteenth century.13 Among other languages, Vira spoke Portuguese, 

which he used to communicate with many of his European clients.14 When 

he died in 1711, his son Pitambar, who was well respected because of his 

great linguistic skills, took over the European trade.15 When Pitambar left 

Mocha in 1716, his brother Virsinsi Trikam assumed responsibility for the 

Dutch brokerage.

The Baniyans’ legal standing in Qāsimı̄ Yemen was analogous to that of 

the long-settled local Jewish community. From the late seventeenth century, 

both communities had filled significant economic and professional niches 

as shop owners, merchants, trade brokers, bankers, and artisans. Like the 

Jews, the Baniyans maintained the legal status of a dhimmı̄, or protected 

minority, community upon payment of the poll tax.16 The Baniyans could 

not be granted this status under a conventional interpretation of Islamic 

law, because the dhimmı̄ status was reserved for monotheistic communi-

ties, or ahl al-kitāb. Instead, Imam al-Mutawakkil bestowed this standing 

upon the Hindu and Jain Baniyans as a gracious act in 1066/1655–66.17 Be-

yond the safety of imperial protection, however, the dhimmı̄ status entailed 

restrictions on religious activity and sumptuary dictates that differentiated 

the Baniyans from the larger Muslim minority while imposing humility and 

modesty on the group. Some of these restrictions were continually over-

looked, whereas others were staunchly enforced. Thus the Baniyans’ status 

was defined by inherent instability.

In practicing their religion in Mocha, the Baniyans conducted devotional 

activities discretely in the presence of Brahmin priests.18 There was a Hindu 

temple within the city wall, but it was not built as a recognizable example 

of Indian religious architecture.19 Rather, it consisted of four adjoining 

houses, with no distinguishing external features, that were set aside for the 

purpose of worship. A temple decorated with Hindu figural motifs on its 

exterior walls would not have been tolerated in Mocha or any other city in 

Yemen at the time.20 No mention is made of a separate Jain place of wor-

ship, because the available sources in Arabic and European languages make 

little distinction between the two religious communities. It is probably safe 

to assume that the majority of Mocha’s Baniyans were Hindu. The Dutch 

registers note that the Baniyans publicly celebrated the festivals of Divali 

and Holi.21 They were not permitted to cremate their dead, but they were 
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granted permission to bury them in their own cemetery, a mile south of the 

city. For each interred body they paid a fee, which fluctuated according to 

the governor’s whim.22

Because of their central commercial role and the great wealth they 

amassed, the Baniyans who were associated with the long-distance trade 

were often financially vulnerable. Dutch sources describe their economic 

oppression at the hands of Mocha’s governor, calling them the “milk cows 

of the Arab government.”23 Whenever the imam or the governor needed to 

fill the royal coffers, he called on the Baniyan community to produce large 

sums of cash as a loan before he approached any of the other merchants. 

Although the governor always promised to repay these so-called loans 

with the tolls and duties he would receive in the upcoming trade season, 

he rarely kept the promise. On rare occasions extreme violence was used 

against the Baniyans as a means to procure funds.24 In one instance the 

governor, Ah
˙

mad Khazindār, called for such brutal treatment that his of-

ficers refused to carry out the extreme measures.25

Outside of the poll tax and the frequent so-called loans, the Baniyans 

were required to pay sums to the governor of Mocha or directly to the imam 

as entry fees when they arrived in Yemen from the Kathiawar Peninsula in 

large groups seeking work, as well as upon exit. For instance, on April 7, 

1720, a boat arrived from Diu, carrying more than 300 Baniyans “who had 

come to Arabia to make their fortune.”26 Their first stop was the port of 

Mocha, where they disembarked and paid an immigration fee directly to 

the governor.27 Some stayed and settled for a while in Mocha, and the rest 

left for other Yemeni cities. When they returned home, each Baniyan was 

obliged to pay another unconditional sum to the governor of Mocha before 

embarking on the maritime journey.28 The sums differed yearly, and in one 

extreme case the governor simply banned a group from leaving by saying 

that the imam had forbidden it, probably in an effort to retain their poll tax 

money for the coming year, which would be worth more than their one-

time exit fees.29 Furthermore, the estate of any Baniyan who died in Mocha 

went directly to the treasury.30 Because many Baniyans perished in Mocha 

without any local heirs, their financial legacies constituted another source 

of income for the governor.

It would be a mistake, however, to consider the Baniyans an outcast com-

munity on the basis of records of their social instability and financial abuse 

in Yemen. Rather, as Ashin Das Gupta explained, their position was a “cu-

rious paradox of economic importance and social inferiority.”31 The gov-
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ernors and officials of Mocha acknowledged that the Baniyans had carved 

out an important niche in the mercantile circuit and played an instrumental 

role in facilitating the smooth flow of trade and commerce within the city. 

Although they competed with Muslim merchants for business in Sanaa’s 

marketplace, in Mocha they dominated the brokerage sector without rivals. 

When Faqı̄h Ah
˙

mad Khazindār, often cast as a tyrannical figure who treated 

the Baniyans with unusual harshness, came back to Mocha as governor for 

the second time in 1730, he worked hard to coax back the Baniyans who had 

left the city under the cruelty of his predecessor.32 He recognized that their 

absence from the port would hurt the season’s trade. It would also hinder 

his ability to remit copious sums to the imam in Sanaa and to garner a sig-

nificant portion for his own benefit.

The Baniyans played a commanding role in ordering the city’s inter-

national bulk trade, particularly in the realm of banking. As described in 

chapter 1, the payment schedule in Mocha operated on the Nayrūz calendar, 

devised by Baniyans according to maritime seasons of travel rather than 

the local lunar Islamic calendar. Although the Baniyans’ maintenance of 

their own calendar is unsurprising—the Jews also used a distinct calen-

dar for liturgical and communal purposes—the fact that all the wholesale 

merchants in the city, including Muslims and Europeans, operated on this 

Baniyan timetable is striking. Furthermore, among the many coins used for 

exchange in the city, the Mocha dollar, alternatively called the Baniyan dol-

lar, was the dominant currency, in which wholesale values were tabulated, 

although never paid. The Baniyans devised this local system of financial 

reckoning and fixed the value of the Mocha dollar at 21.5 percent below the 

Spanish riyal.33 Thus they oversaw systems of both time and fiscal account-

ing for the wholesale trade in Mocha with local modes of bookkeeping un-

like those used in other cities in Qāsimı̄ Yemen.

The Politics of Religious Difference in Qāsimı̄ Yemen

As a final imperial act, on his deathbed in 1676, Imam al-Mutawakkil 

Ismā�ı̄l ordered the expulsion of the long-settled Jewish community from 

Yemen.34 Three years later his successor, Imam al-Mahdı̄ Ah
˙

mad, followed 

through on his demand, and the Jews from Sanaa and other Yemeni cities 

were expelled to the city of Mawza�, in the southern Tihāma in the vicinity 

of Mocha.35 It appears that the imam was attempting to secure maritime 

passage for them off the peninsula to India or Africa, presumably via the 
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port of Mocha. While the community lingered at this “temporary staging 

post,” many members perished from disease and famine in the unhealth-

ful climate of the lowlands.36 The plan to expel the Jews from Yemen was 

not carried through, however, and eventually the community returned to 

homes in Sanaa and other cities.37

Although it was ultimately retracted, the imam’s attempted expulsion 

of the Jews reveals the vexed and unstable position of the long-settled re-

ligious minorities in Yemen—Jews and Baniyans—during the Qāsimı̄ pe-

riod. Jews and Baniyans had lived in Yemen for centuries, but their status 

was scrutinized intensely during this era, when both communities became 

particularly visible. Inspired by the Sabbatian movement of the 1660s, some 

Yemeni Jews began to announce the imminent arrival of the messiah, sell 

off their possessions, and openly prepare for the fall of their Muslim neigh-

bors. Such public acts were seen as a contravention of their protected status 

and inspired increased resentment and suspicion toward all Jews, which 

culminated in the Mawza� exile.38 Meanwhile, the post-Ottoman shifts in 

the maritime trade (chapter 1), which favored western Indian connections 

and moved away from the Mediterranean world, heightened the economic 

importance and public profile of Baniyans on the southern Red Sea coast 

and, by extension, in the inland cities of Yemen. Sources from the mid-

seventeenth century suggest a widespread discomfort with Baniyan reli-

gious difference, which was paired with a competitive fear of their rise in 

the marketplace.39

In addition, Bernard Haykel has shown how the manipulation of re-

ligious minority status during the Qāsimı̄ era was largely a consequence 

of clashes between Sunnı̄-oriented scholars and traditional Zaydı̄ propo-

nents among the religious elites at the imam’s court.40 Although they of-

ten enforced strict discriminatory laws against the Jews, such as the forced 

conversion of Jewish orphans, Zaydı̄ adherents supported the continuing 

presence of Yemen’s Jewish and Baniyan communities because they played 

key professional and economic roles in society while assuring a constant 

influx of poll tax revenue that could be spent at the imam’s discretion.41

Sunnı̄-oriented scholars, whose influence on the imam’s legal judgments 

rose steadily throughout the Qāsimı̄ period, held that such communities 

should not reside on the Arabian Peninsula, on the basis of their interpreta-

tion of one of the Prophet Muh
˙

ammad’s last commands. The vulnerable 

religious minorities of Yemen witnessed contradictory performances of ac-

ceptance and rejection as part of the debate, which turned on the public 
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representation of sectarian affiliations and larger shifts in doctrinal posi-

tions. The devastating Mawza� exile, though ultimately the culmination of a 

number of contemporary events, must also be cast in light of this sectarian 

debate.

The Baniyans never witnessed an event as cataclysmic as the attempted 

Jewish expulsion, but their status was equally tenuous during this time. 

