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Cattle Market (Souk Al-Bagar)

As well, some families in Kuwait used to raise cattle at home to sell
their milk. Such homes used to have two to three cows for this
purpose. The old Cattle Market was located near “Al-Bader Market”
and was later moved to another location east of Safat in the twenties.
The market was further moved to south Safat near the Sheep Market in
the late forties, where camels were also sold.

Donkey Market (Souk Al-Hameer

As mentioned earlier, donkeys used to play a major role in
transportation. The Donkey Market was located in early days in the
middle of Dakhli Market but was later moved to eastern Safat near the
Cattle Market. Its last location in town was near the old Municipality.
Donkeys were of different types and were used for many purposes.
Some people kept up to ten heads to perform their work of carrying
construction materials to building areas. It was a tradition in Donkey
Market that a buyer “examined” the donkey by riding it for a certain
distance to ensure its fitness. Special dealers in the Market were
famous for bringing high quality donkeys from Hassa in the East
Province of Saudi Arabia for sale in that Market.
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people to nearby towns and villages such as Hawally, Nugra, Salmiya
and Shamiya. Several garages were also opened to serve and maintain
the increasing number of cars.

Safal also witnessed many social activities that took place during the
Eids and rational occasions. Festivals used to take place where
children spent their vacation enjoying their time. Games and plays
were all over Safat and children came from all sides to participate in
them. Movies were also played using the National Security building
walls to set up the screen, while the audience sat on the ground
watching their favorite actors performing their roles. Children also
hired the painted donkeys to ride and stroll all over Safat wide areas.

Safat started to develop and modernize at the beginning of the fifties
when sales of animals moved southwards far from the new business
areas. Old mud buildings were pulled down and roads were built, and
multiple storey buildings started to be constructed. A huge steel
reservoir tank was also constructed during that period which became
one of the important landmarks of Safat Square. Safat has continued to
be the most active business area in Kuwait since those days, and
witnessed continual changes and developments that led to its present
status.

Sheep Market (Souk AI-Ghanam)

Kuwaiti families used to breed sheep and goats at their homes in the
past to benefit from their milk. Sheep used to be sold in Safat in a
market alloted for this purpose. Its original location was east of Safat
Square then it was moved in the twenties to the middle of the Square
near the old Municipality. It was later moved further south, near “Naef
Palace” south of Safat before moving it to Shuwaikh in the sixties.
Sheep were brought from the Saudi Arabian desert and Iraq and were
sold by special dealers who get a small commission for selling them.
The sheep were available every day in the market, but sales increased
on Fridays and before Ramadan and the Eids.
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different goods. A lot of temporary shops made from palm trees
branches were erected on empty areas of Safat Square for sale of goods
desired by citizens and Bedouins on Fridays and during the spring
season, when caravans coming from Saudi Arabia, and Iraq used to
bring various desert products for sale in that area. Different locations
in Safat were specialized for the sale of particular animals such as
sheep, cattle, donkeys, etc.

Ramadhan nights had a special taste in Safat Square during the thirties
and forties. People used to spend their time shopping, strolling or
resting in café’s that started to compete with each other by operating
gramophones and radios which arrived at Kuwait during that period.
Customers used to spend enjoyable times listening to Arabic songs
from popular singers of that time, in addition to following up the
World War Il news from London and Berlin Arabic broadcasting
stations. Sellers of all kinds of food stuffs and sweets spread all over
Safat, offering their commodities to the passers-by who spent their
evenings there. Café’s and restaurants offered roasted livers, shish-
kababs, “bajilla”, light meals and colourful “lemonade” produced in
Kuwait, or Pepsi Cola imported from Iragq.

Several new buildings were constructed in the thirties in Safat Square
including the Municipality Department, Police Department, the Public
Security Department, the Court Building and some other commercial
buildings. Safat was the place which witnessed the opening of the first
broadcasting station of Kuwait opened in 1948, which used to transmit
three hours, two days a week. In the late forties, the British Iranian
Imperial Bank moved to Safat Square from its old location in the
Merchants Market, to a modern building to benefit from its strategic
location there. Other new business activities conducted in Safat in the
forties included the sales of electric appliances which started to spread
in Kuwait such as refrigerators. Automobile sales also became active
there, especially from Ford and Chevrolets exhibitions opened west
of Safat.

The main customers were the new taxi drivers who started lifting



from Iran and by land from Basra in Iraq, while some families bred
poultry either for sale or for their eggs.

Coal Market (Souk Al-Faham)

Coal was an important source of energy in addition to wood, tree
branches and desert plants, Kuwaitis maintained special medium sized
containers called  “du-wwa” in their homes, made of zinc, with
gypsum in their bottoms and filled them with coal to make fire for
making tea, coffee or for heating purposes. The Coal Market was
located west of Wajif Street and had many shops selling different
goods besides coal. Coal came from India and Iran, packed in large
size jute bags and sold by weight. Users included restaurants, café’s
and tea shops in addition to craftsmen such as blacksmiths, goldsmiths
and coppersmiths. Commodities sold in this market included related
products such as “narjillas” (water pipe i.e. hubble-bubble); pottery
vessels, kerosene containers, pumps and other instruments; tobacco;
metal households, etc.

SAFAT SQUARE (SAHAT AL-SAFAT)

Safat Square occupies a large area south west .of Kuwait city where
many activities used to take place. At the end of the nineteenth century
Safat was a deserted area except for cemeteries and empty walled
estates belonging to certain owners, in addition to having wide
locations where gypsum was made by burning special kind of white
mud existing south east of it.

