
Contents

List of Maps 11
List of Photographs 11
Common Acronyms 12
Names and Transliterations 13
Acknowledgements 14
Foreword (2025 Edition) 17

Introduction 20

Chapter 1. Abu Dhabi as it was
1.1 Where is Abu Dhabi? How did one get there? 25
1.2 The United Arab Emirates and the people 28
1.3 Governance: the sheikhs and authority 33
1.4 Only a man of the desert can really appreciate fresh water 34
1.5 The economy: wealth, poverty and hope 36
1.6 The British as administrators were at arm’s-length 38
1.7 The Political Resident and the Political Agent appeared to be all-powerful 40
1.8 The distant British authorities in Bombay and London 41
1.9 The arrival of the British oil company in 1935 41
1.10 How the first geologists saw Abu Dhabi 43
1.11 Early visitors: administrators, adventurers, academics 46

Chapter 2. How the Middle East oil industry started
2.1 Oil before the motor car. What use was it? 52
2.2 William Knox D’Arcy, the financier and armchair speculator 53
2.3 George Reynolds: the engineer, the man on the spot and his roughnecks 55
2.4 Lieutenant Arnold Wilson, later Sir Arnold Wilson, MP 56
2.5 From the Anglo Persian Oil Company (APOC) to British Petroleum (BP) 57
2.6 We return to where it started in Iraq with Gulbenkian (Mr 5 per cent) 58
2.7 The Iraq Petroleum Company (IPC) and the Red Line agreement 59
2.8 A summary of developments in the Gulf’s oil industry 64
2.9 The Trucial Coast and two very unusual men 65
2.10 Haji Abdulla Fadhel Williamson, the adventurer 66
2.11 Major Frank Holmes, the concession broker 70
2.12 The IPC/PCL manager, Longrigg, and his view of Holmes 76
2.13 The attitude of the British Government towards the Trucial Coast 78
2.14 How big is Abu Dhabi, according to HMG? 81

http://d-nb.info/1323569146


From Pearls to Oil

2.15 What did the company know about the size of Abu Dhabi? 84
2.16 And what the company should have known 87
2.17 My conclusion 91

Chapter 3. Back to the beginning and then to continue the story 
of oil discovery

3.1 Lord Curzon sent a geologist from India to the Gulf 93
3.2 A first for APOC and Reynolds was drilling 94
3.3 From where does crude oil come? 97
3.4 How do they find oil and who is involved? 98
3.4.1 The role of the geologist 98
3.4.2 The geophysicist has a vital part to play 100
3.4.3 The petroleum engineer is involved too 101
3.5 Back to some history and the next initiative 103
3.6 After the First World War, APOC sent Lees to the Trucial Coast 104
3.7 The Trucial Coast within the Red Line 107
3.8 Abu Dhabi needs fresh water 108
3.9 The first visit of Cox, an APOC geologist, to Abu Dhabi 109
3.10 Sheikh Shakhbut’s priority was water 109
3.11 Cox was also interested in oil prospects 111
3.12 British exclusion of foreigners and French anger 112
3.13 Iraq Petroleum Company (IPC) as the vehicle for expansion 113
3.14 IPC create a new company for work outside Iraq,

the Petroleum Concessions Limited (PCL) 116
3.15 Cox’s second visit to Abu Dhabi - Abu Dhabi has water after rain 117
3.16 APOC pass the responsibility for work on the Trucial Coast

to IPC but IPC/PCL are not ready 118
3.17 A visit to Ra’s al-Khaimah and the first option agreement 119
3.18 The Sheikhdom of Abu Dhabi and the Ruler visits Iraq 121
3.19 Holmes gives the impression of being everywhere 123
3.20 And Haji Williamson negotiates the first Abu Dhabi agreement 124
3.21 The Trucial Coast option agreements 125

Chapter 4. Petroleum Concessions Limited (PCL):
The first years 1935-36

4.1 PCL consider activity on the Trucial Coast 127
4.2 The India Office approve the transfer of the options to PCL 128
4.3 HMG tell PCL that they may start negotiations, but not yet 132
4.4 AIOC send letters to the Rulers while PCL are over-optimistic 133
4.5 PCL believed that ‘Concessions would be obtained in two to three months’ 134
4.6 India Office conditional approval to start negotiations, but not yet 135
4.7 And the Political Resident tells the Rulers 135

