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Zaki-Khalil, Karim

“BRITISH SINALI - Its Geopolitical Significance in the Middle East and
its Strategic Role in British Colonial Policy”. (Univ. of Durham : 1998)

Abstract

The focus of this thesis is to assess the strategic role and geopoalitical significance
of the Sinai peninsula in the Middle East in general and its importance for British
colonial policy in particular. As Egypt became progressively more autonomous
from the Ottoman Empire during the nineteenth century the question of territorial
sovereignty arose, which moved the Sinai Peninsula from being a barren stretch
of desert with little economic value within the Ottoman Empire to becoming a
disputed boundary region. The construction of the Suez Canal and its
subsequent control by European powers, headed by Britain, further highlighted
its strategic position. This led to a series of successful diplomatic efforts on the
side of Britain, which had occupied Egypt by 1882, to include the peninsula
within the boundaries of Egypt. After the military confrontation with Turkey during
the First World War, and the subsequent breaking up of the Ottoman Empire, an
international boundary separating Sinai from Palestine was established. Egypt
became officially independent in 1922. However British control of the Sinai
Peninsula continued until well after the Second World War.

This thesis demonstrates the importance of Sinai for British colonial policy, which
was reflected in the great efforts exerted to retain control of the peninsula as
long as possible. The recognition of this importance was not shared by the
nationalist Egyptian government. Thus Britain is to be credited for having
pursued vital diplomacy to establish a recognized international boundary, as
well as creating an effective administration system to control this remote border
desert area in the form of the Frontiers Districts Administration (FDA), founded in
1917. The '"reserved clauses" in the unilateral declaration of independence of
1922 gave Britain the right to provide for the defense of Egypt, which would
mean that the Egyptian Army would remain under the control of British officers.
The primary vehicle for government in the Sinai was the Frontiers Districts
Administration, a department of the Ministry of War. This made it convenient for
Britain to remain in charge of the peninsula by means of a British officer serving
as governor of Sinai. This thesis shows that as the number of British personnel
employed in the Egyptian government was drastically reduced after
independence, Britain pursued a covert policy to retain as many Englishmen as
possible in the FDA, for the purpose of continued control over Sinai. Even after
the Second World War no efforts were spared to try to retain Sinai under British
control, which became a central issue in the dispute between Britain and Egypt
over the latter's independence and national sovereignty.
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INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this thesis is to demonstrate and highlight the geo-
political significance of the Sinai Peninsula in Middle Eastern power
politics and its strategic role in British colonial policy in particular. Sinai
had been neglected as a key geopolitical entity until this was first
recognized by the British in the mid-nineteenth Century. There is of
course a pattern in history that shows that Britain always did have a keen
interest for geopolitical systems, and, in the case of Sinai, put a lot of
effort into controlling this territory for the Empire. The main
chronological emphasis of the thesis is therefore on the period of British
occupation and subsequent administration of the Sinai between 1882 and

the Second World War.

My initial interest in this study was conceived during the period of my
graduate studies at the American University in Cairo, when I had the
opportunity to spend several months on field work living with the
bedouin of southern Sinai. This was at a time when the Sinai Peninsula
had juét been returned to the sovereignty of Egypt (1982) after fifteen

years of Israeli occupation. The indigenous population had to adjust to



yet another new system of administration on the local level, as well as a
new allegiance towards Egypt, which defined the Sinai in a regional
geopolitical context. When examining the history of Sinai one is struck
by the fact that a stretch of rugged desert so limited in size, natural
resources and population would feature so prominently on the world
stage of 19th and 20th Century international relations. The peculiar
entanglement of this territory in military conflict, questions of
sovereignty, creation of nation states, and the larger regional and
international politics merits to be studied as a distinct entity in its own
right. The role of British colonial policy in acquiring and maintaining
control of the Sinai in particular, as distinct from the occupation and
politics of Egypt, has so far not been the subject of specific investigation

and is therefore the primary focus of this thesis.

Whereas the involvement of Britain in Egypt from 1882 until after the
Second World War is well documented and researched, very little
specific academic work has been done on the geopolitics of Sinai as a
distinct entity. I will show that there was a covert, yet distinct, British
policy that can be traced throughout the period investigated, from the

occupation of Egypt until well after the Second World War, to maintain



military and administrative control over the Sinai Peninsula. This control
and de facto British government of Sinai was continued even after the
official independence of Egypt in 1922, despite Egyptian nationalist

resentment.