Safat was enclosed the old city inside the old wall built in 1920, to
protect Kuwait city from desert invaders who threatened the country in
those days. The Square gained importance at the outset of the
twentieth century when camels coming from Arab Peninsula started
parking there instead of “Manakh” area, located near the “Merchants
Market” north of the city. Business and trading activities gradually
increased, and the thirties and forties of the last century witnessed huge
expansion in Safat Square where many one-storey buildings were set
up and shops and café’s were opened to meet the rising demand for
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located west of “Jadid Street” was referred to as “Key Market” because
some of the famous key makers moved there.

“Haberdashery” Market (Souk Waijif)

“Wajif Market” — known also as “Harrim Market” - was famous for
containing shops selling small wares and cheap items of all kinds
referred to as “Haberdashery”. The market contained small shops, in
addition to booths in the middle of the road, where women used to sit
for selling those items. Women represented a high proportion among
the sellers in that market and that what gave the market its other name
“Harrim Market”. They used to sit on the ground and put their
commodities on a piece of fabric or old carpet, offering them for
buyers. Items sold included sewing instruments and materials such as
scissors, needles and threads; kitchen ware; household items; cloths;
women’s old days accessories and materials such as “henna” and eye
black antimony.

The location of old “Wajif Market” was east of Safat Square in an old
market that was also called “Sabah Market”. A similar market also
existed at the same period in the narrow roads that were pulled down
and replaced by “Jadid Street” in 1948. The present Wajif Market
(Harrim Market) is located in “Dehla” area west of Abdulla Al-Salem
Street and was established in 1948 to replace the old market. It was
covered with canopied zinc sheets and is still somehow keeping its
traditional status.

Hen Market (Souk Al -Dajaj)

This market was located south west of Wajif Street, in a small road
where hens, ducks, and other types of birds were sold. Buyers used to
come to this market to buy hens, which were raised in most of old
Kuwaiti homes. Some families raised hens to eat their eggs or sell
them to get additional income. Chicken was a rare meal in old days
because of their relatively high price and only well-to-do families used
to have a meal of rice and chicken. This meal was mainly offered on
rare occasions and on special invitations. Hens were imported by boats

26



THE NEW STREET (SHARE’ AL-JADID)

This market was built in 1948-1949 after removing narrow roads and
streets existed there. This resulted in directly connecting the Safat
Square with the Sea Road through a main road with one or two-storey-
modern buildings and shops on both sides. The front roofs were
supported by concrete pillars, and many people referred to that street in
the early period of its construction as “The Pillars Street” The “New
Street”, which was later called “Abdullah Al-Salem Street” became
one of the most famous markets with shops selling large series of
products and was full of many restaurants and café’s. Electric and
electronic  products, watches, cloths, food products, nuts,
confectioneries, bookshops and other modern instruments were sold in
that street which used to receive shoppers until late evening hours.
Many of the old shops in this market are still existing, selling the same
products they used to sell fifty years ago.

Key Market (Souk Al-Mafateeh)

Several workshops existed in old Kuwait to repair or make certain
types of keys that were used in old days. The men selling keys used to
sit on the ground in open areas or in some corners of certain markets,
offering their service to those who lost their keys or broke them. The
key sellers used to put small wooden boxes in front of them displaying
on them the keys they offered for sale. There were always
replacements for lost keys among the displayed ones, as old keys were
almost similar, with minor difference. Some of the key makers were
very skilled and became famous for making replacements for any lost
key. People used to take them to their homes to check locks with lost
keys to make replacements. Some of them used also to cast new keys.

The “Key Market” was so named because of the few men available
there to offer this service. The market included many shops selling
various types of instruments used by carpenters, blacksmiths, welders,
shoemakers, etc. People in very old days referred to the small road
connecting the coppersmiths market (Saffarin) to Safat as the “Key
Market™ - In later perieds, probably starting in the forties, a small street



square west of Saffarin Market and south of Sanadik and Buwalto
Markets was busy all the time and people who desired to get rid of
anything they do not need could sell them there for buyers hunting for
cheap commodities.  Products sold there included old radios,
gramophones, play records, shoes, households, furniture, cloths, and
many other used or new items. Many people referred to this market as
“Mugasis Market”, meaning “Bankrupt Market”, which shows the
types of sellers and customers. Sellers and buyers either stood or sat
on the ground, while bargaining with each other on the price of the
commodity. The market usually became more crowded on Fridays, as
many people liked to spend their free time hunting for cheap products,
being offered by people who were badly in need of liquidity.

Wool Market (Sikkat Al-Soof)

“Sikkat Al-Soof” means “Wool Road” or market, and this place was a
narrow small road, that extended from Haraj Market northwards
ending close to Safat Square. Men and women coming from the desert
used to sit in that road offering sheep wool for sale. Shepherds cut the
wool at the end of winter season to sell it for weavers who used to
make wool products out of it. Wool products made in Kuwait included
garments (bisht), tents, cheap carpets and other household items.