4



Contents

4.8 Why Holmes? 136
4.9 Was it Longrigg who promoted Holmes’ candidacy? 137
4.10 Holmes’ appointment did not find favour among other British 138
4.11 What about the Rulers and other people in the Gulf? 141
4.12 The three active players, two Hajis and a Major 142
4.13 The Bahrain merchant, Haji Yusuf bin Ahmed Kanoo 143
4.14 Holmes’ activities in the Gulf prior to 1936 145
4.15 Holmes receives his commission from Skliros in London 146
4.16 Holmes arrives in the Gulf while HMG’s bureaucratic wheels turn slowly 148
4.17 Holmes did not meet Haji Williamson for de-briefing 150
4.18 HMG’s preoccupation with security 153
4.19 The company and the size of the Rulers’lands 156

Chapter 5.1936, an unexpectedly frustrating year
5.1 Holmes waiting to get to work 159
5.2 The problem of fixing the borders of the sheikhdoms 162
5.3 Holmes receives a visitor 164
5.4 The Political Resident in Bushire says that negotiations may start 165
5.5 Holmes goes to Dubai for the first time 166
5.6 Mysterious letters at Ra’s al-Khaimah 167
5.7 Holmes remains comfortable sitting in Dubai and Sharjah 171
5.8 Family disagreements and a murder attempt 176
5.9 Holmes sends a letter with a messenger to Abu Dhabi 178
5.10 Holmes leaves the Trucial Coast for rest and recuperation 180
5.11 PCL set up a base in Bahrain 182
5.12 Holmes tries to rid himself of Haji Williamson 184
5.13 How far does a Ruler’s authority extend geographically? 186
5.14 Packer arrives in Bahrain and PCL get to work 189
5.15 Kanoo the loyal businessman was very helpful 191
5.16 Panic as opposition agents threaten 192
5.17 HMG involvement at all stages 195

Chapter 6. Geological progress in 1937 as PCL get to work, 
under the watchful eye of HMG

6.1 Coaling stations to refineries and the Refinery Agreement 198
6.2 The Political agreement. Dubai first 199
6.3 The Rulers have to give security assurances for PCL in the desert 200
6.4 Can a Ruler assert himself in the interior of the land? 201
6.5 Winter 1936-37, the first major geological survey on the Trucial Coast 203
6.6 The geologists arrive and get to work 204
6.7 And what was the result of the geologists’ efforts 206
6.8 And what did Haji Williamson have to say? 209

5



From Pearls to Oil

6.9 The geologists become impatient with Haji Williamson 210
6.10 The geological report for winter 1936-37 213
6.11 The new company, PCL, dispense with the two experienced Hajis 216
6.12 Holmes returns to the Gulf 217
6.13 Holmes fails to deliver the first agreement (Dubai) 219
6.14 The political strong arm 221
6.15 Packer in Bahrain, ignored by Holmes 223
6.16 Borders are an issue 225

Chapter 7. Intrigues and doubts

7.1 Haji Williamson has a problem in Dubai 230
7.2 Haji is banned from Dubai 231
7.3 Skliros and Longrigg in London support Holmes 233
7.4 What were the other Rulers thinking of PCL? 235
7.5 Intrigue, and the pressure grows on Haji Williamson 236
7.6 Haji Williamson calls in at Bahrain on his way home to Basra 238
7.7 Holmes and the Dubai concession 241
7.8 Dubai Agreement signed and the Ruler sees the Political 

Agreement for the first time 242
7.9 A few concurrent developments. Holmes goes to Sharjah 245
7.10 The Political Agent hears alarming words from Sheikh Shakhbut 246
7.11 PCL are a British company 248
7.12 Haji Williamson to be denied a visa to the Trucial Coast 249
7.13 Haji Williamson treated unfairly 251
7.14 HMG were active too 253
7.15 Was Holmes really not trying, or did he have other ideas? 255
7.16 No concession for Holmes at Sharjah? 257
7.17 The ‘trump card’ 260
7.18 And back to Holmes in Sharjah 261
7.19 Sheikh Sultan bin Saqr, Ruler of Sharjah, is ready to sign 

but now HMG are not ready 263
7.20 And so to Ra’s al-Khaimah 263
7.21 Holmes sends a letter to Abu Dhabi 265
7.22 Holmes leaves the Trucial Coast, never to return 267

Chapter 8. PCL open a new chapter
8.1 Holmes has gone and Fowle orders a halt in negotiations 269
8.2 Lermitte, PCL’s new negotiator 272
8.3 HMG deal the‘trump card’and the Ruler of Ra’s al-Khaimah reacts 274
8.4 Lermitte in the dark 275
8.5 Events take a surprising turn as Sheikh Shakhbut and Kanoo act 276