This study focuses on the following areas: First, how a de facto
autonomous territory was gradually incorporated into the Egyptian nation
state as the political power of Egypt eclipsed the domination of the
Ottoman central authorities from the middle of the nineteenth century
onwards. Second, the emergence of the strategic role of the peninsula
after the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869 and its importance for the
defense of this important waterway. Third, the British early recognition
of this geopolitical position and the formulation of policy for the creation
of an effective military administrative system for a remote desert frontier
area. Finally, this thesis will demonstrate the specific efforts of Britain
to retain control of the Sinai Peninsula, even after officially granting
Egypt independence in 1922, through the positioning and retention of
British personnel within the Egyptian government, particularly in the

Frontiers Districts Administration which was in charge of the Sinai.



As no specific study had previously been conducted on these aspects of
British involvement in Egypt most of the material used for the core of
this thesis is from the Consular and Embassy correspondence and other
British Foreign Office documents kept at the Public Records Office in
London. It is from these documents that I have systematically
demonstrated that as British influence in Egypt was being undermined by
the progressive strengthening of the nationalist government after
independence in 1922, a covert policy for the continued occupation of
the Sinai Peninsula emerged. British colonial interest in Sinai, and the
resulting efforts to hold on to the territory, was highly exaggerated
considering the natural and human resources the peninsula has to offer.
It was, however, the strategic location of the Sinai at the junction
between Asia and Africa, between Mediterranean and Red Sea, that made
it indispensable for Imperial communications and defense of the British
Empire. The Suez Canal became a central issue in the rivalry between
the empires of Europe and the control of this waterway would ultimately

tip the international balance of power in the favour of Britain.



General Pattern of Events

In order to effectively defend, as well as control, the Suez Canal it was
necessary to be in control of the Sinai. Since prehistoric times the
rugged. deserts and difficult mountain passes made the peninsula the
natural shield of Egypt against invasions from the East. This was
always well understood by the rulers of Egypt and throughout history
they maintained military and administrative control of Sinai in their
hands in Cairo. When Egypt was part of the Ottoman Empire the Sinai
was merely a dangerous stretch on a long highway traversing the
peninsula, linking Arabia and Asia to the North African Provinces of the
same empire. The local bedouin governed themselves according to their
customary law and the caravan routes were protected by forts manned by
soldiers from Egypt. There was no dispute over the ownership of the
Sinai, until the height of the reign of Mohammed Ali in the 1840’s, who
as the viceroy of Egypt defied the authority of the sultan in Istanbul over
the sovereignty of Egypt. Subsequent to his attempt to secede from the
empire and the settlement of grievances, documents for Mohammed Ali’s
reaffirmation on the throne of Egypt, confirmed that his administrative

territory of Egypt includes the Sinai Peninsula.



The Suez Canal opened to navigation in 1869 and was at the centre of
European aspirations from the beginning, but Egyptian financial
mismanagement of the economy and subsequent bankruptcy of the
country gave Britain the "legitimacy" for the 1882 occupation of Egypt in
order to rescue European creditors. British administrators recognized
early the importance of gaining control of the Sinai as insurance for the
safety of the Suez Canal and they pursued their objective on both the
international and domestic fronts. Tensions between Turkey and Britain
were mounting reflecting the deteriorating relations between the
European empires culminating in the First World War, as well as the
“veiled” occupation of Egypt, the prized province of the Ottoman
Empire. In 1906 the British reacted to a number of boundary incidents
between Turkish and Egyptian troops in the Sinai by a major show of
military might, which persuaded Turkey to agree to a formal demarcation
of an official boundary between Egypt and the rest of the Ottoman
territories to the East. This move, that was initiated and carefully
monitored by the British High Commissioner in Cairo, Lord Cromer,
after detailed consultations with London, would greatly facilitate

decisions on territorial issues subsequent to the breakup of the Ottoman
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Empire after the First World War. On the domestic front, British
officials were in the awkward situation of being only advisors to the
Egyptian government rather than being directly in charge themselves, as
would have been the case if Egypt was a colony, rather than just a
protectorate. Englishmen were only directly in charge of some ministries
one of them notably, the Ministry of War. So in order to gain control of
the Sinai, the British persuaded the Egyptians to move the local
administration of the peninsula from being under the Ministry of Interior
to the Ministry of War, thus making a British officer the governor of

Sinai. A situation which prevailed until after the Second World War.

In 1915 the British suspicions of Turkey were confirmed when Ottoman
forces stormed through the Sinai and laid siege to the Suez Canal. It took
heroic performances and a heavy toll on British lives to recapture the
peninsula, a lesson that would firm British determination not to lose
control of the Canal or the Sinai Peninsula again. The Sinai proved to be
a valuable training ground for British soldiers unacquainted with desert
warfare and would shape British experience with both military
campaigns in the desert, as well as skills in administering nomadic tribes

inhabiting border areas of the Middle East. The knowledge and

11



impressions gained by British officers would also influence their
perception and execution of Britain’s Arab policy after the War. The
Sinai was also a focus for development and communication links
between Egypt and Palestine with the building of roads, railway, water

pipeline, airports and other infrastructure.