White Market (Souk Al-Abiadh)

That market was built in 1946 and occupied the north west corner of
Al-Gharabally market. It was a closed square-shape-market with one
entrance and a concrete ceiling. It had about twenty small shops
selling men’s and women’s fabrics. By the time, many of its female
customers stopped shopping there because of its small size, and the
inconvenience resulting from the mixed crowds between men and
women, and the alternative bigger markets offering the same female
fabrics. The shops in the “White Market” began later to sell only
men’s fabrics and many of its adjacent shops were combined into one
larger shop, reducing the number of shops into ten. The Market was
later taken over by the Municipality which converted it into stores in
1968.




touch of food stuffs and copper, in a high temperature usually results in
poisoning the food. Saffarins best season used to be before the month
of Ramadhan and the Eid, as people whitened their copper households
or bought new utensils for those occasions.

Jacket Market (Souk Al-Buwalto)

“Buwalto” is a local word meaning jackets or coats. This market had
about 12 tol5 shops selling varieties of jackets and coats. Most of the
jackets and coats sold in that market were secondhand imported from
the U.S.A. and others belonged to the military army soldiers and
officers. They were imported in the thirties through Basra in Iraq, but
later on, Kuwaiti businessmen directly imported them from their
original sources, especially when the British Iranian Imperial Bank
opened a branch in Kuwait in 1942 and Letters of Credit started to be
opened in Kuwait as a result. Used jackets and coats were sold at a
very low price because they were sold so at their origin, or disposed off
through lottery winners who sold them to agents at any price. Huge
amounts of coats were sent to Kuwait during the forties to re-export to
Iraq, Iran and Saudi Arabia, and many tradesmen from these countries
also came to Kuwait to buy big quantities to take home.

Metal Case Market (Souk Al-Sanadeek)

‘Sanadik” means metal cases or boxes used to put clothes in. They
were popular in old days as many people did not use cupboards. This
market was specialized in selling imported metal cases of different size
and colour from India and Iran to keep clothes, and for the travellers to
put their belongings in. They were also used by sailors and pearl
divers because of their cheap price. The market had about 10 to 15
shops.

Auction Market (Souk Al-Haraj)

This market was famous for its cheap products sold either through
auctions or by bargaining between the buyer and seller to reach a
satisfying price for both sides. This market which occupied a small
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(sour milk) from other women in the same market. The meal was
eaten outside the shops while the trader was standing, or sitting on the
ground in front of the “bajilla” women or the greengrocer. The small
shops or “restaurants” had no room for their customers to have their
meals.

Weapon Market (Souk Al-Silah)

“Silah” means weapon, and that market extended from “Khabbazin
Market” under the same ceiling. Weapons for hunting purposes were
sold in that market which had several shops also to repair guns. It
ended in Safat Square and also included shops for the sale of hunting
and picnic articles required by campers. The buyers of guns used to
test them by shooting upwards towards the market roof made of
corrugated metal sheets which was full of small holes as a result.
~ Campers used guns, mainly made in Europe, for hunting birds,
gazelles, rabbits and other wild animals available in large quantities in
the desert, especially during spring season. It is worth mentioning that
Kuwaitis are still fond of spending the spring months in the desert,
living in tents and enjoying the fine weather.

Copper Products Market (Souk Al-Saffarin)

Saffarin means coppersmiths who made utensils and other articles
from copper. Copper making is one of the oldest crafts in Kuwait as
people mainly used copper made utensils and instruments in their
houses for cooking purposes. Aluminium and other metal made
utensils were rarely used by Kuwaitis in early periods. There were
many items made of copper such as pots, plates, jugs, trays, glasses,
spoons, scoops, etc. The Saffarin Market included a lot of workshops
located in three to four passages branching west of Bakeries Market,
connecting it with a Square called Haraj Market (Auction Market).

Coppersmiths used special kerosene heated ovens to heat copper sheets
in order to form them into the desired shape. They also “whitened” the
interiors of copper utensils with a layer made of tin-plate, to prevent
the chemical reaction between copper and food products. The direct
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night. Watchmen used to work on shifts and enforced curfew at night
in the markets. Some of the watchmen used to build small huts on the
markets roofs to have a better view and rest in a warmer place during
the winter. The shops in that market sold cigarettes, tobacco, and
other various commodities. It also had two small restaurants and a
small workshop which made the only soft drink known in Kuwait
in those days, called “Lemonade”. The filling process of “Lemonade”
was manual and flavours and colors were imported from India. The
workshop, established in the early thirties, supplied cafes with their
needs which in turn put the filled bottles in a large metal container with
ice to cool down the drinks for their customers.

Door Market (Souk Al-Biban)

Biban means doors and that market which was an extension of “Harass
Market” had several shops selling locally made wooden doors and
windows. Those were stacked up outside the shops and were checked
by buyers. The cld doors were of different types and sizes, and some
had special geometric architectural style. The “Biban Market” also
had shops selling tents, picnic requirements and similar products.

