
THE MYSTERY OF THE ORIENTAL WARSHIP 

"The first who sailed the sea in ships which are tarred (or pitched) and nailed, 
rather than sewn and oiled, and their form is flat rather than having two poles, is 
al Haggag ibn YOsuf ': 

This piece of information has been preserved in a book written at the beginning 
of the tenth century by a Moslem Persian author, Ibn Rustahl. It appears in a 
chapter where the writer gives a list of pioneers in various fields and describes 
the "innovation" of the governor of Iraq who ruled between 694 and 71 4 AD, under 
the Ummayyad caliphs 'Abd alMalik and alWalid 

I. Theships alHaggag built were not merchantmen. He needed them to fight 
the lndian pirates at the entrance to the Persian Gulf, and ended up conquering 
Sind by combined land and sea operations*. 

When Ibn Rustah said "the sea" he meant the India Ocean, or rather its 
western basin. Like the Mediterranean, this ocean is divided in two by Sri-Lanka 
and the Maldive islands. In the eastern basin, a separate shipping tradition was 
dominant, led by the people of south-east Asia, with an important Chinese influence. 
This study is concerned with the western basin and mainly with its two extremities 
- the Red Sea and Persian Gulf. These waters were traditionally referred to as 
the "Arabian Sea". They have specific geophysical and meteorological conditions, 
which have determined the nature of seafaring through the ages3. 

The above statement makestwo important points: a. it implies the beginning 
of a tradition, i.e. -the building of "Mediterranean type" ships in the Arabian Sea; 
b. it makes a detailed distinction between the two types of ship-hulls, the 
Mediterranean and the Eastern ones. 

A. Was alHaggiig really the first who built Mediterranean type ships in the area? 
Most of the mediaeval Arab, Persian and Western sources which describe shipping 
in the Indian Ocean allude to merchantmen. The Moslem travellers, especially 
Ibn Gubair4, describe in detail the general nature and the construction method of 
these ships. The iconographic sources also depict cargo and passenger ships, 
as in the well-known miniature illuminations to the manuscript of Maq~mat alHar~rF, 
frequently misused to represent Mediterranean Moslem ships as wells. These 
sources should be supplemented by the important studies of local craft which had 
existed up to World War 117. They all describe the typical oriental merchantman 
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as a sewn, double-ended craft, carrying a fore-and-aft sail, the so-called Arab 
Lateen, and equipped with a precocious stern rudder. Some of the sources, like 
Ibn Gubair, Ibn BatOtaand Marco Poloa, complain of the poor quality of these ships 
and the misery of the seafarers. The miniatures also describe baling the water 
out as a routine operation of the crew. 

The few allusions to warships add up to a strange picture. It seems that 
whenever a naval action was carried out in the Red Sea, ship-parts were being 
built in Mediterranean arsenals, then transported on camel-back to one of the 
ports on the Red Sea shore. There they would undergo assemblage, nailing and 
final construction. Then the ships would be launched, ready for battles. The most 
famous example of this practice was the naval campaign carried out by Renauld 
de Chatillon, the Crusader Lord of Transjordan, in the Red Sea in AD 1182-310. 
Less known is the fact that Saladin, his adversary, also moved Mediterranean 
fighting vessels to eastern waters on several occasions, as when he sent his fleet 
against that of Renauld, and twelve years earlier, when he captured GazTrat Far'un, 
ile de Graye of the crusadersll. At the end of the thirteenth century, as the final 
blow was being dealt to the Crusader Kingdom, several Genoese galleys were 
active in the Persian gulf, in the service of the Mongolsl2. As late as the sixteenth 
century, the Ottomans were fighting the Portuguese in the Red Sea with 
Mediterranean war fleetsl3. 

All these instances are later than alHaggi3g times, but things were no different 
in earlier days. The practice is attested too in the Roman and even Hellenistic 
periods, perhaps earlier yet. To give but afew well-known examples: The Assyrian 
king Sancheriv (705-681 BC) moved ~ho'enician shipwrights to Ninveh, where 
they built a war-fleet to fight "the land of the sea" (modern Kuweit?)~" Alexander 
the Great transferred Phoenician fleets to the Persian Gulf15 and one of his 
successors, Ptolemy the Second, defeated the Nabateans in the Gulf of Eilat by 
using quadriremes (c. 275 BC)16. The Roman Aelus Gallus carried out in 25-4 BC 
an unfortunate trireme campaign to Aden". According to recent Egyptian 
excavations at a Red Sea port site, this was the case also in Pharaonic timesla. 