Many Baniyans, as well as Jews, were massacred or forcibly converted in 

the late seventeenth century by Sayyid Ibrāhı̄m al-Mah
˙

at
˙
warı̄, a descendant 

of a previous imam. But al-Mah
˙

at
˙
warı̄ was singled out as a “fanatic,” and 

this event marked a rare moment when the two communities suffered fatal 

losses on the basis of religious difference alone.42 In the middle of the eigh-

teenth century, under the influence of the Sunnı̄-oriented jurist Ibn al-Amı̄r, 

Imam al-Mahdı̄ �Abbās led a campaign to destroy the Baniyan temple and 

its devotional images in Mocha.43 This is the only record of an official act 

of desecration of Baniyan sacred space in Yemen during the Qāsimı̄ period, 

and it is notable that it took place in Mocha, where Baniyans practiced their 

religion fairly openly. And although al-Mahdı̄ was willing to make a pub-

lic show of destroying Baniyans’ religious spaces and objects, he did not 

support their overall expulsion from Yemen. Rather, as a tacit acknowledg-

ment of their economic centrality, he allowed them to continue to inhabit 

Qāsimı̄ territory, although he enacted a new law requiring them to wear 

red turbans as a mode of visual differentiation. It appears that this mid-

eighteenth-century sumptuary dictate was enforced, unlike many other 

codes mandating the dress and behavior of dhimmı̄ communities that were 

quickly abandoned. Sources from the early eighteenth century describe the 

Baniyans dressed in white gowns with white turbans, whereas sources from 

the second half of the century, such as Niebuhr and Grandpré, confirm the 

prominent Baniyan red headgear (fig. 7.1).44

The seventeenth and eighteenth centuries constituted an era of great 

flux among the main religious minority communities of Yemen. Debates 

over their status emerged as a consequence of the heightened social and 

economic visibility of both groups during the period, as well as from the 

internal doctrinal disputes of the ruling elites. As Haykel emphasized, how-

ever, regardless of debates over the presence or expulsion of Jews and Bani-

yans, the Qāsimı̄ imams were never inclined or able to expel either group 

from Yemen, largely because of their need for poll tax revenue and their 

dependence upon the professional and economic roles that the two long-

standing communities played.
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Settlement Patterns

After the Jews returned to their homes from Mawza� in 1680, they expe-

rienced severe social dislocation stemming from the loss of community 

members and property. Although the appointment of a few Jewish notables 

to government posts such as overseer of the Sanaa mint suggested that their 

prior social standing had been restored, architectural reminders of the ex-

pulsion attempt abounded, particularly in Sanaa. Synagogues had been de-

stroyed or transformed into mosques, such as the Sanaani Mosque of Jalā�,
which stood as a monument to their period of exile. Their urban status and 

residential profile had changed incontrovertibly. Before the expulsion, Jews 

had generally lived within the walled cities of Yemen, close to their Muslim 

counterparts, in brick-built tower houses conforming to the norm in layout, 

level of ornamentation, and style, such as the houses represented in figure 

7.2.45 Although there were separate Jewish quarters in intramural Sanaa, it 

appears that these quarters were not homogeneous or exclusive in religious 

makeup; rather, they represented areas of heavy community concentration. 

While the Jews were in Mawza�, new owners took over their empty homes 

in Sanaa, impelling the group to relocate collectively to a new quarter in the 

unprotected western part of the city upon their return.46 This new quarter, 

fig.  7 .1  “Courji,
a Bannian, chief 
of the French agents 
at Mocha.” Repro-
duced from Louis 
de Grandpré, A
Voyage in the Indian 
Ocean, late eigh-
teenth century.



On the Politics of Inside and Out 171

called Qā� al-Yahūd, constituted a satellite city outside the wall with its own 

market and limits.47

Insecurity about the permanence of their status, together with the im-

mediate need for housing, dictated altered building practices in this new 

quarter. Unlike the sturdily built, stone and brick tower houses of the old 

walled city of Sanaa, the new houses were quickly constructed of less per-

manent and less expensive materials such as unbaked brick, rubble, and 

packed mud. As featured in the house shown in figure 7.3, external deco-

ration was scant in this modest extramural quarter, and the houses were 

consistently built low, following the dictate that members of protected mi-

nority communities could not reside in houses that towered over those of 

their Muslim neighbors. This proscription had generally been ignored be-

fore the Mawza� exile. Thus the Jews’ post-exile status, in Sanaa and other 

cities, was defined largely by a spatial, visible, physical, and architectural 

segregation.

The transformed urban status of the Jewish community after the Mawza�
exile exemplifies the way religious difference and social inequity may be 

conceived of and confirmed within the built context through spatial and 

architectural delineations. The presence of a separate Jewish quarter in Sa-

naa is neither surprising nor unique in early modern urban history. Numer-

ous examples from the Middle East, as well as from Europe and maritime 

Asia, show urban segmentation—sometimes voluntary and sometimes 

enforced—to have been a common measure for separating religious and 

ethnic groups in traditional cities.48 Yet despite the resilience of this essen-

tialized image of the historic Arab city, segregated along lines of religious 

and ethnic difference, scholars have begun to chip away at its underpin-

nings, suggesting that the relationship between spatial segregation and 

identity hierarchy is better seen as the result of a complex, evolving process 

of urbanization than as a standard, fixed mode.49 Indeed, the case of Qā�
al-Yahūd demonstrates that Jewish segregation in Sanaa was the result of 

particular historical circumstances and represents a fairly late innovation 

in Yemenite urban history.

Studies of other relevant cities raise further questions about the character 

of the ethnic or religious urban enclave. For instance, in his study of Aleppo, 

Abraham Marcus suggested that the eighteenth-century names of the city’s 

quarters, which appear to reflect a city segregated along ethnic and religious 

lines, were often misleading and outdated. In some cases, Jews, Kurds, Per-

sians, or Christians might have occupied a particular quarter in the past, but 



fig.  7 .2  View of a residential neighborhood in the walled city, Sanaa, 1996.

fig.  7 .3  House, Qā‘ al-Yahūd, Sanaa, 2000.
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by the eighteenth century that quarter had become largely mixed in makeup, 

despite what its label suggested. In other cases, quarters were named after 

single groups while other significant cohabiting communities were over-

looked. Marcus challenged the idea that the city’s early modern shape was 

broken down into “homogenous units or neat spatial embodiments of so-

cial groups” and undermined the transparency of urban toponymy.50

From the other side of the Indian Ocean, Heather Sutherland, studying 

eighteenth-century Makassar (now Ujung Pandang) in Sulawesi, furthered 

this line of discussion by questioning the notion that a segregated city plan 

necessarily points to a segmented lifestyle. Under Dutch jurisdiction, this 

company town appeared to exemplify a strict, ethnically segregated hier-

archy. Its fortified residential castle housed VOC officials and symbolized 

Dutch supremacy in the East Indies, and the city’s ethnic quarters were 

arranged in a continuum based upon loyalty to the VOC. Groups deemed 

trustworthy, such as Portuguese-speaking Asian Christians, were settled 

close to the castle, whereas groups considered more capricious, such as the 

indigenous Makassarese, were transferred farther away. A close reading of 

local residential registers, however, revealed that these ethnically defined 

areas, such as the clearly named China Street, were not inhabited exclusively 

by single groups, despite the intention of official VOC policy to segregate 

and order the population. Furthermore, the large growth of the mestizo 

community during this period showed that spatial boundaries were often 

transgressed and that strong interethnic bonds were formed across neigh-

borhood lines. According to Sutherland, in an increasingly diverse environ-

ment, essentialist ideals of untainted European and local identities began 

to blur and overlap, making “a mockery of the official emphasis on ethnic 

segregation and Calvinist morality.”51

These examples from the Ottoman provinces and the far reaches of the 

Indian Ocean suggest that the practical functions of everyday life may ef-

fortlessly override the administrative desire or communal impulse to sepa-

rate urban communities and undermine the possibility that exclusive urban 

segregation may function without contestation in a multiethnic and multi-

religious city.

The Spatial Politics of Difference in Mocha

A perusal of Mocha’s city layout (map 5.1) at first suggests a stark reli-

gious division delineated by the city wall, like the seventeenth-century 
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split between the walled city of Sanaa and the unwalled Qā� al-Yahūd. The 

Jewish community in Mocha, too, lived in an extramural quarter, located 

southeast of the city, which was unbounded by walls or any other protection 

and marked by modest houses. It lacked a separate market but included a 

place of worship.52 But the Jews were not the only ones to live outside the 

wall. The suburb adjacent to the Jewish quarter was described as the Somali 

quarter.53 The significant size of the local Somali community may be at-

tributed to immigration resulting from the constant traffic of small shuttle 

boats from the port of Zayla�, on the African side of the Gulf of Aden, to 

Mocha, which brought important everyday goods such as butter, oil, sheep, 

firewood, mats, and water to the city. Traffic on this route increased after 

Imam al-Mahdı̄ Muh
˙

ammad claimed the island as a Qāsimı̄ holding in 

1695. Furthermore, as Grandpré mentioned, many Yemeni Arab Muslims 

lived outside the city wall, to the north in the al-�Amūdı̄ quarter and also to 

the east, outside Bāb al-Shādhilı̄, an area that was well located because of 

the abundance of freshwater wells.54 Although the extramural local Mus-

lim residents of Mocha were most often referred to as Bedouins, modest 

workers, and coolies, they included other ranks of society, such as the well-

respected religious scholar Qād
˙

ı̄ Muh
˙

ammad S
˙

ālih
˙

 in the 1720s.55

In fact, many groups lived outside the city wall, where housing was com-

posed exclusively of modest mud and thatch settlements, unlike the intra-

mural mixture of towering, fortresslike stone and brick houses and clusters 

of low straw buildings.56 With conical thatched roofs and packed mud 

walls, the simple extramural houses were easy and inexpensive to construct 

using local materials, but not strongly built. Fires were common in the hot-

test and windiest months of summer and consumed thatch houses quickly, 

so they were inadequate for storing and protecting valuables. Furthermore, 

the extramural areas were subject to destruction or looting during a siege. 