Baker Market (Souk Al -Khabbazin)

This market was located west of “Harass Street” and was famous for
having many backeries that made Arab bread. It also had several small
shops selling roasted livers, “homos” (boiled chic-peas) and “bajillah”
(boiled horse-beans). Some of those shops or “restaurants” used to sell
rice with meat stew or fish. That market was built at the end of the
nineteenth century to serve foreign traders and visitors who used to
come to Kuwait for buying their needs. They used to go to the Baker
Market at noon and at night to have their meals after shopping in
different markets. Most of them first bought bread from bakeries, then
went either tp small shops roasting liver or making shish-kabab, or
bought horse-béans from women sitting on the ground, putting in front
of them one or two pots full of hot boiled “bajilla”. They could also
buy green vegetables such as radish, leek or fresh onion and “laban”
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GHARABALLY MARKET (SOUK AL-GHARABALLY)

This market starts from Sarrafin Square and extends westward to end
in Al-Shari Al-Jadeed (The New Street) which was later called Abdulla
Al-Salem Street. Gharabally Market was one of the oldest and biggest
markets that had many branches. Various commodities have been sold
in this market including clothes, shoes, households, chinaware,
tobacco, in addition to sugar, tea, coffee, sweets, spices, nuts,
cigarettes, etc. It has been crowded most of the time because of the
variety of goods sold in it especially during Ramadan nights and before
the Eid, when people get ready for this occasion.

The branches of this market were:

Fahad Al-Salem Market (Carpet and Garment Market) — (Souk
Al-Bshoot)

This market was built at the end of the thirties on the south east corner
of Gharabally Market, in an area that used to be an open market to
exchange goods between Bedouins and Kuwait City residents. Most of
shopkeepers in “Al-Bader Market” moved to this market as business
activity expanded and moved to that area.

Barley Market (Souk Al-Sha’eer)

This market was parallel to “Fahad Al-Salem Market”. It sold wheat,
rice, and barley which gave it its name. Barley came from Iraq and
Iran in small dhows and was sold to shopkeepers who offered it in jute
bags or piled it up in front of their shops. The shepherds and owners of
horses and donkeys were the main customers of that commodity.

Guards Market (Souk Al-Harass)

This market was situated west of “Barley Street” and contained a lot of
shops and cafes. “Harass” means guards and the market was named
after the National Guard Department located in the middle of that
street at the early decades of the twentieth century. This Department
was responsible for the security of the markets and employed guards
that kept close watch on each shop and ensured its safety day and
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Meat Market (Souk Al-Laham)

This market was approximately built in 1894 and later became a
branch of the Vegetable Market that was built in 1900. It contained
about 15 shops that mainly sold mutton, which was the popular meat
for Kuwaitis. Sheep usually came from the Arabian Peninsula and
south Iraq with shepherds who sold them to butchers. The sheep were
butchered in the old slaughter house located in Safat and were put on
horse pulled carts to transfer them to the Meat Market for inspection by
the Municipality which stamped them before sale. The Meat Market
was moved to another place, north of Sarrafin Square in the mid
forties.

Fish Market (Souk Al-Samak)

This market was west of the Meat Market and was built about the same
time. It had three outlets facing the Vegetable Market and other three
ones leading to Gharabally Market. It contained about thirty small
booths with platforms to display fish for sale. Fish was brought to the
market daily before sunrise for auction. Fishermen from Failaka Island
and also from Kuwait City used to catch fish by various catching
means.

Confectioneries Market (Souk Al-Halwa)

Halwa in general means sweets but it also implies a special kind of
sweet made locally and also in the Gulf Area, and referred to as
Muscati Halwa. This market was named after this kind of sweet
because most of the shops there sold it together with various kinds of
other confectioneries. Kuwaitis consume a lot of this sweet especially
in winter and used to take big quantities with them during their travel
abroad. Sailors and pearl divers also used to take with them big
quantities for breakfast during their long voyages. Traders and visitors
from neighboring countries also used to buy this popular sweet as a
gift or for sale in their countries. This market had about forty shops
and it was one of the Vegetable Market constituents.
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clover, wheat, rice, sugar, beans and all kinds of supplies the
household needed. Its eastern part was famous for selling dates coming
from Iraq and Iran, while clover shops used to occupy its middle side.
Clover was one of the best selling commodities, as most Kuwaiti
homes used to keep a number of goats, sheep or cattle for milk.
Others had donkeys, horses or mules for transporting purposes.

The west side of the vegetable market included fruit and vegetable
shops and small groceries (bakkallahs) which sold rice, sugar, tea,
spices, beans, canned and dry food, etc.

The vegetable market had several important branches on its south side,
while in the back of its north side there were a number of warehouses
that stored food. There were also workshops for producing sweets,
pastry and pie products. Some sheep dealers also used to hire
warehouses in that area to breed the sheep which they bought from
Bedouins to sell to butchers.

The branches of the Vegetable Market were:

Clover Market (Souk Al-Jatt)

The clover shops in the Vegetable Market occupied a large part which
caused a lot of problems for other shoppers, such as over crowding and
creating confusion. This led the Municipality to move clover shops to
the Tannaka Market in 1950-1951, especially that many of the
blacksmiths moved from that market.

Flour Market (Souk Al-Taheen)

This market was situated west of Tannaka Market - and later Clover
Market - and had thirty to forty shops selling various food products. It
was called Flour Market because of the several shops selling flour
there. Flour used to come from Iraq, but in later years good quality
flour was imported from Australia in large quantities. Kuwait in old
days and up to 1950, used to have several flour mills run by kerosene
that met local consumption. Prior that period mill stones were used in
most homes.
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Water Market (Souk Al-Ma’a)

This market lay east of the Square, where donkeys carrying water
containers (canteen) made of skin used to wait for shoppers coming
back from the market, to buy water for their homes. The donkey driver
used to follow his customer to pour water in a pot used as water
storage. Old houses had several large size pottery pots to store potable
water bought from donkey driver, called "Hammar”. The "Hammars"
brought water either from wells located in Shamiya, Dasma, Hawally
or other areas, or from the water tankers (ships) bringing fresh water
from Shatt Al-Arab. The donkey carried three skin-made containers
meanwhile camels carried five water skins.