These examples add up to a long standing tradition. In the case of the Red 
Sea, the ships were constructed in the traditional shipyards and transported, 
mostly on land (!), to the theatre of war. When the ancient canal linking the Nile 
with the Red Sea was in use, the ships could pass through it, although we have 
no direct evidence for this practice's. In the Persian Gulf and beyond, the ships 
were constructed in situ. When these ships were constructed in the eastern 
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arsenals, it may be assumed that Mediterranean master shipwrights were employed, 
using Mediterranean-basin timber like Aleppo pine, and the Mediterranean method 
of construction. In classical times, the warship was of the trireme type, while in 
the medieval period it was of the galley type, called in the Mediterranean area 
Ghurab or ShTnT. In the East, these ships seem to have been called by the generic 
name Mu'abbada -constructed, processed20. The practice of "importing" warships 
is understandable in the case of Mediterranean sea-powers pushing into foreign 
waters. Even in this case, we would expect the enemy to adopt eventually the 
superior design and tactics of the intruding warships, as would normally happen 
in a similar situation. But it did not happen here, although Mediterranean warships 
were not only moved into eastern waters, but were repeatedly constructed there. 

From the preceding evidence it is clear that alHaggZig represents a link in a 
chain of long-standing tradition. He was neither the first nor the last. But his project 
did not have any prolonged impact on the eastern shipbuilding industry. Over 1 50 
years after alHaggag5s times, the complete dichotomy between the two shipbuilding 
traditions, that of the Mediterranean and the Indian Ocean, is attested by a tale 
ascribed to "Sulaiman the Merchant", who was active in the eastern trade around 
the middle of the ninth century21. He says that: 

"now we know something which our predecessors did not know, namely that the 
Ocean bordering on China and India is connected with the Mediterranean. It has 
been proven by a part of a sewn Arab ship hull, found in the Mediterranean. The 
ship must have been wrecked and this part of the hull was carried by the waves 
to the Caspian Sea, from there to the Black Sea, whence it got into the 
Mediterranean. Now we know that only the ships of Siraf (on the Persian Gulf) 
are sewn, while Syrian and Byzantine ships are nailed and not sewn". 

He obviously did not know about the sewn boats of the Mediterraneannn, 
and his knowledge of the northern waterways leaves something to be desired, 
but he certainly made his point23. 

Egypt, with coasts on both the Mediterranean and the Red Sea, is an enigma. 
~hroughout its medieval history, Egypt had close relations with Meccaand Medina, 
aflourishing trade with the Far East and aconstant need to protect its long eastern 
bordeP4. Nevertheless, it seems that it always had Mediterranean warships as 
patrols in its eastern waters, and that these did not affect the local ships industry, 
even during periods of intensive maritime activity, as under Ummayyad and Fatimid 
rule. Qulzum, Qusair, AidhBb, at-Tur and other coastal towns served at different 
periods as important ship-building centers, but they turned out sewn merchantmen, 
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unaffected by the Mediterranean tradition. 

B. The comparison made by Ibn Rustah is undoubtedly describing the main 
differences in construction and profile between Mediterranean and Eastern ships. 
I would like to emphasize the contrast "tarred (orpitched) and not oiled" in connection 
with the effort, brought up to date by L. Basch, to follow the etymology and origin 
of "calfatage"25. Ibn Rustah writes more than three hundred years after the Greek 
Papyrus mentioning "kalaphates" for the first time, and a hundred years before 
the S e r ~ e  Liman wreck, preserving real caulking, and before the first mention of 
calfatage in the Arabic sources26. 

Nodoubt the Mediterranean ships Ibn Rustah isdescribing are already built 
frame-first, as is evident by the date and by the term "nailed" he uses; but he does 
not use the term "qalfata" but rather qayyara, which may apply to the protective 
layer of hemp and pitch and not necessarily to forced or "true" caulking. Several 
Abbasid poets who were contemporaries of Ibn Rustah also used Muqayyara and 
not muqalfata. The Persian orbit of language and culture did not adopt this term, 
and continued to use the rather unspeciffic qyr. Here there was not much use for 
it, as the ships which needed caulking were indeed rare east of Suez. 

