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MUSCAT SINCE 1300

The ouster of the Portuguese from their
base in Hormuz in 1031/1622 forced
them to retrench in Muscat and improve
its fortifications. Nevertheless, the Omani
Ya'ariba imims attacked Muscat in 1049-
50/1640 and 105871648, In Mubarram
1060/ January 1650, the town and forts
surrendered, and Muscat remained
under Omani  sovereignty thereafter.
Under Imam Sultan b. Sayf al-Ya'rabi
(r. 1059-90/1649-80), the Ya'ariba uni-
fied the country and built a naval fleet
that not only prevented the Portuguese
from reacquiring their Omani possessions
but chased the Furopeans down the coast
of East Africa. The Yaariba imamate
eventually descended into civil war, and
one of the candidates as mam sought
help from the Iranian ruler Nadir Shah
(r. 1148-60/1736-47). Nadir Shah’s army
was ousted only in about 1154-5/1741 by
the Ya riibi governor of Suhar, Ahmad b.
Sa‘id Al Ba Sa‘id (r. 1167-98/1754-83).
In recognition of his services, Ahmad was
elected smam, and his descendants contin-
ued to rule Oman.

Muscat remained important in trade,
but Hamad b. Sa‘id (r. 1203-6/1789-92),
Ahmad’s grandson, was the first ruler to
make it his capital. It prospered when Sa‘td
b. Sultan (r. 1807-56) used it as his base
for overseas expansion, but Sa‘td grew to
pay more attention to Zanzibar; on his
death, the Arabian and African realms
were divided between two sons. The ruler
of Muscat, Thuwayni b. Sa‘id (r. 1856~
66), was assassinated by his son Salim (.
1866-8) in 1866, but two years later a
coalition of Ibadi religious leaders and
tribesmen captured Muscat and installed
'‘Azzan b, Qays (r. 1868-71), from a cadet
Al Bu Said branch, as a weak (that is,
not religiously qualified) mam. In 1871, a
counter-attack by Turki b. Sa'id b. Sultan
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(r. 1871-88) regained control of Muscat
and killed 'Azzan. Another Ibadi tribal
offensive took place in 1883, while one
in 1895 succeeded temporarily in gaining
control of the town but not the forts.

British support for the Al Ba Sad sul-
tans, as they came to be styled, secured
the capital, even as control over the inte-
rior was lost to Ibadr tribal forces by 1913,
Indian Army troops protected the capital
against another attack by Ibadi tribal forces
in 1915, Thereafter, Muscat changed little
until 1970. The two Portuguese forts still
commanded the harbour, while the early
nineteenth-century Bayt al-"Alam Palace
dominated the waterfront. A half-dozen
imposing houses of the same period and
a small souk were also situated inside the
walls. Late nineteenth-century construc-
tion included the British consulate on the
waterfront, several prominent houses, and
the three principal Sunni mosques. A few
more buildings were added outside the
walls in the 1950s and 1960s.

Dramatic changes took place after the
1970 coup d'état, which put Qabus b.
Satd (r. 1970-2020) on the throne. The
decaying palace was demolished, and an
imposing new one constructed in its place.
Much of the original population of less
than ten thousand gradually moved out
of Muscat town to elsewhere in the rap-
idly expanding metropolitan region. Most
of Muscat’s substantial older houses were
demolished and replaced by buildings for
the royal dizwan (palace).

Muscat and the small town of Matrah
were gradually absorbed into a major
urban area with a population of more
than 500,000 by 2020 and stretching
more than seventy kilometres along the
coast. The small village of al-Khuwayr
was transformed into a government
quarter, with embassies along the beach
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and government ministries lining the
main road. The introduction of tour-
ism resulted in a profusion of luxurious
hotels and resorts. Eventually, the main
thoroughfare, the Sultan Qabas High-
way, was overwhelmed by traffic, forcing
the construction of the parallel Muscat
Expressway. The name of Sultan Qabuns
(Sultan Qaboos) was attached to housing
complexes, the main highway, the sports
complex, the grand mosque, the univer-
sity, and many other facilities.
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