Bin Duaii Market (Souk Bin Duaij)

That long and narrow market started its activities in the thirties and
contained many small size shops selling various commodities
including sweets, nuts, food, herbs and drugs, cloths, fabrics,
chinaware and other types of households. The market extended
eastward connecting Sarrafin Square with "Abdul-Razzak Square" or
Dirwaza. It was one of the most crowded markets as it served all those
coming to the market from the eastern side of the town.

Abdul-Razzak Gate (Dirwazat Abdul Razzak)

This square housed a lot of shops mainly selling vegetables, fruits,
sweets, in addition to seasonal desert products and plants used as food.
The square also had several shops selling and repairing bicycles and
served as a place for children games and plays erected during the Eid
seasons and on special occasions.

VEGETABLE MARKET (SOUK AL-KHUDRA)

This market was built in the year 1900 by Sheikh Mubarak Al-Sabah,
to cope with the increasing number of shoppers. It started north of
Sarrafin Square and extended westwards in Bahar Square. It had more
than one hundred and fifty shops selling vegetables, fruits, dates,
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It was converted in the fifties into "clover market”. Part of that market
was also used by falconers who displayed falcons for sale during the
hunting season or on Fridays.

Noora Market (Souk Al-Noora)

This market included between seven to ten shops located at the south
west of Sarrafin Square, selling various types of commodities, such as
"noora”, which is a white powder used to remove body hair or to mix
with other materials to paint ship bed. Other items sold there included
“Henna” and “Somar" to paint women's hands for happy occasions,
rubber bands, and hunting equipment for catching birds, and sticks and
spears used in old homes for various purposes.

Pigeon Market (Souk Al-Hamam)

Pigeons and other kinds of birds were sold in this market on Fridays,
where sellers brought their birds in stick-made cages, offering them for
sale in pairs. Hobbyists, collectors and those buying pigeons for food
were the main customers of this market.

Spring Bird Market (Souk Tuyour Al-Rabee’)

This market flourished during spring days when farm owners offer
their catch of birds for sale in this location south east of the Sarrafin
Square. The birds offered for sale were brought in hundreds and sold
alive or killed. They sold them either in numbers or by weight. Each
bird had a certain value, and children usually lovec to buy them alive
to keep them in cages. Birds were mainly caught by nets spread over
the trees, or by locally made darts, used by amateurs or children.

Skin Products Market (Souk Al-Kharrazin)
Karraz is the person who makes leather products such as sandals, belts,
skin containers used to keep milk, water or oil, and other products.

This market was located south Sarrafin Square and had about thirty
workshops which made such products.
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MARKETS MEETING IN SARRAFIN SOQUARE
Money Changers Market (Souk Al-Sarrafin)

Sarrafin Market was a row of about 10 to 15 shops which housed
change dealers who dealt in changing money, especially with foreign
traders coming from neighboring countries, carrying their own
currencies to buy their needs from Kuwait and take them back home.
The Bedouins also were good customers of Sarrafin Market. They
used to change thousands of Maria Theresa "Riyals" brought daily to
Kuwait with them to buy their needs from the nearby markets. The
main currencies exchanged in old days were Austrian Thallar (Maria
Theresa), used widely in the Arab Peninsula; the Othman Lira of
Turkey, Irani Toman, and later Iraqi Dinar and Saudi Rial.

The currency used in Kuwait at the beginning of the twentieth century
was the Indian Rupee, which was circulated till it was replaced by
Kuwaiti Dinar in 1961. Before the end of the nineteenth century,
various other currencies including Austrain Thallars, Iranian Tomans,
Turkish Liras, Muscat Pissas and Zanzibari Paisas were circulated in
Kuwait. This was due to Kuwait being an open market without a local
currency, and because of its citizens knowledge and familiarity with
the values of all of those currencies with which they dealt during their
wide travel abroad for trading.

Metal Sheets Products Market (Souk Al-Tannaka)

This market comprised craftsmen such as blacksmiths and ironsmiths
who made articles from metal sheets such as cans and containers of
different size to keep oil, local sweets and water. They also fabricated
large pipes to transfer rain water from roofs of houses into large
pottery containers, metal water tanks, or cement pools introduced in
the twenties to store water at home. They also produced many
household articles such as kerosene pumps, wash basins, water jugs,
etc.

"Tannaka Market" also included several barber shops and some cafes.
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belonging to the second wall built around Kuwait’s city in the year
1815, The Customs employees used that gate as an office since the
end of the nineteenth century until 1938 and observed through it the
departing caravans, carrying different commodities and imposed duty,
ad valorem, on certain goods exported from Kuwait to the desert. The
commodities included rice, sugar, wheat, barley and dates, which the
Bedouins bought from Kuwait to supply their markets and their family
needs during the year.

MONEY CHANGERS SQUARE (AL-SARRAFIN SQUARE)

"Sarrafin" means money changers. The square, named after that
market was located in a central location where many markets met and
where all citizens coming from the eastern part of the old city to the
market area had to pass through.

Sarrafin Square was an open area until the outset of the twentieth

century. Camel and donkey caravans coming from the Arab Peninsula

and south Iraq used also to bring their goods for sale there in old days.