The Middle East went through major adjustments after the breakup of the
Ottoman Empire in the aftermath of World War I and Britain was
involved in the forefront of making the decisions over the future of the
region. One item was very clear on the British agenda : by all means to

maintain control of the Suez Canal and therefore of Sinai.

Several problems would face British efforts to maintain control of Sinai
and the security of its Eastern boundary. New Nation States (Saudi
Arabia, Palestine, Jordan, Syria, etc.) with unclear policies and security
were to be formed to replace Ottoman regional governments. The
Zionist movement intensified its emigration to Palestine particularly
encouraged by the Balfour Declaration opening the door towards forming
a separate state, independent of British influence, bordering on Sinai. On

the domestic front, British administrators were seeing their influence

12



dismantled and were now facing nationalist revolt and an irreversible

drive towards the independence of Egypt.

British concern was reflected in the great efforts made at the peace
negotiations in Paris to settle the international boundary of Egypt in
favour of good security of both the Canal and Sinai. In Sinai the Desert
Mounted Corps of the War had given way to the Frontiers Districts
Administration (F.D.A.) a special division under the Ministry of War that
was in charge of the border desert provinces of Egypt. But the country
was in revolutionary turmoil heading towards the declaration of
independence in 1922. This meant the eventual elimination of British
officials working inside the Egyptian Government. No area was more
sensitive to British interests than the military security and the continued
control of the Suez Canal. Therefore we find that the High Commission
in Cairo went to great efforts to ensure that the officers in charge of the
F.D.A. are to remain Englishmen. Even after the takeover of power we
can trace a distinct policy by Britain to retain at least the control over the
Sinai province, by having an English officer in place as governor. This
was achieved by using two strategies : the first; to constantly point out

the inefficiency of Egyptian Officers in administering desert areas a

13



compared to their British counterparts. And, the second, to focus on the
claims of discrimination against the indigenous bedouin population by
Egyptian authorities. In essence Britain used the excuse of being the
protectors of a prosecuted minority in order to hold on to power. This
exemplifies a pattern of British colonial policy that was found elsewhere
in the British Empire. In the case of Sinai this policy proved to be very
successful. British leadership within the F.D.A. had an excellent record
of service and the ability of officers to deal with their bedouin subjects
was greatly highlighted. Also, their achievements in improving the
infrastructure and the economic and social situation of the Sinai helped
persuade the Egyptian government to continue to retain British officers
in Sinai, although their loyalty was more towards the High Commission
and London than to their Egyptian superiors at the Ministry of War in

Cairo.

Britain successfully continued its occupation and administration in the
Sinai throughout the 1930’s and the threat of a new war gave her the
necessary excuse to reoccupy the country under the disguise of a military
defense cooperation treaty between Egypt and Great Britain. The Sinai

remained under direct British administration until well after the war and
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the last attempts to hold on to it failed during the final negotiations for
British withdrawal and independence for Egypt. However, the last
attempts to claim the Sinai for Britain were made in 1946 and again in
1949 where diverse schemes were brought forward in which Britain
would enter into a long term lease or even outright purchase of the
territory to establish naval and air-force bases in Sinai, which would
make it, as in the words of one contemporary British Politician, another
“Gibraltar in the Eastern Mediterranean”. The schemes failed in the face
of intense nationalist resentment towards any British military presence on
Egyptian soil, so the Sinai finally was confirmed as an integral part of
Egypt under Egyptian sovereignty. This was to be challenged again in
the Egyptian Israeli conflict, where sovereignty over the peninsula
became a central issue of dispute. The understanding of these unique
aspects of British colonial policy and how history came to bear on

geographical arrangements is in essence the unique aspect of this study.

In Chapter 1 I will first give a geographical description of the Sinai and
its population highlighting its local, regional and global position. 1 will
then document that the recognition of the strategic significance of the

Sinai was a gradual process that went through several historical phases in
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Chapter 2. The first section covers the early period before the 19th
Century. In this phase the Sinai was left to govern itself through tribal
customs internally and on an international level it was part of the
Byzantine Empire followed by the various Muslim Khaliphates and lastly
the Ottoman Empire. Sovereignty and rights of government, however,
was at all times in the hand of the rulers of Egypt and the peninsula was
throughout the ages administered from Cairo. The extent of Egyptian
influence over neighboring territories to the East fluctuated according to
the strength of different governments in Egypt. Whenever a strong
leader was on the throne of Egypt his domain would extend far beyond
the boundaries of Sinai into Palestine, Syria and Arabia, but the
peninsula itself was at all times under Egyptian control. This control was
however limited to securing the caravan routes for trade and pilgrimage
through the Sinai by holding a number of forts along these routes. Very
little direct control was exercised over the bedouin tribes of the area who
were de facto autonomous from any government until well into the

middle of the 19th Century.