6



Contents

8.6 But Longrigg in London and Fowle in Bushire are not so interested 278
8.7 Lermitte’s first visit to the Trucial Coast and he calls on Sheikh Shakhbut 280
8.8 Ruler of Sharjah signed at last 282
8.9 And on to Ra’s al-Khaimah 282
8.10 PCL want to send in the geologists again 285
8.11 But Fowle refuses to let the geologists loose 286
8.12 What about the borders? The territorial grab 289
8.13 Do not apportion blame for slow progress 294
8.14 Some Arab press, and Abdur Razzaq, the Residency Agent in Sharjah 296
8.15 Longrigg comes to the Trucial Coast - not quite 298
8.16 Aerial surveys 299
8.17 So what had PCL achieved by the end of 1937? 303

Chapter 9. More mischief and no more concessions for PCL
9.1 Longrigg’s brief visit to the Gulf - all at sea 306
9.2 The Political Resident Fowle goes ashore while Longrigg sails to Bahrain 310
9.3 Longrigg and the aerial survey 311
9.4 Sheikh Shakhbut bin Sultan, Ruler of Abu Dhabi and the ‘trump card’ 312
9.5 Sheikh Shakhbut and PCL 314
9.6 Sheikh Shakhbut receives Lermitte kindly but hardens his stance 318
9.7 How was Lermitte getting on with the other Rulers on the Trucial Coast? 324
9.8 Haji Williamson was never forgotten on the Trucial Coast 327
9.9 Who was the ‘chief obstructionist’ on the Coast? 332
9.10 Was Sheikh Shakhbut being difficult? 336
9.11 Sheikh Shakhbut collected tax, he did not trade 338
9.12 Sheikh Shakhbut’s concerns 341
9.13 Holmes’presence is‘undesirable’ 342
9.14 What were HMG doing? 345
9.15 What were PCL doing in London? 346
9.16 IPC in London name a new company PD(TC) 347
9.17 And what were the geologists doing? 348

Chapter 10. Some further progress at last?
10.1 An aerial survey would be very useful 350
10.2 PCL in London 352
10.3 IPC/PCL’s other operations on the Arabian Peninsula 353
10.4 HMG challenged but still in command 354
10.5 Planning a trip for the geologists - and frustration 355
10.6 A PCL geological party sets out from Muscat while the

Trucial States party is stalled 360
10.7 Longrigg comes to the Trucial Coast - at last 361
10.8 An unexpected breakthrough in Abu Dhabi (of sorts) 364

7



From Pearls to Oil

10.9 Excitement and some geology near Buraimi/Al Ain 365
10.10 Thompsons party arrives from Muscat 366
10.11 T. F. Williamson in Buraimi 369
10.12 Life gets tough for Williamson in Buraimi 370
10.13 Williamson’s geological report on the Sheikhdom of Buraimi 375
10.14 And what did HMG think of PCL’s geological jaunt 377
10.15 Landing ground again 377
10.16 Longrigg still in Sharjah 378

Chapter 11. At last, serious negotiations with Sheikh Shakhbut 
bin Sultan

11.1 Longrigg the enigma 382
11.2 Longrigg’s first visit to Abu Dhabi 383
11.3 Longrigg breaks off negotiations to go to Bahrain for forty-eight hours 385
11.4 Sheikh Shakhbut was not alone at the meetings with Longrigg 387
11.5 Negotiations resume with Sheikh Shakhbut bin Sultan 388
11.6 Sheikh Shakhbut and Longrigg reach agreement 388
11.7 HMG have some criticisms of the agreement 391
11.8 What was the Groups’ attitude in London? 393
11.9 The agreement 394
11.10 Meanwhile, what was Lermitte doing? 396
11.11 PCL plan to send the geologists back to work 399
11.12 Sheikh Shakhbut is going to be very helpful 401
11.13 But there is a price to pay 405
11.14 The geologists are to be confined to the Trucial Coast 407
11.15 War breaks out in September 1939 408
11.16 The geological map 408
11.17 Lermitte guards the silver at Dubai, while Sheikh Shakhbut asks for more 409

Epilogue 413

Bibliography 417

Appendices
1 The Red Line Agreement 423
2 Nationality Clause 424
3 Dickson on Holmes 425
4 Skliros to the Groups 7/3/’35 427
5 Cox’s first visit - report on water supply 12/l/’35 429
6 Cox’s second visit 432
7 Report on Ra’s al-Khaimah 10/8/*35 435