The Square was also famous for housing a great number of temporary

small "shops" or kiosks, built of straw or palm trees branches, in which -
sellers of light commodities, desert plants, and various other cheap

consumable goods offered them to shoppers that used to crowd all over

the square.

That Square also housed two famous double-floor buildings
constructed by Sheikh Mubarak Al-Sabah, the seventh Amir of
Kuwait, in the beginning of the twentieth century to use one of them as
a morning diwan and the other as an afternoon diwan, where Sheikh
Mubarak used to sit in the upper floor to watch the market activities
and receive citizens to look after their needs and solve their problems,

The open areas in that square were later used to construct other
additional markets starting in the late twenties.
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Branches of Al-Dakhli Market

Several markets branched out of this street on both sides. At the
beginning of the twentieth century, an old market called “Al-Bader
Market” was constructed on the eastside of Al-Dakhli Market, where
pearl merchants bought pearls from divers and exported them to

Bombay and other international markets. This market, at a later stage,
housed carpet shops and cloak or garment shops, locally called
“Bisht”. These cloaks were locally made from wool and were very
popular on special occasions.

Other branches of Al-Dakhli Market were Al-Awadhi Market and Al-
Rashdan Market, both specializing in selling fabrics. A small street, at
the other end of that market, called “Watches Market” was also
tamous for selling and repairing clocks and watches.

At the westside of that market there was the most famous mosque in
Kuwait, which was called “Market Mosque” in which Kuwait’s Heads
of State, dignitaries and merchants used to pray, especially the Eid
prayers. Next to the mosque through a narrow road was Mubarakeya
school. Going further southwards in the Market, there were several
other branches, including two markets specializing in fabrics called
“Al-Mujil Market” and “Girl’s Market” respectively. The meat market
was also opened in that area at the beginning of the forties to replace
the old one, located near the Vegetable Market.

At the end of Al-Dakhli Market, there was a very important traditional
market, called the “Oil Market”, where edible oil coming from the
desert was sold in shops located there. The edible oil was obtained
from sheep butter and came in huge quantities from the desert to
Kuwait, as no vegetable oil was known in those days. Oil was packed
in animal skin carried on camel and sold by the Bedouins in Safat
Square. The shopkeepers bought and resold it all the year round.

An important post “the Land Customs Office” referred “Sangar” was
p p g

located east of the “Oil Market”, at the end of “Al-Dakhli Market”.
The “Sangar” was an old Gate with an arch and two large doors,

13



AL-DAKHLI MARKET (SOUK AL-DAKHLI)

“Al-Dakhli” means interior, which explains the name of this market.
It was located in the central part of the old city. That traditional retail
market can be considered as an extension to the “Merchants Market”,
and housed retail shops, selling almost everything, especially during
the period prior to 1900. During those days, shops selling meat, fish,
rice, wheat, spices, vegetables, fabrics, china households and utensils,
plants or herbs used for drugs, dates, etc. were all concentrated in this
old market, that supplied citizens with all of their needs. It also
included many craftsmen such as tailors, coppersmiths, cobblers and
other skin product makers, confectioners, etc.

The “Al-Dakhli” Market started to change at the beginning of the
twentieth century, when Kuwait’s economy witnessed remarkable
growth as a result of increasing trade with India after steamships
started visiting Kuwait twice a month, as a result of the Protection
Agreement signed by Sheikh Mubarak Al-Sabah with Great Britain.
Several new markets were built during that period and old markets
started to deal in more specialized products. A lot of old shops moved
from “Al-Dakhli Market” to other new locations, and new shops
opened instead during the twenties, selling fabrics, household items
and clothes. Tailors and bookshops were also opened to meet the
rising demand as a result of the economic development and the
opening of “Mubarkya School” in 1912 adjacent to this Market.
Several cafes and tea shops were also opened to meet shopkeepers
requirements for these popular drinks at midday, in addition to
shoppers, who liked to relax and sip some tea and coffee and chat with
each other after shopping.

By the mid forties, “Al-Dakhli Market” became famous for dealing
mainly in household goods like fabrics, electric appliances such as
radios, refrigerators, and other modern households and utensils
imported from Hong Kong, India, Europe and America. Watches,
bicycles, shoes, readymade clothes and glass articles and chinaware
were also sold there.
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They were from certain families who inherited that craft from their
ancestors. The Blacksmiths cast certain steel products such as large
nails used in ship building, anchors and other various articles and old
household materials.

On the west side of Merchants Street, just north of the Blacksmith
Market, there was a medium square called “Manakh”, that played a
major role in Kuwait’s economy since the old days until the beginning
of the twentieth century. That square was used as a parking place for
camels coming from the desert and the Arab Peninsula to carry back
with them all kinds of commodities purchased from Kuwait. That
square was later replaced by “Safat Square”, located south of Kuwait
City, where business activities expanded and new markets were built in
that area during the first decade of the twentieth century.

It is worth mentioning that the “Merchants Market” housed several
important establishments that played an important role in Kuwait’s
economy during the thirties and forties of the twentieth century. Those
included the head office of the electric company established in 1934;
the British Iranian Imperial Bank, established in 1942 as the first bank
in Kuwait, “Royal Insurance Company”, which was one of the first
insurance companies in Kuwait; the Finance Department, which was
responsible for the government income and expenditure since its
establishment in 1938; the “Supply Department” established by the
Government in 1942 during the World War II to provide citizens with
main commodities that were scarce during that period. The Merchants
Market also housed the Office of the Amir’s Secretary, who was
responsible, among other things, for issuing “Passports” for Kuwaiti
Citizens wishing to travel abroad. Mulla Saleh who used to be the
Secretary of Kuwait’s Government for more than fifty years, used to
write a small letter to the British Political Agent in Kuwait identifying
the name and other information of any Kuwaiti citizen desiring to
travel and asking to issue a “CERTIFICATE OF IDENTITY” for him
valid for one trip abroad.