In July 1728, for instance, the troops of Sı̄dı̄ Ah
˙

mad, the brother of Imam 

al-Mans
˙

ūr H
˙

usayn, attacked Mocha in an effort to reclaim it for the imam 

from his contender Muh
˙

ammad b. Ish
˙

āq, who had taken the city. Ismā�ı̄l 
b. Muh

˙
ammad Ish

˙
āq, the contender’s son and representative in Mocha, 

ordered that the southern, eastern, and northeastern extramural quarters 

of the city be burned to assure that Ah
˙

mad’s troops could not sneak up on 

the city, concealed by the outside settlements.57 After the whole area had 

been burned down, the Dutch evaluated the damage, saying, “The burned 

houses amounted to 3000, each worth 30 Spanish riyals, so that 90,000 

Spanish riyals went up in flames and more than 4000 families were brought 
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into poverty.”58 Although the inhabitants of the extramural quarters, which 

included the Jews and Somalis, were able to seek temporary shelter inside 

the walled city, they suffered the loss of their property. This episode demon-

strates the tenuous status of the quarters beyond the city wall.

Whereas the Jewish community lived outside the protection of the city 

wall in mud and thatch houses, the Baniyans of Mocha, who shared the 

Jews’ legal status as a dhimmı̄ community, lived inside the wall in lofty, pri-

vate, stone and brick residences. These immigrant brokers were not rel-

egated to a separate extramural quarter, nor was there a segregated Baniyan 

quarter within the wall. The Baniyans lived in houses spread around the 

city in an arbitrary fashion, regardless of their proximity to Muslim reli-

gious monuments.59 Furthermore, Baniyans owned the houses they inhab-

ited, as well as additional properties to rent out for income during the high 

trade season. That Baniyan ownership of the city’s prime real estate was 

not restricted in scale or location is confirmed by the fact that the Baniyan 

Mathura owned the prominent Dutch residence, situated along the shore in 

the northern part of the city, before it was sold to H
˙

asan H
˙

asūsā, the head 

s
˙

arrāf of the city, in 1735.60

Relying on scanty passing references to Baniyan housing in other Ye-

meni cities, one can draw the conclusion that Baniyans were not universally 

accorded this integrated, intramural residential status. Separate Baniyan 

quarters existed in some cities, examples being H
˙

āfat al-Bāniyān in Aden 

and H
˙

ārat al-Hunūd in Zabid and �Abs.61 In other cities were found Baniyan 

trading establishments, such as a Baniyan khān in Ibb, Sūq al-Hunūd in al-

Shih
˙

r, and a Baniyan samsara in Sanaa that was located to the west of the 

city, outside the wall in Bi�r al-�Azab.62 In some Yemeni cities, Baniyan mer-

chants may have lived in their khāns and samsaras, so that their residential 

status was irrelevant. Clearly, no single or consistent policy regarding Bani-

yan residence was enforced throughout Qāsimı̄ Yemen. In Mocha, khāns

and samsaras were not used for wholesale trade, so it is no surprise that 

separate Baniyan trading establishments did not exist there. Because com-

mercial negotiations, storage, and lodging were instead based in houses, 

everyone who handled overseas trade commodities needed to live inside the 

wall in order to protect his goods. This practice cut across class lines, so that 

important Muslim shipowning merchants and their high-profile nākhūdhas

from Gujarat and the Persian Gulf lived in grand intramural mansions, 

sharing the safety of the walled space with their Hindu and Jain Baniyan 

broker counterparts. European merchants also inhabited the intramural 



176 On the Politics of Inside and Out

space in large stone houses, but they were never considered a dhimmı̄ com-

munity. Rather, they were treated as temporary, foreign resident merchants 

whose status was determined by the clauses of their trade agreements.63

Extramural urban segregation in Mocha did not operate along religious 

or ethnic lines alone but was determined according to one’s economic worth 

in the context of overseas trade. The governor protected the merchants who 

were involved in the international trade, such as the Baniyans, because they 

provided important services linked to the livelihood of long-distance com-

merce. If the city was taken by siege—not an unusual occurrence—their 

houses, rich with commodities stored in ground-floor warehouses, were 

best protected within the strongly built wall of the city. Inclusion inside the 

wall was necessary because any financial harm that came to the Baniyan 

brokers would ripple throughout the city, affecting all the city’s merchants 

and ultimately the imam’s treasury revenue.

Additionally, on a functional level, the daily practice of trade required 

such a residential organization. Many visits between merchants and brokers 

were conducted in the cooler evenings rather than in the scorching heat of 

the day, so the Baniyans had to live within the wall in order to orchestrate 

transactions when the gates were shut at night. Although some Baniyans 

worked in service fields and as small-scale retailers, their urban status was 

determined by the qualifications of the most prominent members of the 

community, which allowed for overall intramural habitation.

The Jews of Mocha, on the other hand, were not engaged in the long-dis-

tance trade, although they were central to the production sector of the local 

economy as artisans and craftspeople. Unlike the Jewish merchants of the 

medieval Cairo Geniza, who traveled freely as commercial agents from the 

Mediterranean and India to Aden, Yemeni Jews in this era worked primar-

ily as potters, silversmiths, tailors, jewelry makers, weavers, spinners, and 

farmers.64 By the seventeenth century, Jewish international mercantile power 

had waned in Yemen, even on the coasts.65 Their major civil responsibility 

was control of the mint of Sanaa, a privilege accorded to them by S
˙

āh
˙

ib al-

Mawāhib in the late seventeenth century, in the aftermath of their return 

from Mawza�.66 Similarly, Somali involvement in the wholesale long-distance 

trade was limited. Information from the later nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries, and comparable data from Aden, shows that in addition to supply-

ing the local market with everyday necessities from the African coast, Somali 

men and women worked in service-related fields, as domestic servants and 

water carriers, and in handicrafts, as basket and mat weavers.67
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In Mocha, a close examination of residential patterns illuminates the un-

even politics of intramural and extramural segregation. The Jews, the So-

malis, and the local Muslims who maintained separate residential quarters 

outside the walled city constituted an essential workforce in the city. Regard-

less, they resided outside the wall in an area that could easily be ravaged by 

fires and outside attacks. Whereas the Baniyans and the Jews shared the 

same legal status as dhimmı̄ communities and so could be subject to the same 

residential laws and practices, the Baniyans’ urban status in Mocha was de-

termined primarily by their integral place in the brokerage of the overseas 

trade. Mocha’s particular order of trade, which took place in merchants’ 

and brokers’ houses, provided a practical rationale for Baniyan intramural 

residence. Thus the Baniyan residential pattern reveals an economic hier-

archy that reinforced the constitutive social hierarchy already present in the 

city. This social organization, which included the Baniyans and excluded the 

Jews, was determined by maritime links as an extension of economic class 

status and occupational convenience. For the Jewish and Somali communi-

ties of Mocha, lack of engagement in the maritime trade reaffirmed their 

social marginalization. For the Baniyan merchants and brokers, their eco-

nomic role in the overseas trade superseded their dhimmı̄ status. Essentially, 

Mocha’s urban residential policies encompassed two types of social orders, 

one based on the hierarchy of the maritime trade and the other on identity 

politics, which intersected in discordant ways in the eighteenth century.

Passage through Urban Thresholds

So far I have looked at Mocha’s city wall in its defensive capacity and at the 

way it both effected and confirmed the city’s commercial hierarchy. I have 

cast the intramural area as a space of privilege, safety, and defense, and the 

extramural space as one of vulnerability and instability. But as Remco Ra-

ben has shown for the Dutch colonial port cities of Batavia and Colombo, 

communities may read major morphological features such as city walls in 

different ways.68 For the extramural residents of Mocha, the wall was an 

obstacle and a tangible borderline. For those who lived within it, the wall 

was a boundary that could be traversed, and the extramural area was read 

not only as a marginal space of abjection but also as a potentially meaning-

ful part of the extended urban fabric.

During daylight hours the city gates were open and, although monitored, 

were relatively porous. Intramural residents exited the wall to procure daily 
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necessities such as firewood and water from wells that provided sweeter 

supplies than the brackish internal sources. Extramural residents traveled 

through the city gates to open their shops in the bazaar or to work as do-

mestic servants in the city’s large residences. Gatekeepers observed people’s 

passage, and official inspectors examined the goods that left and entered 

the city to ensure that they were accounted for appropriately. Passage was 

blocked unconditionally only at night, when the gates were drawn closed, 

or when a military emergency required that the city be sealed off from its 

surroundings.69

Although the city’s main administrative, religious, and residential struc-

tures lay inside the wall, a large number of significant tombs were situated 

outside the wall, constituting a circuit of pilgrimage to local saints.70 In 

the eighteenth century, al-Mūsawı̄  mentioned numerous saints who were 

enshrined in extramural tombs, including descendants of the city’s patron 

saint, al-Shādhilı̄. Of these extramural shrines, the only one standing today 

is the tomb of Shaykh Muh
˙

ammad b. Sa�ı̄d al-�Amūdı̄ (fig. 7.4), who came 

to Mocha from Wādi Daw�an in H
˙

ad
˙

ramawt and was interred to the north 

of the city before the wall was built.71 Sayyid Shakr Allāh, also known as 

al-Jawhar, was buried outside the wall to the northeast of the city center, 

in a tomb no longer standing.72 No biographical information exists about 

the shaykh, but it is clear that his legacy was important enough to merit the 

construction of a new mosque adjoining his tomb in 1727.73 In addition 

to these tombs, Muh
˙

ammad �Abd al-Wahhāb named eighteen extramural 

mosques, some still standing and others ruined, during the twentieth cen-

tury, outnumbering the ten he listed inside the wall.74 Numerous burial 

grounds were also situated outside the wall, such as the one found to the 

north of the city near the Tomb of al-�Amūdı̄.75 It is not surprising that many 

people desired a burial near the tomb of this revered saint, because popular 

beliefs deemed such holy men capable of bestowing baraka, or blessing, in 

death as well as in life.