The second section deals with the first extension of Egyptian government

control over the Sinai and the rise of a more structured awareness of the

16



strategic importance of the peninsula in international geopolitics. This
recognition started with Napoleon’s campaign to Egypt, which drew
British interests to this country and started a century of rivalry between
England and France over colonial possessions. His scientists were the
first to document to Europe the wonders of Egypt, which started a wave
of intellectual, religious and scientific interest in exploring not only
Egypt but also the biblical lands. Sinai thus became the target of a
stream of European travelers and explorers. Their reports, although quite
often very biased, give us an excellent insight into the actual life in the

Sinai during the early 19th Century.

During the reign of Mohammed Ali Egypt went through a remarkable
transformation from a purely rural society to becoming a serious power
in the Eastern Mediterranean. His expansion of industry, public works,
communication and military capabilities were soon seen as a threat by the
European Powers. His military campaigns succeeded in conquering
Palestine and Syria and he put the holy places in the Hijaz under his
protection. When Mohammed Ali threatened Turkey and the Ottoman
sultanate itself the Powers intervened and his influence was limited to the

province of Egypt. He was invested, however, with hereditary rights to
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the throne of Egypt and with a high degree of autonomy to rule over the

country.

When his rule was confirmed in 1841 by the Ottoman Sultan, the firman
issued by Istanbul set the administrative boundary of Egypt as a diagonal
line from Al-’Arish to Suez, thus severing the eastern and southern parts
of the peninsula from Egypt. In practice this was never the
administrative boundary because throughout the Nineteenth Century
Egypt continued to administer all the forts in the Sinai, as well as beyond
the border the forts of Hejaz along the pilgrimage route, which were not

handed over to Ottoman control until 1892.

Although Egypt retained sovereignty over the Sinai, this incident
signaled the beginning of the struggle over Sinai and Egypt’s eastern
boundary, which would last until well into the twentieth century. The
spotlight was directed towards the Sinai again when the Suez Canal went
into operation. Britain by then clearly recognized the importance of the
Canal for the supremacy of British imperial communications and the
Sinai as its defensive shield. The events in Egypt would pave the way

for eventual British occupation.
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Chapter 3 deals with the British occupation of Egypt and the Sinai until
the First World War. This phase of developments in Sinai sees a more
conscious formulation of British security policy regarding the Suez Canal
and a clear change towards the recognition of Sinai as an integral
element in this policy. Already before the British attack on Egypt in
1882 it was recognized that the cooperation of the Sinai bedouin would
be very useful. Consequently, Professor Palmer was sent out at the head
of a mission to buy their allegiance. This was the beginning of a long
relationship between the Sinai tribes and their British rulers, which

would last until final British withdrawal from Egypt.

During the following decade Britain consolidated her control over Egypt
to the dismay of the Ottoman Sultan, who still considered the country as
a province of his empire. The Ottoman government therefore seized the
first opportunity to assert its sovereignty over Egypt when a new
Khedive, Abbas II, was to be instituted. His firman of appointment
specifically severed the Sinai Peninsula from his dominion. Seeing a
possible erosion of control over the Sinai as a definite threat for the

security of the Suez Canal it was the High Commission in Cairo that

19



protested most diligently and the “firman crisis” was averted by
exercising British pressure on Istanbul. Relations with Turkey
deteriorated further in subsequent years particularly after the British -
French treaty of 1904, in which the two powers settled their colonial
interests in Africa, which was seen by the Ottoman Sultan as a
confirmation of the sinister intentions of Britain in Egypt. The tensions
led to the border incidents between Turkey and Egypt and eventually to

the demarcation of the Sinai-Palestine boundary in 1906.

Meanwhile Britain had also secured internal control of Sinai by being
very active on the domestic front towards gaining ownership and
permanent control of the peninsula. The Sinai had been under the
administration of the Ministry of Interior until 1906 when it was placed
under the control of the Ministry of War. This had the advantage that the
commander in chief of the Egyptian Army was an Englishman ensuring
that from that year onwards and well until after WW II the Governor of

Sinai would also be a British officer.

It was becoming increasingly evident that relations between Britain and

Turkey were deteriorating, thus focusing the attention of Britain on

20



further securing the Eastern boundary of Egypt. They adopted a policy
of development and improvement of facilities throughout the Sinai with
the understanding that if the local population could be convinced of the
advantages of British government, they would be a vital ally in the case
of military conflict in the Sinai. Britain remained in control of the
peninsula until driven out by the advancing Turkish army during the

early part of WW I.