11



regulate and control the exchange of commodities between the buyers
and sellers.

MARKETS

Old markets in Kuwait can also be classified according to their size i.e.
Main Markets and Branches. Main markets included “Merchants
Market” “Dakhli Market”, “Vegetable Market”, “Sarrafin Square”,
“Gharabally Market”, “Jadid Street”, and “Safat Square”. Most of
what we will call Branches are as important as the Main markets, but
are more specialized in certain commodities, and was somehow
smaller in size.

In dealing with the markets, we will start with “Merchants Market”
northwards, and then go southwards through the other markets as they
come by location. We will also refer to the sketches drawn for each of
those markets.

MERCHANTS MARKET (SOUK AL-TUJJAR)

This was the oldest and most important market in Kuwait. It was
located south of the old sea port, facing Sief Palace and extended
southwards to meet another important old market, ie., “Dakhli
Market”. The Merchant Market was covered with ceiling made from
straw mats, which was replaced by canopied metal sheets in 1951,
together with other markets. The shops in this street sold major
commodities such as rice, sugar, tea, spices, clothes on wholesale
basis. Most of them indeed served as offices for their owners,
displaying samples of commodities offered for sale. Each shopkeeper
had a store behind his shop from which he supplied his customers with
all kinds of goods. The customers came from neighboring countries,
especially Saudi Arabia.

The “Merchants Market”, was surrounded by several markets
including the old “Fabric Market” located eastside, and the Goldsmith
and Blacksmith Markets on its westside. Fabrics, mainly cotton,
imported by few merchants specializing in this field came from India.
The Goldsmiths mainly made silver jewellery and few gold pieces.
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Another important wholesale market during those days was the “Safat
Square” where ordinary citizens and shopkeepers used to buy desert
products. There also existed another “wholesale market” in a small
area called “Bahar Square” located west of the Vegetable Market,
where shop owners used to bid on the vegetables coming from villages
on camel back, reaching there before dawn for auction. Auctions also
used to take place every day before sun rise in the Fish Market. The
owners of fish shops bought all kinds of fish from the fishermen who
used to bring their catch in the early hours of the morning for sale.

In addition to wholesale activities, there were the retail markets where
citizens turn every morning to buy their daily needs such as food
products, clothes, furniture, household accessories, and other
consumable goods. It goes without saying that the shops in the old
days were very small in size with no special design or decoration.
Commodities were put in medium size containers made of straw, or
displayed in their original jute bags or metal boxes, or put on the floor.
No emphasis was given to properly demonstrating the goods in order
to attract customers or draw their attention, as everyone used to visit
the market only to buy his urgent needs and go back to work to earn
his living, with no extra money to spend on unnecessary items.

THE ROLE OF THE GOVERNMENT

The Government of Kuwait has traditionally played a wvital role in
supervising the activities of the markets and providing them with all

kinds of services. It also gave special attention for applying rules and
measures to protect buyers and sellers from any violations of the
regulations it proclaimed. The services extended to the markets by the
Government included appointment of watchmen to provide security
round the clock, cleaning of the markets, watering the streets to
prevent dust and reduce temperature during the summer period,
controlling the prices, ensuring the adherence to the standards and
specifications governing the quality of goods sold, and setting-up rules
organizing business activities. The establishment of the Municipality
in 1930 further enhanced the role of the Government which helped to




take place in a house facing the Amir’s Palace. Needy people used to
come there every day at noon with their pots and utensils to be filled
with a rice meal given free to them by the orders of the Amir. This
tradition was initiated by Sheikh Jaber Al-Sabah, the third Amir of
Kuwait that ruled during the period 1812 — 1859. This tradition had
continued and were followed by all the next Amirs until the late forties
when oil was discovered (1). The Coast Road also housed several
industrial plants at early days including several ice making factories
and the first desalination plant bought by Sheikh Mubarak Al-Sabah in
1914 to solve the problem of fresh water supply, which became very
serious with the increasing number of population at the beginning of
the twentieth century. This plant did not succeed, however, and was
returned back to the manufacturer in 1922. Another important plant
located in that Road was the first electric power plant built by a private
company established by a number of Kuwaiti businessmen in 1934 to
supply houses with electricity.

TYPES OF ACTIVITIES IN THE OLD MARKETS

The business activities in the old markets can be divided into two
major types, “wholesale” and “retail”.  The wholesale markets
included the old port area (called “Furdha”), where the ship owners
used to sell their commodities, brought from Iraq and Iran to
merchants, and shopkeepers. Another wholesale market was called
“Merchants’ Market” starting immediately from the old port, extending
southward towards the heart of the city. This market was the oldest
and most important in Kuwait’s history, as it housed shops and offices
of the merchants who owned the ships that sailed to India and East
Africa, bringing with them many goods such as rice, sugar, tea, spices,
clothes, etc. The merchants in this market supplied most of the shops
in the city with their needs of goods on credit basis. Messengers were
sent every Saturday by the merchants to collect invoices from the
shopkeepers who used to pay a part or all their debts.