Communal prayer on feast days such as �Īd al-Fit
˙
r, marking the close of 

the month of Ramad
˙

ān, and �Īd al-Ad
˙

h
˙

ā, the celebration at the end of the 

pilgrimage season, was conducted in a large, open-air, designated space 

called the mus
˙

allā, located north of the city wall and east of al-�Amūdı̄’s 

tomb (map 5.1).76 As Islamic practice dictated, all the pious male mem-

bers of the community gathered to pray together on these important days, 

which necessitated a large, unrestricted extramural area like the mus
˙

allā. No 

structural information remains about the now-ruined mus
˙

allā in Mocha, but 
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clearly it was not elaborate.77 A later description, from the early nineteenth 

century, provides details, calling it “a large square enclosure near the North 

Gate, where a great part of the male population of the city was assembled, 

all dressed in their best manner . . . seated in rows on the ground.”78 Local 

residents who remember praying in the mus
˙

allā during the �Īd in the mid-

twentieth century add that it was paved with small pebbles and marked by 

a mih
˙

rāb, or prayer niche indicating the direction of Mecca, that rose two 

meters high next to a domed, raised area for the prayer leader.79

During these feast days the governor, with his officials, his army, and the 

local notables, inscribed the entire city under his authority through elaborate 

ceremonies of entry and exit. Dressed splendidly, they made a grand pro-

cession on horseback, carrying banners and flags, before exiting by one of 

fig.  7 .4  Tomb of al-�Amūdı̄, Mocha, 2000.
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the city gates.80 After completing prayer in the mus
˙

allā, they rode around 

the exterior of the city, sparring and jousting. They returned through an-

other gate, to the accompaniment of cannon fire.81 The procession passed 

by the European residences, where the governor and his party expected to 

be greeted with shots from the company sentries. Finally, they proceeded 

to the governor’s house, where their celebration continued indoors. This 

ceremonial tour around the city, conducted on each of several days for both 

�Īd al-Fit
˙
r and �Īd al-Ad

˙
h
˙

ā, represented the governor’s control over the en-

tire city. His choice of movement through all the gates, not just through 

Bāb al-Shādhilı̄, the largest, or Bāb al-�Amūdı̄, the gate nearest the mus
˙

allā,

emphasized his free and fluid passage. By moving seamlessly across ur-

ban thresholds that were normally monitored and controlled, the governor 

demonstrated his authority over the city and marked out his military com-

mand and administrative ownership of Mocha’s landscape.

Certain notable arrivals to Mocha were accepted with extraordinary 

pomp and ceremony, particularly at the two major gates, Bāb al-Shādhilı̄  

and Bāb al-Sāh
˙

il, the Sea Gate. The arrivals of ships in Mocha’s harbor 

after lengthy voyages were long-awaited moments for both those on land 

and those aboard. The most lavish displays were prepared for the great 

nākhūdhas of Gujarat. It was expected that the notables of the city would 

greet the officials of each major commercial ship at the Sea Gate, with an 

impressive display of soldiers, horses, musicians, and banners. After being 

escorted to the governor’s palace, the overseas merchants and sea captains 

were received with coffee and the burning of incense, and the governor 

adorned each of them with a khil�a, or robe of honor. Similarly, extravagant 

ceremony marked ships’ departures back out to sea. Their major officers 

visited the governor before leaving and then were led out of the city under 

flags, banners, and the beating of drums to board their vessels.

Somewhat less lavish ceremonies were held to receive honored guests 

who came in from the eastern side of the city, along the land route. For 

example, when the governor Amı̄r Rizq returned to Mocha after a trip to the 

highlands in 1720, he was greeted warmly with shots fired from the bas-

tions around the city and from ships in the harbor.82 Messengers sent by the 

imam to Mocha carrying important letters arrived at Bāb al-Shādhilı̄, such 

as the one who was cordially welcomed outside the gate by the governor 

with his garrison in January 1725.83 Because messengers from the imam’s 

court entered the city through this gate, the governor Khazindār expressly 



On the Politics of Inside and Out 181

assigned his most trustworthy servants as its gatekeepers, so that he could 

have letters brought to him directly, without interception.84 The signifi-

cance of Bāb al-Shādhilı̄ as an official site of reception, as well as the city 

gate associated with Mocha’s patron saint, is underscored by the fact that 

Europeans were often denied passage through it and were forced to use the 

smaller gates of the city, particularly Bāb al-�Amūdı̄.85 The entry of an im-

portant notable or merchant into the city by way of the Sea Gate or Bāb al-

Shādhilı̄ was a delicate and important affair, highlighting the significance 

of urban thresholds as sites of official approval or rejection.

The Baniyan Sanctuary

Mocha’s extramural tombs, mosques, cemeteries, and mus
˙

allā were clearly 

inscribed along a sacred Muslim topography, a network of sites of visitation 

and veneration for Mocha’s residents, including those who resided inside 

the wall. The extramural areas were tied into the fabric of the intramural city 

when the governor represented his control over the entirety of the urban 

sphere through elaborate performances of ingress and egress during the �Īd.

City thresholds served as the sites of official reception of visitors and arriving 

merchants, where Mocha’s military and the governor’s finest displays were 

mobilized to represent local authority and the imam’s approval. These move-

ments, spatial practices, and ceremonies of reception constituted a major 

part of public urban activity, and they contribute to an understanding of the 

meaning of city space for its distinct communities, an understanding beyond 

the fixed logic of settlement patterns and the permanence of built features.

Daily records from the city reveal how Baniyans, who had the privilege 

of living within the wall, often escaped to the extramural space as a place 

where they could resist financial demands from the city’s officials. They 

were continually forced to yield to the governor’s demands for so-called 

loans, advance payment of tolls, and compulsory gifts of annual tribute 

above the normal, expected amounts. Sometimes this much-abused com-

munity opposed such egregious demands. On Wednesday, September 21,

1729, the Dutch daily entry recorded: “People heard that the Baniyans 

have closed their houses and stores and in great numbers they have fled 

to the grave of an Arab saint (located just outside of this city as a free place 

where no one can use violence or remove them from) to escape the bru-

tal treatment of the second of this city [Muh
˙

yı̄ al-Dı̄n al-�Arāsı̄], who sent 
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soldiers to their houses continually to force them to fulfill the demand.”86

This “free place” was mentioned frequently as a sanctuary to which the 

Baniyans would flee in order to gain the leverage to subvert an unreason-

able financial demand.87 The sources do not mention exactly which tomb 

they used, but undoubtedly it was one of the major tombs outside the wall 

that visitors frequented as popular sites of veneration.88 It is unsurprising 

that the Baniyans would occupy the tomb of a Muslim saint in order to 

find sanctuary, because it was assumed that no blood could be spilled at a 

sacred site and that safe haven would be granted there regardless of one’s 

religious identity.89 The site indeed protected them, and they often spent 

many days there patiently waiting out a demand while the city’s trade lan-

guished without them. That the Baniyans could use their self-imposed ex-

ile outside the city wall to bring trade in the city to a standstill underscores 

the significant economic and professional role they played in the Mocha 

trade network.

The Baniyans’ rebellious movement from inside to outside subversively 

transformed the spatial order of the city by reversing the official control over 

urban thresholds that the governor and his gatekeepers and inspectors nor-

mally exercised. In one instance when the Baniyans refused a demand for a 

loan, the governor immediately alerted all the gatekeepers around the city 

to let no Baniyan pass through, for fear that they would escape to the im-

munity of the extramural tomb. Not only did the act of occupying the saint’s 

tomb confer safe status upon the Baniyans, but also their performance of 

exiting the city wall allowed them to overturn the governor’s mechanisms 

of authority along the city’s limits.

On at least one rare occasion, the safe haven offered by this saint’s tomb 

was overridden. The governor broke the standing rule in the city and or-

dered that his soldiers remove some Baniyans from the tomb against their 

will. Observers recorded the event with shock as a first-time occurrence: 

“With violence, the governor [Faqı̄h Zayd S
˙

ālih
˙

 al-Shāmı̄] had some soldiers 

remove the previously mentioned Baniyans, who were from Bayt al-Faqı̄h, 

from the holy grave outside and place them under house arrest. This was a 

violation of the free place and caused a great upheaval among the Baniyans. 

This has never happened before, but the governor did not care a bit.”90

More often city officials negotiated to coax the Baniyans back into the 

city, often by lowering the amount of the demand or postponing its pay-

ment. Flight to this tomb, therefore, was a negotiating tool for the Baniyans, 
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who had no organized mode of representation in Yemeni cities. Although 

in another rare instance some Surati Muslims escaped to the tomb when 

the governor demanded an unreasonable sum of money from them, other 

groups seldom used the tomb as a place of refuge, probably because they 

could seek help from high-ranking persons of their own community in case 

of need.91 The Baniyans had no means of intervention in the city other than 

withholding their services from Mocha’s major merchants.