The term qalfata in Arabic means only true calfatage, as in the European 
languages. To be sure, this four letter root is definitely alien to Arabic. Originally 
it was a three letter regular semitic root which made the round and came back 
into the Arabic via the Greek. The Byzantine term is derived in my opinion from 
the Syrian and Aramaic, and its remote originsare in Mesopotamian boat building 
(as Noah's Arc, Genesis 6, 14) and Egyptian ship construction (Moses boat, 
Exodus 2,3). The root qlf does not appear in the Old Testament. It is quite prevalent 
in the Talmud, where it means as in Aramaic - shell, outer skin27. 

The transmission must have occured during Hellenistic or early Roman 
times, when Greek and Western semitic languages influenced each other to a 
great extent. In the beginning, the word meant protecting the hull by asphalt, 
bitumen and the like, and only later it became specialized to true caulking. In my 
view, the sixth century papyrus still uses the word in this general sense. When 
"qalfata" appears in Arabic for the first time (no later then the eleventh century), 
it is by any way of the Byzantine Greek term, as the added final "taw shows. The 
Turkish term may have come either via the Greek or the Arabic, but not vice versa, 
as it is neither a Turkish nor a Persian root. 
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On the whole, naval activity in this region was very sporadic. When describing 
Gallus' campaign, Strabo said? 

"Now this was the first mistake of Gallus, to build long boats, since there was no 
naval war at hand, or even to be expected; for the Arabians are not very good 
warriors even on land, rather being hucksters and merchants, to say nothing of 
fighting at sea". 

This statement remained valid for the western lndian Ocean for hundreds 
of years to come, although in the Mediterranean the same Arabs rapidly developed 
into a naval power to be reckoned with. Hourani in his pioneering study of this 
topic has commented on the lackof naval tradition even within the seafaring tribes 
of south and east Arabia29. 

Most modern treatments of the subject of Moslem Eastern seafaring deal 
mainly with commercial expansion, note the technical characteristics in ship 
construction and types, but fail to emphasize the absence of warships and naval 
actionsfrom the eastern sphereso. A.R. Lewis, in this study of lndian Ocean shipping 
in the late Middle Ages, concludes that the eastern system of free trade lasted 
from pre-Islamic times to the age of the great discoveries and was totally different 
from the military commerce prevailing in the West31. This point was justly elaborated 
on by Christides and others32. But Christides maintains also that: 

"on the one hand, [eastern warships] had to be constructed in accordance with 
the model of the merchant passenger vessels ..., and on the other, much was 
borrowed from the Mediterranean naval technology, since there was a constant 
interchange of naval technology in the construction of vessels between the two 
areas"33. 

The evidence seems to point in the opposite direction. The specialized 
warships of the western lndian Ocean were "imported" ~editerranean ships, and 
there was no lasting influence between the two types. The need to "import" warships 
from western arsenals and the sporadic nature of naval warfare in the East reflect 
two distinct concepts of sea power. 

Piracy, however, continued to be a major problem throughout the Middle 
Ages34. The south-Arabian tribes engaged in piracy from times immemorial, as 
an extension of the caravan robbery on land. The straits of Tiran, Bab alMandab 
and Hormuz and the adjacent islands (Soccotra, Bahrein, the mouth of the Indus), 
were well-feared pirate nests. State-or-region organized campaigns against them 
usually failed. This endemic situation in another aspect of the lackof naval power 
in this area. 
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The absence of specialized warships had far-reaching implications on the 
nature of maritimecommerce and the dominion of the seas. In the western lndian 
Ocean, commerce was free and open to all, and the style of international relations 
up to the great discoveries was not violent, but depended on diplomatic missions 
like that of theQueen of Shebain the tenth century BCorthe Ming Dynastyvoyages 
at the beginning of the fourteenth century AD35. At the end of the Middle Ages, 
the fusion of the seafaring traditions of the Mediterranean and Atlantic Ocean led 
to European victory over the oceans and the dominion of the whole world36. In the 
East, no mutual influence occured between the seafaring traditions of the 
Mediterranean and Indian Ocean. The absence of the oriental warship may be 
regarded as a major factor in the inferiority of the East at this crucial moment in 
history. 

The reasons for these developments, or rather lack of them, are beyond the 
scope of this paper. A glimpse into the mentality which lay behind them is found 
in an eloquent passage, quoted in the name of a Persian sage, talking of the 
differences between land and naval tactics? 

"Chess is similar to land-battle, while backgammon represents a sea battle. The 
backgammon player places his pieces in choice positions and stays on guard, but 
the dice come up with what does not agree with his plan, so there is no use for his 

watchfulness, and his stratagem comes to nothing, as with the shifting winds and 
the everchanging sea". 

Sarah Arenson 

Man and Sea Society 

Israel 
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