(1) This was known in Kuwait’s history as “Aish Bin Omair” (Bin
Omair rice). Bin Omair was the cook who took care of distributing the
rice for needy people.



anchoring in “Furdha” were those carrying commodities from steam
ships coming from India, and later from Europe.

Another significant place in the old port was the Customs Center,
which was a small cottage at the end of the nineteenth century with one
or two clerks whose duty was to roughly estimate the value of any
commodity coming to Kuwait through the sea port, in order to impose
the government taxes, whether in currency or “in kind”. Near the
Customs Center there were two big warehouses constructed of mud to
house the commodities collected from merchants as “in kind custom
duties”. The collected goods were distributed according to the Ruler’s
orders.

There were two or three cafes at the old port where sailors, fishermen
and ship captains used to rest and drink tea or coffee, smoke “Nargila”
(tobacco water pipe) and sometimes sleep overnight on the long

wooden sofas till the morning to have a quick breakfast made of hot
milk and horse-beans called (“Bajillah”), before leaving to their
countries after selling their goods.

“Furdha” was located in the middle of the Coast Road which extended
both eastwards and westwards of the old city with a great number of
trade outlets that played a major role in Kuwait’s economy in the olden
days. Each of these trade outlets or shops (called Amara), belonged to
merchants and ship owners, who had most of the time a small dock
(called Niga’a) in front of the “Amara” to land their ships for
maintenance during the off-season. The Coast Road was, therefore,
one of the busiest areas during those days crowded with businessmen
and labourers, especially before the travel period of the merchant ships
to India, and the pearl diving season.

The Coast Road can also be remembered as having a lot of social and
economic centers and activities. Several old traditional schools
(locally called Muttawa) and historical and old mosques existed there
in addition to “Divans” belonging to famous merchants and sea
captains. The Coast Road also witnessed a daily event that used to



LOCATION AND TYPES OF ACTIVITIES

The markets started from the small port located west of the “Seif
Palace”, which houses the Amir’s office, extended from there
southwards towards “Safat Square”, the place where the Bedouins used
to come from the desert, carrying various commodities to sell them and
buy the goods available in the city. Safat was a huge open area where
camels and donkeys used to get rest after their long trip from the
desert, from which they carried such products as edible oil, milk
products, wool, desert plants, etc.

Most of Kuwait old markets were covered with ceilings made of straw
mats supported by tree branches to protect shoppers from the sun, rain,
dust and similar harsh climatic conditions.

BUSINESS ACTIVITIES IN “AL-FURDAH” AND THE COAST
ROAD

Kuwait’s port area “Furdha” was the only outlet for more than three
hundred years. It received all imported goods from neighboring
countries and India through the sea. All kinds of ships used to unload
their goods there to be carried on horse-back to merchant stores or
shops. Most commodities used to arrive to Kuwait port through
locally made wooden ships run by wind-sail, until the beginning of the
twentieth century when “The British India Steam Ships Company”
opened a sea line from Bombay to Kuwait twice a month. Its ships
used to anchor east of Kuwait city coast, and unloaded their cargo. -
Kuwait port “Furdha” was the busiest place in town as it represented
the heart of the city, where most business activities used to generate.

The “Furdha” had many distinguished characteristics that were absent
in the neighboring ports of the Arabian Gulf. It had three anchorages
built at the beginning of the twentieth century, each capable of
receiving ships of different sizes, i.e. small, medium and large. The
small size ships used to come from nearby ports of Basra and Abadan,
while medium size ships traded with Gulf Ports of Bahrain, Qatar,
Dubai, Muscat, Bushire in Iran, and some Saudi ones. The large ships



The Old Souk Of Kuwait

INTRODUCTION

Kuwait’s strategic location in the North West of the Arabian Gulf has
helped it to develop as an important trading and re-export center which
the neighboring countries had relied on, for many years, as a major
supplier of considerable portion of their needs. For more than three
hundred years, Kuwaitis have been famous skilled traders and
navigators, who sailed their locally made ships all over the Gulf, India
and East African ports, carrying huge quantities of dates from Iraq and
returning with all kinds of commodities to Kuwait to sell a small
portion of them locally and re-export the bulk to Saudi Arabia, Iraq
and Iran. The stability of the political system and the traditional policy
of the Government to make Kuwait a free and open market had further
attracted many foreign businessmen and traders to come to Kuwait to
buy most of their needs. These traders enjoyed the privilege to buy
goods without having to pay any taxes or custom duties, except for a
small percentage that ranged between 2% to 4% during the previous
three centuries.

This led to make Kuwait a flourishing trading port, housing various
markets, each specialized in certain commodities. It is not surprising,
therefore, to know that the old walled city of Kuwait, with its 100,000
to 150,000 residents during the period 1850 — 1930 contained more
than fifty markets, located in the middle of the city, extending from the
old port area to Safat with branches scattered through the neighboring
narrow roads and streets. Such markets had small shops that used to
open from sunrise to late evening with few hours break in the middle
of the day for prayers and siesta.






The |d Souk of
Kuwait

By
Mohamad A. Jamal

b5 U;(}O £

Center for Research and Studies on Kuwalt
Kuwalt 2004



444 1-YY-E-Y: sﬂﬁé)



The ()|d Souk of
Kuwait