That the Baniyans perceived extramural Mocha as a space of agency and 

autonomy is further demonstrated by their practice of exiting the city gates 

to celebrate their main religious festival, Divali.92 This time held special 

meaning for the merchant communities of Gujarat, both Hindu and Jain, 

because it marked the beginning of the new year and accordingly a turnover 

of the Nayrūz calendar.93 In the Hindu tradition, Divali calls for veneration 

of the goddess of wealth, Lakshmi, an appropriate devotional concentration 

for this financially savvy group. Known as the festival of lights, Divali was 

celebrated in Mocha by the lighting of candles throughout the Baniyans’ es-

tablishments. Outside the city wall Baniyans set off fireworks, illuminating 

the entire city.94 On rare occasions they were prohibited from lighting their 

fireworks, not because of religious intolerance but because during seasons 

when fires had ravaged the city the governor feared that unnecessary sparks 

would exacerbate the risk in the extramural quarters of mud and thatch.95

The Baniyans of Mocha lived as a protected merchant community inside 

the city wall, in their strongly built private homes and with the privilege of 

their intramural temple. But intramural Mocha, where they were subject 

to the governor’s economic oppression, did not always signify safety and 

protection. Their modest and discrete temple was sacked on at least one 

occasion at the order of Imam al-Mahdı̄ �Abbās, and its devotional images 

were destroyed. In contrast, the extramural space of the city, although un-

protected from outside marauders, was a space of autonomy with its site 

of sanctuary, which the Baniyans sometimes used to challenge authority 

and subvert a local demand. Flight outside the wall offered political agency, 

religious freedom, and asylum. By overturning control of the city’s thresh-

olds and occupying a Muslim shrine in an act of resistance, the Baniyans 

revealed the economic underpinnings of the governor’s control of the city 

and laid bare their social and financial centrality, which was often obscured 

by acts of oppression at the hands of the governor and his officials. These 

transformations of the social order of the city, however, were temporary. 
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The Baniyans could always be coaxed back inside, and inevitably the gover-

nor pressed them for money again.

The eighteenth-century city of Mocha presents a complex overlay of hi-

erarchical orders and reveals an unequal residential status for dhimmı̄ com-

munities at a moment when religious identity in Yemen was being highly 

politicized at court. Religious difference was only one axis along which 

spatial segregation was articulated throughout the city. Association with 

the maritime trade was an equally important feature of community identity 

in this coastal city. The Baniyans were accorded an integrated and intramu-

ral residential status because of their prominent role in Mocha’s overseas 

trade. Yet rather than seeing the intramural city only as a space of protection 

and safety, one must also frame it as a site of control and surveillance over 

the Baniyan community. The extramural area, while signifying exclusion 

and segregation through its Somali and Jewish residential quarters, may 

be considered a multidimensional space that provided refuge, sanctuary, 

and religious autonomy for the Baniyans. Their actions transgressed the 

spatial norms determined by the city wall and destabilized a fixed relation-

ship between intramural and extramural Mocha. The exclusionary politics 

of inside and outside were deeply interwoven with the economic hierarchy 

of the trade, and these politics could be both confirmed and contested by 

spatial practices and ceremonial acts in the eighteenth-century city.
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Conclusion: The End of the Mocha Era

The stories of many Indian Ocean port cities conform to the famil-

iar narrative of humble beginning, illustrious peak, and eventual collapse. 

Although the ruins of Mocha’s once monumental buildings and traces of 

its jetty, now submerged, testify to the end point of its story, I have tried to 

avoid the predictable unraveling of urban prominence by plotting change 

along geographical and spatial vectors rather than sketching a chronologi-

cal rise and fall. Yet it seems necessary to conclude with a few words about 

Mocha’s last gasps as a major international port of the Qāsimı̄ dynasty.

In 1196/1783, Imam al-Mans
˙

ūr �Alı̄ b. al-Mahdı̄ �Abbās appointed Sayyid 

Ibrāhı̄m b. �Abd Allāh al-Jurmūzı̄ as governor of Mocha.1 The governorship 

was appropriately accorded to al-Jurmūzı̄ after he had brought Rayma, the 

agricultural area previously under his authority, to profitability during a 

time of great drought and hardship. It was said that he borrowed 13,000 

riyals from the wazir �Alı̄ al-Shāmı̄ to stimulate the region economically and 

the next year returned to his lender a profit more than five times the initial 

sum. His appointment in Mocha was therefore both a gift to a successful 

governor and a strategic choice hinging on the hope that al-Jurmūzı̄ would 

multiply the port revenues just as he had done those in Rayma. Al-Jurmūzı̄  

succeeded, bringing 380,000 riyals to the royal treasury from Mocha dur-

ing his two years as governor.2 His appointment, though short-lived, rep-

resents the continuation of the close ties between coast and capital seen in 

the movement of officials around Qāsimı̄ Yemen in the late seventeenth and 
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early eighteenth centuries (chapter 3). Like Sayyid Zayd Jah
˙

h
˙

āf, al-Jurmūzı̄  

was a member of a notable, learned Zaydı̄ family from the highlands who 

worked to bring the dispersed regions of Qāsimı̄ Yemen together under the 

umbrella of the imamate. He did so by facilitating the smooth flow of revenue 

from Yemen’s agricultural lands and its Red Sea ports to the imam’s seat.

Although Ibrāhı̄m al-Jurmūzı̄ represents the ideal administrator during 

this era of tight connections between sea and center, he was the last of his 

generation. Sultan H
˙

asan, whom Imam al-Mans
˙

ūr �Alı̄ appointed gover-

nor of Mocha after al-Jurmūzı̄’s dismissal, exemplifies the breakdown of 

the imperial order that defined the Mocha trade network. Sultan H
˙

asan,

who was said to be the former slave of a wazir, aspired to autonomy when 

great instability and tribal unrest plagued the end of Imam al-Mans
˙

ūr’s

rule.3 Although he dared not declare independence from the imamate, he 

brazenly withheld revenue from the capital, built up a formidable army, 

and strengthened the fortifications of the city, signaling that secession was 

on his mind.4 When Ah
˙

mad, the imam’s son, assumed the role of wazir in 

1223/1808 and essentially claimed the imamate without yet taking the title, 

Sultan H
˙

asan refused to pay tribute to the new leader.5 As a symbol of his 

status, he built a huge palace on Mocha’s main square (fig. C.1), replacing 

the previous governor’s house, which dated from the seventeenth century 

and must by then have been dilapidated.6 Although Sultan H
˙

asan’s deca-

dent three-story palace, with multiple rawshans and ornate plaster detail on 

its exterior, no longer stands, it may be considered a harbinger of the port’s 

imminent decline.

Although Sultan H
˙

asan eventually ceded to the new imam, al-Mutawakkil 

Ah
˙

mad, after the death of his father, al-Mans
˙

ūr �Alı̄, in 1124/1809, his bold 

break with the court is indicative of the political and economic shifts that 

eventually severed the ports from Sanaa. His break was also fueled by other 

major disruptions that destabilized the centrality of the Qāsimı̄ imamate, 

such as ongoing tribal conflicts, the looming influence of the growing Wah-

habi movement, and the quickly expanding campaign of the independent 

Sharı̄f H
˙

amūd b. Muh
˙

ammad Abū Mismār (d. 1233/1818) in the Tihāma. 

The disintegration of the political and economic authority that under-

pinned Qāsimı̄ power provided an opening for the Ottomans to return for 

a second period of occupation and for the British to take Aden, two events 

that launched Mocha’s slow and predictable demise.7

Writers of books about urban subjects often try to bestow upon their 

cities a sense of uniqueness by isolating them from the rural world and 
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highlighting their preeminence and distinction from other urban sites. 

Mocha, however, refuses the standard frame of urban history; it demands 

to be viewed not in isolation but at the core of its inland and overseas trade 

network. For Mocha one must emphasize the relevance of connected sites 

in a land-based network encompassing an agricultural hinterland, inland 

market centers, and distant highland capitals. One must consider the city’s 

maritime port counterparts and its surrounding extramural quarters. All 

these elements contributed to Mocha’s social, commercial, and political 

structure, its architectural and urban shape, and its historical significance. 

The city’s connections were constitutive of its identity and built shape, 

rather than external to them.

With its elite composed of governors sent from the imam’s capital, 

shipowning merchants, and nākhūdhas who served as representatives of 

fig.  c .1  The palace of Sultan H
˙

asan (now destroyed), Mocha. 
Photograph by Hermann Burchardt, 1909.
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Gujarati entrepreneurs, Mocha hosted many outsiders who made the city 

their temporary home. “Outsiders” included even several long-settled re-

ligious minority communities—Baniyans, who lived inside the city walls, 

and Jews and Somalis, who lived outside them. Geographical connections 

and long-distance communication can be traced through the movement 

of people who traveled both inland and maritime routes, including the 

imam’s wazirs, the governors of Mocha, high-profile nākhūdhas, profit-

seeking merchants, expatriated brokers, and mobile religious scholars. 

Although the imams of Yemen have always been cast as cut off from the 

outside world, it is evident that the Qāsimı̄s were deeply engaged in the 

international sphere, albeit through the intercession of their coastal gover-

nors and cosmopolitan nākhūdhas. Inevitably, the long-distance trade had 

an effect on the landed Zaydı̄ notable class of the interior, and its economic 

rewards appeared in lavish buildings and expensive manuscripts in the cen-

ter of the Qāsimı̄ realm.

Art and architectural historians have traced the circulation of visual 

motifs in exchange networks surrounding the Indian Ocean and the Medi-

terranean. The underlying assumption is that the eye plays a key role in con-

firming the saturation of cultural contact, whether by identifying shared 

decorative motifs or by recognizing the duplication of architectural floor 

plans. I believe we must probe beyond the replication of visual or built 

idioms in order to ask how architecture mediates the experiences and the 

practices of trade. In Mocha, commercial needs and economic impulses 

played important roles in determining the functional uses of public and 

private structures and their relationships to one another. I have read the 

city’s architectural structures not as built hosts of formal features that dis-

played international influence or cosmopolitan design, but rather as practi-

cal spaces used by merchants for the everyday needs of their trade. Turning 

away from the visually identifiable elements of architectural form, I have 

looked at the vectors of movement through city space, the modes of orga-

nizing house space for commercial purposes, and the malleable order of 

authority that was defined along the city wall and its gates.