Chapter 4 covers the events of World War I in Sinai. After the
successful Turkish invasion of Sinai, Britain became thoroughly
convinced of the strategic importance of the peninsula and employed
great resources to regain military supremacy. The campaign for Sinai
saw the introduction of the Desert Camel Corps and the formation of an
Arab Legion under British command.  British officers became
experienced in desert warfare and built skills in dealing with bedouin
subjects, which would enhance their future role as administrators in
desert areas. Great emphasis was also on the development of
infrastructure in the Sinai such as the building of the railway, roads and

communications. This was promoted by Britain in order to strengthen
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security and government control in the Sinai, but also to link the Suez

Canal to Palestine and to the railway systems of Asia.

The vehicle for controlling the Sinai came in the form of the Frontiers
Districts Administration (F.D.A.) which, formed in 1917, was in charge
of administering all remote desert areas along Egypt’s borders. The
British protectorate over Egypt ensured that the command of the
Egyptian Army was staffed by English officers, and since the F.D.A. was
a department of the Ministry of War, the director of the F.D.A. was
therefore also a British officer. This chapter will show that a great deal of
care was taken to make the F.D.A. a very efficient department. Some of
the best officers were chosen for service with this unit, good education
and language skills were mandatory for the FDA. Their understanding of
the bedouin society and their desert environment made British
administration very popular in Sinai. In fact, when Egypt became
independent there was great concern amongst the tribes that the new
nationalist government would discriminate against them because of their

known collaboration with the British occupation.
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Chapter 5 deals with post war adjustments in the Middle East and their
influence on Sinai. The war had transformed the Middle East. The
breaking up of the Ottoman Empire and its division between British and
French spheres of influence (Sykes-Picot Treaty) and the formation of
new nation states, the Balfour Declaration and Zionist Movement, the
imminent independence of Egypt, were all factors that would again put
the Sinai Peninsula in the limelight of British Middle East politics.
British interests in retaining the Sinai were again threatened on the
international front by new states being formed just beyond its boundary,
as Saudi Arabia, Jordan and Palestine were trying to work out their
territorial claims. The boundary befween Egypt and the former Ottoman
Palestine would become an international boundary, but this was not to
happen without another round of discussions over which line the
boundary would follow. At the peace conference in Paris, British
negotiators tried to extend the boundary of Sinai to include parts of
Southern Palestine on the recommendation of Lord Allenby. However,
French resentment towards what they saw as an attempt to increase the
territory under British rule prevented any changes to the previous line of
the administrative boundary demarcated in 1906 and the new

international boundary was settled. Another challenge to British control
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in the Sinai was to contain the attempts by Zionist to extend their

purchases of land for colonization across the boundary from Palestine.

The Frontiers Districts Administration became the primary vehicle for
perpetuating British rule in the Sinai Peninsula. Britain’s fear of losing
control over Egypt in the wake of revolution and struggle for
independence meant that new political strategies were needed in order to
stay in Sinai. The unilateral declaration issued by Britain confirming the
independent status of Egypt contained several conditions which would
make it possible for British troops to remain in the country. One was
Britain’s responsibility for external security, which meant that the
Egyptian army remained under British command. This chapter will show
that there was a conscious British policy for refaining control of the FDA
in order to secure the Sinai Peninsula and the Suez Canal for imperial

communications.

Chapter 6 explores in more detail the British administration of the Sinai
in the inter-war years. With the emergence of new nation states east of
Sinai the question of territorial sovereignty and boundary security

became the paramount concern of the governor of Sinai. As British
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personnel within the Egyptian administration was being continually
reduced after independence, the threat of losing control over the Sinai
became acute. British diplomacy therefore focused on retaining senior
officers within the FDA. Their efforts were rewarded with the
conclusion of the 1936 treaty of Alliance between Egypt and Britain,
which de facto meant that British troops remain in Egypt and the Sinai
remains under a British governor. This governor was more responsible
to Whitehall and the Embassy in Cairo than to his superiors at the

Egyptian Ministry of War.

Chapter 7 covers the reoccupation of Egypt during World War II and the
last attempts by Britain to retain the Sinai. Britain by that time had
formulated its geopolitical interests in the Middle East and part of that
would be maintaining a permanent presence in Sinai. Officially, Britain
was committed to grant Egypt full and unconditional independence after
the war, but this would not include the Sinai. The peninsula was seen as
an integral part of the Suez Canal security and therefore several schemes
were put forward to claim it for Britain. The political climate between
Egypt and Britain by that time had reached an all time low and

diplomatic attempts to remain in Sinai soon had to give way to a more
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straightforward approach of offering to lease the peninsula. The last
attempts to hold on were made in 1949, but eventually Britain had to
evacuate her troops from Egypt and Sinai reverted to Egyptian

sovereignty after almost 80 years under foreign administration.
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Chapter 1