8



Contents

8 Dubai option, Arabic. October ’35 439
9 The Trucial Oman Coast l/9f35 440
10 Abu Dhabi option. D’Arcy to Sheikh Shakhbut 5/lf36 443
11 Sheikh Shakhbut’s reply to D’Arcy, English 5/lf36 444
12 Sheikh Shakhbut’s reply to D’Arcy, Arabic 446
13 Lefroy to Skliros 23/17’36 447
14 Kanoo to Clegg, APOC 16/6/^36 449
15 Longrigg’s note ‘villages’ 17/47’36 450
16 Holmes’ Sharjah telegrams 3-4/87’36 452
17 To Skliros ‘Gulf littoral’ 29/77’36 454
18 Preliminary report 24/107’36 456
19 Prog, of operations and HW’s recommendations 28/107’36 459
20 Kanoo employment Dec ’36 463
21 Packer hears that opposition agents threaten 20/107’36 465
22 Haji Williamson’s report 4/12/’36 466
23 HMG Principles and Instructions to PCL 25/107’36 468
24 Williamson’s ‘I remember’ 472
25 Williamson from Trek of the Oil Finders 477
26 Williamson arrives in Abu Dhabi 478
27 Geological report extract Dec ’36 484
28 Williamson’s complaint to Packer 19/l/’37 488
29 Packer’s response to Williamson 23/17’37 491
30 Geological summary, extract report 77 492
31 Geological report to HMG May’37 493
32 Longrigg on hinterland 496
33 Geologists note of thanks 7/6/’37 497
34 Geologists note on tribal boundaries with map 3/6/’37 498
35 Letter Dubai Ruler to Holmes 18/27’37 501
36 Haji Williamson reports on boundaries 503
37 Packer to London re: Haji Williamson l/4/’37 504
38 Brief notes on Trucial Oman, 1937 506
39a Dubai Concession Agreement 22/57*37 (first page) 520
39b Dubai Concession Agreement (last page) 521
40 Hinkinbotham to Sheikh Saeed 22/57’37 522
41 Holmes to Longrigg 26/67’37 523
42 Longrigg re: Ra’s al-Khaimah 26/77’37 527
43 Kanoo calls on Hinkinbotham 17/77’37 528
44 Meeting on ship 3/12/’37 530
45 Lermitte to Longrigg 4/12/’37 532
46 Lermitte to Longrigg 3/27’38 533
47 The trump card 2/12/’37 536
48 Lermitte to Longrigg 11/27’38 537
49 Lermitte to Longrigg 15/27’38 543

9



From Pearls to Oil

50 Lermitte to Longrigg IS^/’SS 545
51 Lermitte to Longrigg 2/3/38 549
52 Lermitte to Longrigg 18/3/*38 550
53 Lermitte to Longrigg 10/5/’38 553
54 Chisholm on Haji Williamson 554
55 Lermitte to Weightman IS/S/’SS 557
56 Longrigg in Bahrain to Skliros in Baghdad 24/ll/’38 560
57 Longrigg to London 6/12/38 562
58 T. Williamson to Lermitte 22/11/38 563
59 Thompson to Williamson 3/12/38 565
60 Williamson to Lermitte 28/11/38 566
61 Williamson to Longrigg 6/12/38 569
62 Williamson to Longrigg 7/12/38 574
63 Williamson to Longrigg 9/12/38 575
64 Thompson’s progress report 10/12/38 577
65 Longrigg to London 12/12/38 580
66 Longrigg to London 26/12/38 583
67 Longrigg to Skliros 3/1/39 585
68 Longrigg to London 13/1/39 587
69 The trump card 4/1/39 589
70a Abu Dhabi Concession 11/1/39 (first page) 590
70b Abu Dhabi Concession (last page) 591
71 Memo to the Groups 18/1/39 592
72 HMG approves Concession Agreement 8/5/*40 594
73 Memo to the Groups 25/1/39 595
74 Lermitte list of presents’ 31/1/39 599
75 Lermitte note on ‘events’ 28/3/39 600
76 Lermitte minutes of meeting 27-30/4/39 602
77 Lermitte to Longrigg 30/4/39 604
78 Lermitte to Longrigg re: Sheikh Shakhbut’s demands 8/6/39 606
79 Lermitte to Packer re: silver. 13/l/’43 609
80 Packer to Horsham 24/2/’43 611
81 PD(TC) to Sheikh Shakhbut 614

Index 615

Photographs 625

Maps 641

10