The space of the city and its buildings played an instrumental role in 

negotiating the experience of trade and long-distance travel for merchants 

who came not just from overseas but also from inland Qāsimı̄ Yemen. 

Mocha’s urban shape and spatial organization, stemming from its past as 

a lowland town organized around a saint’s tomb and its illustrious position 

as a major Ottoman port, allowed for a transition from the world of the 
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interior into the world of the maritime, and from the sea to the mountains. 

Urban structures and landmarks served as mediating built elements and 

spatial tools of translation. Towering merchants’ houses with recogniz-

able external decorative features—projecting wooden windows, elaborate 

carved arches and bands in gypsum—confirmed the economic reliability 

of their inhabitants while providing convenient places to conduct business 

away from the public eye. In essence, the shape of the city and the archi-

tectural properties of its buildings allowed for a commercial engagement 

that assumed cultural, geographic, and linguistic multiplicity and provided 

guests from afar with recognizable modes of handling trade transactions in 

an urban space that was at once familiar and foreign.

By highlighting Mocha’s sites of commercial practice, I want to encourage 

a rethinking of the role of often-overlooked examples of non-monumental 

architecture, particularly commercial and domestic buildings. The houses 

of Mocha served as the sites for trade in the absence of public caravanserais, 

which have generally been understood as ubiquitous structures of wholesale 

trade in the Arab world. Furthermore, the model of Mocha’s commercialized 

house allows one to question the nature of the Arab house as the uniformly 

private and protected domain of the family. On another level, domestic ar-

chitecture in Yemen has been circumscribed within the paradigm of ver-

nacular architecture, which entails a localized sense of style, craftsmanship, 

and materials. Mocha’s domestic architecture, however, was closely related 

to its functional counterparts extending all the way down the African Swa-

hili coast and across the Arabian Sea. Local modes of building and iconic 

regional house types may therefore be understood as much more globally 

oriented than they have previously been cast.

In the case of coastal Yemen, it is important to look beyond the domi-

nant models for understanding Arab urbanism and architecture, most of 

which derive from assumptions based on well-known Mediterranean pro-

totypes. In Mocha, one may not find the classic Arab courtyard house with 

its inward-facing orientation, nestled away in distinctly private quarters. 

But although Mocha’s city layout and commercial structure are atypical of 

Arab Mediterranean examples, I do not wish to categorize the city under 

another regional rubric, such as that of the Red Sea or the Indian Ocean. 

Rather, I want to highlight the cross-regional and temporal context within 

which these features emerged. Mocha’s particular site, as a port city in 

communication with the Yemeni interior and the Indian Ocean, and its mo-

ment, in the early modern era between two Ottoman occupations, provide 
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the context for its urban form and architecture. Wider regional patterns 

may be drawn from its example, but its geographic and temporal specificity 

are of key significance here.

Although I have relied heavily on textual sources, the textual record has 

its limitations. Moving forward in understanding Mocha’s cultural profile 

and the details of its economic activity requires the contribution of archae-

ologists, who can open up the material record for historians, art historians,

and anthropologists. In seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Mocha, many 

houses collapsed structurally before they were abandoned. The daily re-

cords of the city tell frequently of the fall of a seemingly sound house 

because of heavy seasonal winds or everyday wear and tear. One can as-

sume that the contents of the rooms and warehouses of many of Mocha’s 

merchants’ homes would be reasonably intact if they were excavated today. 

Like the excavation of the “sheikh’s house” of thirteenth-century Qus
˙

ayr

al-Qadı̄m on Egypt’s Red Sea coast, which yielded remarkable documents 

about the city’s trade and accounting, an excavation of Mocha would un-

doubtedly produce private records of negotiations and open a new window 

into the use of commercial space and the local dimensions of material cul-

ture among the city’s merchant class.8 Lying under mounds of sand and 

rubble in a ruined historic port city, each merchant’s house is a potential 

archive awaiting future investigation.
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appendix  a .  the imams of  qāsim ı̄ yemen 

and the governors of  mocha

The Qāsimı̄ Imams through the Early Nineteenth Century

1006/1598 to 1029/1620 Al-Mans
˙

ūr Qāsim b. Muh
˙

ammad

1029/1620 to 1054/1644 Al-Mu�ayyad Muh
˙

ammad

b. al-Mans
˙

ūr Qāsim

1054/1644 to 1087/1676 Al-Mutawakkil Ismā�ı̄l b. al-Mans
˙

ūr Qāsim

1087/1676 to 1092/1681 Al-Mahdı̄ Ah
˙

mad b. H
˙

asan

b. al-Mans
˙

ūr Qāsim

1092/1681 to 1097/1686 Al-Mu�ayyad Muh
˙

ammad

b. al-Mutawakkil Ismā�ı̄l

1097/1686 to 1130/1718 Al-Mahdı̄ Muh
˙

ammad b. al-Mahdı̄ Ah
˙

mad

(also known as S
˙

āh
˙

ib al-Mawāhib)

1130/1718 to 1139/1727 Al-Mutawakkil Qāsim b. H
˙

usayn

b. al-Mahdı̄ Ah
˙

mad

1139/1727 to 1161/1748 Al-Mans
˙

ūr H
˙

usayn b. al-Mutawakkil Qāsim

1161/1748 to 1189/1775 Al-Mahdı̄ �Abbās b. al-Mans
˙

ūr H
˙

usayn

1189/1775 to 1224/1809 Al-Mans
˙

ūr �Alı̄ b. al-Mahdı̄ �Abbās

1224/1809 to 1231/1816 Al-Mutawakkil Ah
˙

mad b. al-Mans
˙

ūr �Alı̄

The Governors of Mocha from the Mid-seventeenth 

through the Mid-eighteenth Century

Dates set in italics are those given in the most precise reference found, not 

the definite date of appointment to or removal from a position. All dates 



and chronological information were derived from al-Wazı̄r, Tārı̄kh al-Yaman,

Abū T
˙

ālib, Tārı̄kh al-Yaman, the Dag Registers of the corresponding years, 

and selected entries from Zabāra, Nashr al-�arf.

? to 1063/1652–53 Sa�ı̄d b. Rayh
˙

ān

1063/1652–53 Muh
˙

ammad b. Ah
˙

mad b. Amı̄r 

al-Mu�minı̄n H
˙

asan b. �Alı̄ b. Dāwūd

b. al-Imām (d. 1063/1652–53)

1066/1655–56 to 1080/1669–70 Sayyid Zayd b. �Alı̄ Jah
˙

h
˙

āf 

(d. 10 Rabı̄� al-awwal 1108/1696)

1080/1669–70 to 1095–96/1683 Sayyid H
˙

asan b. Mut
˙
ahhar al-Jurmūzı̄  

(b. 1044/1634–35, d.1100/1688–89)

1097/1685–86 Zayd b. al-Mutawakkil

1105/1693–94 Faqı̄h H
˙

asan al-Ānisı̄   

1114/1702 to 1123/1712 Shaykh Sālih
˙

 b. �Alı̄ al-H
˙

uraybı̄  

(d. 1136/1723)

1715 to 1718 Sayyid H
˙

asan b. S
˙

ālih
˙

1718 to February 1721 Amı̄r Rizq Allāh (d. Feb. 18, 1721) 

February 1721 to February 1724 Faqı̄h Ah
˙

mad b. Yah
˙

yā Khazindār 

(d. 1157/1744–45)

February 1724 to March 1727 Sı̄dı̄ �Alı̄ b. Amı̄r Rizq Allāh

March 1727 to December 1727 Shaykh �Amr b. Muh
˙

sin al-Mughallas

December 1727 to September 1728 Sayyid Qāsim Amı̄r al-Dı̄n

September 1728 to 1730 Faqı̄h Zayd S
˙

ālih
˙

 al-Shāmı̄

1730 to 1737 Faqı̄h Ah
˙

mad b. Yah
˙

yā Khazindār 

(d. 1157/1744–5)

1733 to 1734 Faqı̄h �Abd Allāh b. Ah
˙

mad

al-Khazindār (deputy governor 

for his father)

August 1737 to 1738 Shaykh Muh
˙

yı̄ al-Dı̄n b. Jābir al-�Arāsı̄  

1153/1740–41 Sa�d b. Sa�ı̄d al-Majzabı̄

1748 to 1753 Sulaymān al-Mans
˙

ūr
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appendix  b .  archival  and museum 

sources consulted

1. The National Archives, The Hague, Netherlands

The National Archives (formally the General State Archives, or Algemeen 

Rijksarchief ) in the Hague holds the most comprehensive collection of 

documents left by the merchants and administrators of the VOC. The most 

important group of documents is the Dag Registers, written by Dutch mer-

chants and officials who held posts at the VOC trading establishment in 

Mocha. These logbooks contain daily entries made by resident observers 

and serve as important records of everyday life. The Dag Registers were 

copied and sent back to officials in Batavia to be inspected by administra-

tors there. They were then copied again and sent to the home offices in the 

Netherlands. The Dutch officials also wrote periodic reports on missions to 

Mocha before the establishment of the permanent, year-round factory, and 

they sent home comprehensive letters regarding the trade and the political 

situation of the host country. In the archives, many different types of docu-

ments are bound together, especially documents pertaining to the same 

establishment, so the same reference number may appear for multiple doc-

uments. I list the documents I consulted in the following three sections.