Geography and Population

The Sinai Peninsula forms the land bridge between the African and Asian
continents; it has an area of 60.714 square kilometres and stretches for 430
km from the Mediterranean coast in the North to the Southern tip of the
peninsula at Ras Mohammed, which divides the Red Sea into the Gulf of
Suez and the Gulf of Agaba. The distance from the Palestine border in the
East and the Suez Canal in the west is approximately 220 km. Its location
between the 28th and 31st parallel and the 32nd to the 34th meridians
places Sinai in the centre of the Middle East and the civilisations of the
ancient world. (see figure 1, p.28) A number of uninhabited desert islands
are scattered around the southern tip of the peninsula, the largest of which
are Tiran and Sanafir Islands which command the southern narrow access
of the gulf of Aqgaba. The northern coastline of Sinai has no suitable
locations for deep sea harbours due to its shallow and broad tidal strip.

Also the coast of the Gulf of Suez has only one small fishing port at al-Tor,
but the gulf Aqaba offers a well sheltered natural harbour at Sharm El-

Shaikh, and smaller fishing ports at Dahab and Nuweiba.
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The climate of Sinai is typical of a desert environment, with temperatures
in summer exceeding 40 degrees celsius during the day. The winters can
be very cool with minimum temperature at night as low as 8 degrees and
maximum temperatures between 15 and 20 degrees. The central highlands
around mount Sinai are well known for their very cold winter when
temperature can reach the freezing point. The whole peninsula has very
little rain, with an annual average below 20 millimetres, but although
extremely rare, flash floods can within hours turn the steep valleys of the
southern Sinai into gushing rivers, that can destroy anything in their path.

The water marks along the walls of the wadis are a good reminder of the
dangers of camping in the course of such a dry river. This low level of
precipitation supports very little natural vegetation. The proverbial thorn
bushes that grow in the St. Catherine area and very few small palm groves

are the main exception.

The peninsula can be divided into three major geographical areas : the
coastal plain of al-'Arish in the north, the central al-Tih plateau and the
high mountain region of Southern Sinai. Northern Sinai is a limestone
plateau sloping gently down to the salt marshes caused by the sinking of

the shore. The eastward drift of the silt from the Damietta arm of the Nile
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has slowly widened the northern coast and the ruins of Pelusium, which
was a port at the mouth of the now dried up Pelusiac branch of the Nile
during Roman times, are now almost 4 kilometres inland. A dune belt
stretching from the Bitter Lakes on the Suez Canal to the Palestine border
is dotted with small palm groves thriving off the shallow water table. The
bedouin settlement of Qatia forms the centre of these oases where ground
water is abundant enough to support some agriculture. The wells of Qatia
were also the last watering station before the wadi al-'Arish, for east-
bound caravans and armies on the ancient Via Maris. ! (Murray : 1953,

ppl42-144)

Today a modern road follows the same route, avoiding the thickest sand
dunes south of Romani, however, still many sections are buried frequently
after sandstorms. The same problem was faced by the Sinai railway which
was in operation until the late 1940’s when through-passage by rail from
Cairo to Beirut was possible. Travel along the Mediterranean shore is
hampered by the marshes and the Bardawil lake which changes its
contours with the seasonal rise and fall of the sea level. The road crosses
the Wadi al-'Arish just south of the town of al-"Arish, which is Sinai’s

largest settlement and administrative centre. The narrow streets of the
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settlement surround the ruins of its once imposing castle and the town is
separated from the sea by the largest date palm grove on the peninsula.

Both road and former railway then cross the most fertile agricultural plain
of Sinai where grain is grown in winter and melons in summer, until
crossing the Palestine border at Rafah. The wadi al-'Arish and its
tributaries reaches far south into the peninsula to its watershed at the edge
of the Tih plateau forming the largest drainage basin of Sinai. During the
winter months flash floods frequently carry a heavy load of silt down the
wadi and obstruct a number of dams that have been erected throughout the
basin to utilise the scarce water for agriculture. Further south from the
coastal plain, and almost parallel to the Via Maris, is the main highway of
the peninsula connecting Ismailia at the midpoint of the Suez Canal with
al-"Auja in Palestine and onward to Beersheba. Even further to the south
running parallel is the pilgrimage route, Darb al-Haj, which originates East
of Suez and crosses the Mitla Pass to Nekhl, now a small settlement. The
town was an administration centre until the turn of the century, and the
traditional midway stop for caravans between Egypt and Arabia from
where the road continues via the wells of El-Themmed and then descends
the steep slopes toward the Gulf of Agaba near Ras El-Nagb to Taba.