Daily Reports from Seasonal Missions to Mocha

Because most pages include multiple-date entries and some are unpagi-

nated, in the endnotes I refer to the daily reports from seasonal missions to 



Mocha by date and VOC reference number rather than page number. The 

daily reports I used were the following:

VOC 1434 (microfilm 1053) May–September 1685, pp. 513–99

VOC 1660 (microfilm 4236) May–September 1701, pp. 771–810; 

Report by Dirck Clercq and Cornelius 

Snoeck, Signed September 22, 1701

VOC 1714 March–September 1704, pp. 126–88; 

Report by Joan Josua Ketelaar and 

Slaacq van der Hoeve to Pieter de Vos

VOC 9115 (Zeeland kamer) July 16, 1705–September 13, 1706; 

Report by Joan Josua Ketelaar and 

Joan van der Needen on the 

Oostersteijn to Mocha

VOC 1784 (microfilm 2478) September 1, 1708–August 31, 1709, 

pp. 1862–2226

Dag Registers

All the regular Dag Registers for Mocha open on July sixteenth and close on 

July fifteenth of the next year. Because many Dag Registers are unpaginated 

and most pages include multiple-date entries, in the endnotes I refer to the 

registers by date rather than page number, along with the VOC reference 

number. The name of the kamer, or regional home office, to which the reg-

ister belonged is given in parentheses in the following list.

VOC 9116 (Zeeland kamer) 1719–20

VOC 9117 (Zeeland kamer) 1722–23

VOC 9118 (Zeeland kamer) 1723–24

VOC 9119 (Zeeland kamer) 1724–25

VOC 9120 (Zeeland kamer) 1725–26

VOC 9121 (Zeeland kamer) 1726–27

VOC 9122 (Zeeland kamer) 1727–28

VOC 9123 (Zeeland kamer) 1728–29

VOC 2202 (Amsterdam kamer) 1729–30
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VOC 2252 (Amsterdam kamer) 1730–31, first register, pp. 201–417

VOC 2252 (Amsterdam kamer) 1731–32, second register, pp. 161–275

VOC 2356 (Amsterdam kamer) 1733–34, first register, pp. 95–133

VOC 2356 (Amsterdam kamer) 1734–35, second register, pp. 106–82

VOC 2415 (Amsterdam kamer) 1735–36, pp. 205–316

VOC 2447 (Amsterdam kamer) 1736–37, first register, pp. 118–271

VOC 2447 (Amsterdam kamer) 1737–38, second register, pp. 98–182

VOC 9113 (Zeeland kamer) November 19, 1739–August 23, 1740

Reports and Logs

The merchants who visited Mocha on exploratory missions during the late 

seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, before the VOC establishment 

was permanently opened, wrote most of the reports and logs in the follow-

ing list. For the reports, I refer to the documents by VOC number and page 

number, when available.

VOC 1406 Report on a season of trade in 

Mocha by Hubert Cloecq and Aert 

Spender to Jacques de Bricquoy, dated 

September 20, 1683, pp. 1106–21

VOC 1406 Report on the city of Mocha by Hubert 

Cloecq and Aert Spender to Jacques de 

Bricquoy, dated September 20, 1683, 

pp. 1121–26

Van Hoorn Van Riebeck Papers 12 Description of the city of Mocha, from 

Gerrit Huigelbosch to Joan van Hoorn, 

dated March 24, 1701

VOC 1843 Report about the 1712 Mocha trade 

season by Christiaan van Vrijbergen 

to Abraham van Riebeck, dated 

August 20, 1713, pp. 32–59

VOC 1964 Report by Abraham Pantzer, dated 

August 19, 1719, pp. 74–120
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2. British Library, London

The India Office Records of the British Library holds a large number of var-

ied documents concerning Mocha. The most voluminous are the factory 

records left by the officials of the company who held posts at the trading 

establishment in the city, most of which date to the early eighteenth century 

and consist of letters, trading notes, and financial summaries. The factory 

records I used were the ones catalogued as G/17/1–4. Each volume consists 

of multiple parts; in the endnotes I refer to them by folio number and date. 

Two travel diaries concerning Mocha from this collection were also useful: 

“Observations on a voyage to Moka in 1800: Presented by G. Dominicus 

with remarks on the weather,” IOR Mss Eur E2, and “Miscellaneous diary 

no. 323 of 1819–21, Captain William Bruce’s Diary of the happenings in the 

Gulf of Aden and Mokha,” IOR neg 11689.

3. Personal Library of Muh
˙

ammad �Abd al-Wahhāb, Mocha, Yemen

Muh
˙

ammad �Abd al-Wahhāb, “Iklı̄l al-Mukhā�,” unpublished manuscript, 

1988.

4. Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, 

Stiftung Preußischer Kulturbesitz

The German traveler Hermann Burchardt visited Mocha in 1909 and left 

some of the most important visual records of the city. Of his photographs, 

a small number were published in a 1926 monograph edited by Eugen 

Mittwoch, which includes the travel notes left by Burchardt’s Yemeni travel 

companion. Six plates of Mocha appear in the monograph (lower plate 22 

and lower plate 23, both from Radā�, were incorrectly identified as Mocha), 

three of which are featured in this book (figs. 4.1, 5.4, and C.1). Aside from 

those six published images, many other images from Burchardt’s visit to 

Mocha are held in the collection of the Ethnologisches Museum in Berlin. 

Four of those unpublished images appear in this book (figs. 5.1, 5.6, 5.8, 

and 6.14). It is curious that the images published in the 1926 volume are not 

held in the museum’s collection today. The present location of those nega-

tives has yet to be discovered.
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5. Musée Bartholdi, Colmar, France

The French artist Auguste Bartholdi, who was the first photographer in Ye-

men, took six early photographs of Mocha. His photographs and drawings 

are held in the collection of the Musée Bartholdi in Colmar, France. They 

were reproduced in the exhibition catalog Au Yémen en 1856: Photographies et 

dessins d’Auguste Bartholdi (Colmar, 1994).

6. Peabody Essex Museum, Salem, Massachusetts

The Department of Maritime Arts and History and the Phillips Library at the 

Peabody Essex Museum hold textual and pictorial documents relating to 

the nineteenth-century American presence in Mocha. These are the “Caro-

line” Journal, 1821, Log 656 1821C, Phillips Library; “Engraving, Mocha, 

Arabia Harbor,” negative number 31,262, accession number M18340; and 

“View of Mocha from the North,” negative number 31,261, accession num-

ber M18855.

7. Royal Geographical Society, London

Rupert Kirk visited Mocha in 1832. His vivid watercolors of the port, its de-

fenses, and its environs are held in the collection of the Royal Geographical 

Society in London.
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ād
˙

ir mundathir,” Ta�izz, March 1, 2000, 6. However, �Abduh 

�Alı̄ Muh
˙

ammad, of �Abd al-Qādir al-Khayyāt
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shared parts of the unpublished manuscript with me and gave me much in-

formation that could not be obtained from any other source. I translated and 

annotated the topographical information from the manuscript in Appendix C 

in Nancy Um, “A Red Sea Society in Yemen: Architecture, Urban Form, and 

202 Notes to Pages 13–14



Cultural Dynamics in the Eighteenth-Century Port City of al-Mukhā” (Ph.D. 
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˙
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mad b. Mājid al-Najdı̄ (Lon-

don: Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ireland, 1981), 47; Margariti, 

“Maritime Trade,” 248; Margariti, Aden, 154.

28 Serjeant, “Post-Medieval and Modern History,” 83.

29 Tibbetts, Arab Navigation, 361–62.

Notes to Pages 25–33 205



30 Daniel Varisco has written extensively on the use of the Nayrūz calendar in a 
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tematic fashion. Daniel Martin Varisco, Medieval Agriculture and Islamic Science: 

The Almanac of a Yemeni Sultan (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1994), 

73–74.

31 Ashin Das Gupta, “Gujarati Merchants and the Red Sea Trade, 1700–1725,” in 

The Age of Partnership: Europeans in Asia before Dominion, eds. B. B. King and M. N. 

Pearson (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1979), 132–33.

32 VOC 1843, 46.

33 Nicholas Lowick, “The Mint of S
˙
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an�ā�, 307.

34 As examples, see one struck by al-Mahdı̄ Ah
˙

mad, dated 1091/1679–80, and an-
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˙

r al-iqtis
˙

ād
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al-Ma�rifa, n.d.), 2: 183.

14 September 12, 1731, VOC 2252.

15 The Dutch used nakib or hoofd van baab cheddelies poort. November 1, 1737, VOC 

2447; March 25, 1737, VOC 2447. The English referred to the tax collector 

posted at this gate as the “meggaba” or majbā.
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ālib, Tārı̄kh al-Yaman, 118.

36 Al-Wazı̄r, Tārı̄kh al-Yaman, 173; Abū T
˙
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ālib, Tārı̄kh al-Yaman, 266. According to the historian Lut
˙
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59 Al-Mūsawı̄  gives the date 1702 as the earliest mention of his presence at the 

port, which would amend Das Gupta’s date of 1704 from the Dutch sources. 

Das Gupta, “Gujarati Merchants,” 139. We know that at least some of his fam-

ily was settled with him because his young child died and was buried at the port 

on May 3, 1709. VOC 1784.

60 Key sources include the VOC documents, the narrative of the first French forays 

into the Mocha trade in 1709, 1710, and 1711, written by Jean de la Roque, the his-

tory of Abū T
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diverge. Zabāra says he returned to Sanaa from Mocha in 1132/1719–20, not 
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˙

an�ā�
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ālib, Tārı̄kh al-
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āq, the lack of intramu-

ral wells was one of the biggest sources of stress on the city. Eventually, because 

of hunger and thirst, the intramural city surrendered to Ah
˙

mad. Khazindār tried 

unsuccessfully to dig an intramural well in 1731. October 15, 1731, VOC 2252.
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abaqāt al-khawās
˙

s
˙

 ahl al-s
˙

idq wa al-ikhlās
˙

, ed. �Abd Allāh M. al-H
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26 Al-Mūsawı̄ , Nuzhat al-jalı̄s, 2: 261.

27 These builders were of a famous tribe, H
˙

umayr al-Akbar b. Sab�ā al-Akbar b. 
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Mosque.” �Abd al-Wahhāb, “Iklı̄l,” 19.
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˙
a Fort, east of the gate. 

Hardy-Guilbert and Rougeulle, “Ports islamiques,” 151.

79 Grandpré, Voyage in the Indian Ocean, 2: 135.
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17 The wikāla was established as a waq f to the Prophet’s tomb in Madı̄na. Al-
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glossary

alphandigo. The customs house, a term used by the Dutch, from a Portuguese cor-

ruption of the Arabic term al-funduq.

amı̄r al-bah
˙

r. The overseer of the port, an official who served under the city governor.

Baniyan, also Banyan, Banian, Vanya. A Hindu or Jain merchant from western India 

who operated in Indian Ocean, Persian Gulf, and Red Sea cities. In Mocha, the 

Baniyans served primarily as land-based brokers.

birka (pl. birak). A pool or a cistern used to collect rainwater.

funduq (pl. fanādiq). A wholesale trade structure with lodging and storage facili-

ties; in the Mediterranean region sometimes used to specify a European trading 

establishment.

furd
˙

a. The port, also used to refer to the customs house.

ghurāb, also grab. A two- or three-masted ship, literally “raven” or the “edge of a 

sword’s blade.”

h
˙

āra. A residential district within a city (in construction, h
˙

ārat).

h
˙

arf. See komassi.

jalba (pl. jilāb). A small local ship of the Red Sea.

khān. A wholesale trade structure with lodging and storage facilities.

komassi. A local silver coin minted by the imam in the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries; the term was used primarily in the Tihāma and H
˙

ad
˙

ramawt, probably 

derived from the Arabic khumsiyya; called h
˙

arf in the highlands.

Lotia, also Lūtiyya (pl. Liwātiyya). A Muslim merchant from western India who 

lived in the ports of Yemen and Oman as well as Sanaa.

maydān. City square.
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miqhāya. A coffee house that also served as a modest rest house, often found on 

roads in the Tihāma.

Mocha dollar. A local currency fixed at a value under that of the Spanish riyal, in 

which values were calculated but never tendered; called qirsh dhahab locally.

nākhūdha, also nakhūdha, nākhudhā, nākhudha, nachoda (pl. nawākhid). The 

captain of a ship who does not fulfill the technical role of seafarer but rather serves 

as the main authority on the ship and the agent of the shipowner at the port.

Nayrūz (calendar). A solar calendar of 365 days beginning in October that was cal-

culated according to the maritime seasons of travel and used to schedule the 

dates for reckoning accounts in Mocha.

tranke. A local vessel of the Persian Gulf.

qād
˙

ı̄. A Muslim judge.

qays
˙

ariyya. A freestanding retail structure used to sell specialized merchandise.

qubba. A dome, cupola, or tomb.

rawshan (pl. rawāshin). A projecting window found on the coasts of the Red Sea 

and Persian Gulf; referred to as mashrabiyya in Egypt and the Levant.

riyal, Spanish. The dominant silver coin used for international trade in Yemen, also 

known as the Spanish real of eight, the Spanish peso, and the Spanish dollar; 

called qirsh h
˙

ajar in Mocha.

samsara. A khān or qays
˙

ariyya.

s
˙

arrāf. A money exchanger.

sayyid (pl. sāda). A title for a male direct descendant of the Prophet.

sūq. A retail marketplace.

tājir (pl. tujjār). A wholesale merchant.

�ushsha (pl. �ushshash). Mud and thatch house found in the Tihāma region of Ye-

men and Saudi Arabia.

wakı̄l. A representative or proxy.

wazir, also vizier. An advisor or councilor to the imam.

wikāla. Generally, a wholesale trading establishment with lodging and storage 

facilities.

Zaydism. One of the subsects of Shı̄�ı̄ Islam.
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˙

ibshı̄. Sanaa: Maktabat al-Irshād, 1983.
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āna. 5 vols. Ed. �Abd al-Fattāh
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aydāriyya, 

1967.

Mut
˙
ayyir, Ah

˙
mad �Uthmān. Al-durra al-farı̄da f ı̄ tārı̄kh madı̄nat al-H

˙
udayda. Al-

H
˙

udayda, Yemen: Dār al-Mis
˙

bāh
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˙

in muzdahir wa h
˙

ād
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˙

ayyah (Yémen).” In Les

villes dans l’empire ottoman: Activités et sociétés, vol. 2, edited by Daniel Panzac, 125–

88. Paris: CNRS Editions, 1994.

Bose, Sugata. A Hundred Horizons: The Indian Ocean in the Age of Global Empire. Cam-

bridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2006.

Boxhall, Peter. “The Diary of a Mocha Coffee Agent.” Arabian Studies 1 (1974): 

102–18.

Broecke, Pieter van den. Korte historiael ende Journaelsche Aenteyckeninghe van al ‘t geen 

merckwaerdigh voorgevallen is, in de langdurighe Reysen, soo nae Cabo Verde, Angola, & c. 

als insodernheyd van Oost-Indien, beneffens de beschryving en afbeeldigh van verscheyden 

Steden op de Custe van Indien, Persien, Arabien, en aen ‘t Roode Meyr. Amsterdam: Her-

man Jansz Brouwer, 1634.

Broeze, Frank, ed. Brides of the Sea: Port Cities of Asia from the 16th–20th Centuries. Hono-

lulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1989.

———, ed. Gateways of Asia: Port Cities of Asia in the 13th–20th Centuries. London: 

Kegan Paul, 1997.

———. “Introduction.” In Brides of the Sea: Port Cities of Asia from the 16th–20th Centu-

ries, edited by F. Broeze, 1–28. Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1989.

Brotton, Jerry. Trading Territories: Mapping the Early Modern World. London: Reaktion 

Books, 1997.
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23–38. Cairo: Dār al-Āfāq al-�Arabiyya, 1997.
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Nankivell, John. “Tihāmah Architecture: An Architectural Artist’s View.” In Studies
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Abū Mismār, Sharı̄f H
˙
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92; on Qal�at al-Fad
˙

lı̄, 226n82; on 

textiles, 205n21; on urban khāns,
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abūr, 

58–59; coffee trade of, 36, 43, 46, 

209n33; consumption of qishr, 38; 

houses of, 151, 229n42, 230n62; 

merchants of, 3, 78–79, 129, 232n11, 

236n63; rule over Sawākin and Mas-
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Salı̄m al-�Irāqı̄, 34; synagogues of, 

170, 235n52; vinters, 94; waning of 

mercantile power in Yemen, 176–77, 

236n65. See also Mocha: Jewish quar-

ter; Sanaa: Jewish quarter

Jidda, 4, 204n11, 222n16; coffee trade 

of, 31–32, 43–46, 101, 209n33; house, 

155, 158, 231n73; merchants of, 23, 

42, 87, 136, 153; pilgrims en route 

to Mecca via, 29, 83; port city of, 21; 

trade of, 35, 65, 86. See also Jidda gap

Jidda gap, 21–24, 79–80, 204n10; and 

urban khān, 155–56; maritime trade 

of, 28, 35; role in coffee shipping, 46 

al-Jurmūzı̄, H
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an�ā�, 70; 

family of, 88–89, 174; rebellion 

against father, 116; relations with 

Baniyans, 237n87; removal of Ah
˙

mad

Khazindār as Mocha’s governor, 

72; struggle against Imam al-Nās
˙

ir

Muh
˙

ammad b. Ish
˙
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85, 100, 109, 115–16, 224n40; of 
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ūr
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allā, 100, 178–81, 237n76
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nākhūdha (continued)

al-Turbatı̄, 88; royal Qāsimı̄, 91–95; 
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an�ā�, 70

Qāns
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leys, 28; ghurābs, 28, 31, 45–46, 65, 

205n19, 220n66; jalbas, 31–32, 46; 

trankes, 31, 45–46 

Sidis, 86, 219n39

Silk Road, 56

Sinān Pasha Kaykhiyā (Ottoman gover-
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wazir, 14; importance of Mocha’s 

governors’ contact with, 76, 80, 88; 

Khazindār as, 69, 215n93; slaves of, 

186; as traveler of maritime routes, 

188; in Yemeni bureaucratic structure, 

50–52. See also Muh
˙

sin al-H
˙

ubayshı̄, 
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āf 
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S
˙

ālih
˙

 al-H
˙

uraybı̄, 66, 213n60

Zabid: Baniyans in, 163; coffee house of, 

133, 134; governor of, 95; H
˙

ārat al-

Hunūd, 165; houses of, 152; market of, 

103, 105; al-Mizjājı̄ family of, 53; oc-

cupations of, 19, 24; Wādi Rima�, 101

Z
˙

afār Dhı̄ Bı̄n, 24, 51

Zaydism: connection to Safavids, 

214n67; definition of, 24, 49–50; 

in Mocha, 97; Ottoman anti-Zaydı̄  

efforts, 104; rule in Yemen, 24–28, 

61, 98, 115, 123; Sunnification 

of Zaydı̄s, 53; Tabaristan (Iran) 

community, 24; Zaydı̄ families/elite, 

5, 53, 64, 186, 188; Zaydı̄ revolt, 

17; Zaydı̄ scholars, 13, 78, 91, 168, 

203n2. See also Qāsimı̄ imamate

Zayla� (Somalia), 21, 26, 32, 123, 174. 

See also under prisons
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