Travelling along this road one can see the imposing silhouette of the high
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mountain range of Southern Sinai beyond the escarpment that forms the
boundary of the el-Tih plateau which rises to over 1000 metres above sea

level. (see figure 2, p.33)

Southern Sinai is reached from Suez by the coastal road running along the
shore of the Gulf of Suez to the town of Abu Zeneima, which is the centre
of the oil fields and produces the bulk of the Egyptian output. From there
a desert track leaves the coast turning inland towards Serabit El-Khadim,
the site of the Pharaonic copper and turquoise mines. There the ruins of
the Hathor temple and the nearby Wadi Mukkattab, where the famous
inscriptions of Sinai were found, are proof of the earliest civilisation in the
peninsula. These inscriptions represent the “missing link” between the
pharaonic pictograms and the cuneiform writing of the Phoenicians, and
thus represent the oldest alphabetic inscriptions known.? (Ritter : 1865, pp
330-334) Continuing South along the coast from Abu Zneima one reaches
the mouth of Wadi Feiran which connects the coast to the central mountain
region surrounding the convent of St. Catherine. This valley, which at
some points is very narrow, is bordered by the highest peaks of Sinai with
Gabal Katharina and Gabal Musa rising over 2,700m. The road through

Wadi Feiran also climbs gradually and the settlement at the foot of Mount
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Sinai is over 1,500m above sea level, which gives it a most pleasant cool
and dry climate throughout most of the year. The valley also supports a
number of orchards, growing peaches and almonds, in addition to the
abundant crop of dates. From St.Catherine, a road winding through the
steep walled wadis runs east to meet the Gulf of Agaba at Dahab, where
two oases near the beach form the basis of a bedouin settlement.

Nowadays Dahab sports a modern tourist resort, but much smaller than
Sharm El Sheikh, which is located 100 km to the south near the tip of the
peninsula. An international airport and dozens of hotels have transformed
Sharm El Sheikh from a tiny former Israeli settlement into the primary
beach resort of Sinai and the centre of the scuba diving industry. El Tor
another 100 km to the north-west of Sharm is now the administrative
capital of the Province of South Sinai. Until the end of the 19th century it
was the quarantine station for pilgrims making the sea voyage from Jeddah
to Suez and used to accommodate up to 30,000 people every season.

Today, a small fishing fleet operates out of this harbour, the only one on

the eastern shore of the Gulf of Suez.

Further North along the Gulf of Agaba, about 80km before the Israeli

border, is the oasis of Nuweiba the site of a bedouin settlement
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surrounding an old fort located in the northern end of the bay. A modern
beach resort further south is near the marine terminal from where ferrys
link the Sinai with Aqaba port in Jordan. In the south eastern mountain
region the most important oases are "Ain-Hudhra and *Ain Umm-Ahmed
both home of the prominent Terabin tribe, who’s tribal territory stretches
well across the eastern boundary of Egypt into the Negev desert. The
South also had substantial wild life, but the larger antelopes such as the
Ibex and Oryx, as well as ostriches and leopards are now all extinct due to
heavy hunting with the use of rifles. Presently only some gazelles

(Dorcas), hyena, foxes and desert rabbits can be found.

Traditionally the Sinai is the home of a predominantly Bedouin or pastoral
nomadic population. It is believed that "Bedouin" or "Badu" is derived
from an ancient Arabic word meaning "original" (or "aboriginal"). In
Egypt the word "Badu" has come to be used interchangeably with the word
“Arab” referring to the desert inhabitants outside the Nile Valley. The
term “Arab” is used to describe nomads regardless of whether they are

actually descended from ancestors from the Arabian Peninsula or not.
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Ibn Khaldun believed that nomads preceded agricultural societies in the
Middle East, thus calling them the original inhabitants of the area. But
modern research suggests that about the same time as the agricultural
revolution during which man learned to domesticate animals, pastoral
nomadism emerged as a consequence of the immediate ecological situation
of the Middle East, particularly in Sinai which certainly cannot support a
population on agriculture alone. Nomads started exploiting the vast arid
zones that were otherwise unfit for cultivation, thus making maximum use
of the total land available. The bedouin adapted their lifestyle to the
climatic conditions of the desert by living in tents with a minimum of
household utensils, which can be packed and easily moved during
migration. They have also developed a range of special skills necessary
for survival in their harsh surroundings. Most of these are directly related
to their herding activities, such as a wide knowledge of geographical

features and of plant and animal life.> (Awad : 1959, pp.25-56)

From a very early age they learn to distinguish and explain tracks of
animals and humans which makes them excellent trackers. This along

with their exceptional sense of direction and ability to find water in the
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desert has made them far superior to any towns-folk in overcoming the

hardship of desert travel.* (Jarvis : 1936, pp. 167-170)

To survive with their animals in areas of very sparse vegetation a pattern
of migration has evolved in which the bedouin follow the rainfall with
their flocks over large areas of the desert, always moving to fresh pastures.
The size of the grazing area needed for their cyclical migration depends
on the relative amount of rainfall. The distances travelled during their
annual migration range from about 60 kilometres in Sinai to 100km in
Libya. The bedouin of Arabia move even up to 800km every season in
search of pastures.” (Cole : 1985) In order to retain control over such vast
areas, they were compelled to form strong territorial organisations. This
explains the formation of bedouin tribes which provide their members with
the necessary access to and protection of pastures and water resources
during every season of the year. Tribalism can therefore be seen as a
natural outcome of ecological necessity. The group solidarity or "assabyya
is based on a common genealogy in which each tribe ascribes their origin
and history to a common ancestor. Although no written history of the

bedouin exists, their genealogy is the base for innumerable folk tales
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related orally from one generation to the next, and forms a vital component

of the social life of the tribesmen.® (Marx : 1978)

The tribe also provides for the protection of its individual members. As
every male bedouin is essentially a soldier, their leaders have to rely on
them for defence, and are therefore compelled to rule them kindly and not
to antagonise them. This led to the emergence of a highly egalitarian
system so typical of bedouin tribes, and very much in contrast to the
sedentary populations of the Middle East.
\

Sinai has been traditionally inhabited by almost twenty tribes who were
also subdivided into smaller clans. Each tribe has its own genealogy and
tribal history detailing wars, migrations and affiliations with other tribes.’
(Oppenheim : 1941, pp.135-166) Many scholars have concentrated their
research on this aspect of Sinai’s history and for the purpose of this thesis
the Sinai bedouin are treated as one social unit in relation to the Egyptians
on the Nile and other populations outside the peninsula. The exact
boundaries of tribal territory held by each tribe were not stable and varied
as tribes made a "hilf" and formed into larger confederations, raided

neighbouring tribes and claimed their territories, or migrated (and also
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settled) in an entirely different area of Egypt, or even in another country.
Fig. 3, p.40 shows the location of Sinai tribes as recorded by G.W.Murray
in 1935. As tribal territories have more or less stabilised since, his map is

still generally valid today.® (Murray : 1935, p.247)

The Bedouin have also adapted their manners and customs to the
necessities of life in the desert. They are known for their hospitality that
follows ancient traditional rules, as well as their high esteem for such
virtues as bravery, honour and group solidarity. The bedouin identity is
most evident in their ethics and values that led to the emergence of a legal
system called "urf". This can be directly related to the specific desert
environment they live in and to their fundamental belief that the welfare of
the community takes precedence over that of the individual. 'Urf is
essentially a system of justice based on retribution and restitution: an eye
for an eye and a tooth for a tooth. Its basic logic and characteristics can be
found again in the Jewish law of the Old Testament and, in fact, it is
believed that Moses learned from his bedouin hosts during his sojourn in
the Sinai. Upon the committing of a crime restitution is demanded from
the individual accused, if possible. Otherwise, his next of kin is held

responsible. When a certain specific harm is inflicted, the same will be
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inflicted on the aggressor in revenge if he does not pay for his crime in
money or in kind according to the decisions of a court formed by the tribal
elders. In Sinai certain sheikhs became specialised in dealing with specific
disputes, e.g. inheritance, blood feuds, divorce, etc. due to the great respect
of the tribes for them and their wide knowledge of procedure and
precedent cases. In complicated cases, a preliminary court would decide

on who should preside over the trial.” (Austin : 1925)

There is no punishment in the sense of modern penal law to prevent similar
deeds from occurring in the future. The acceptance of collective
responsibility of the family or tribe of the accused greatly facilitates the
administration of justice, as in the vastness of the desert it would otherwise
be almost impossible to track down an individual criminal. These
fundamental differences between tribal customary law and the Islamic law
(shari‘a), which was practised in sedentary Middle Eastern societies, are
believed by the bedouin to be of vital importance to ensure tribal harmony

in their desert environment.

Although the bedouin have excelled in inhabiting and utilising the deserts,

they have also entertained a vital and close relationship with urban
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centres. In the city they found markets to conduct trade and obtain the
necessary agricultural and manufactured goods. The city dwellers in turn
depended on the bedouin for transport of their trade between urban and
agricultural centres. The bedouin not only controlled the highways due to
their skills and military capabilities, but also possessed the most important
beast of burden, the camel, for traversing the large deserts. Therefore trade
and protection of caravans were their most important sources of income
besides animal husbandry. This income was also frequently
complemented by raiding and plundering caravans and villages on the
fringe of the desert. Such practices produced the often violent symbiosis

of settled and nomadic peoples in the Middle East.

According to the last Census in 1986 the indigenous population of Sinai
numbered 200,500 most of whom are bedouin although their degree of
sedentarisation varies greatly. Approximately half of this population is

now centred in the towns of Sinai."® (Mawsu'at Sina : 1992)
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