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Establishing a Base on the Persian Gulf Islands: Britain's
Strategic Challenge in the 19th Century

Safoura Boroumand*

From the outset of the European arrival in the Persian Gulf, establishing a presence on the
islands of this strategic region was considered a priority. The rationale for this focus
included the islands' distance from Iran's central authority, the potential for greater control
over the region's commercial sphere, and the reliance on naval power. The establishment of
the Portuguese base in Hormuz (913 AH /1507 CE) and Qeshm (1030 AH /1621 CE), and
the Dutch settlement in Kharg (1166 AH /1753 CE) stemmed from these conditions. The
end of the Seven Years' War (1756-1763 CE), which led to France's withdrawal from its
possessions in India and a significant increase in British dominance over the subcontinent,
prompted the British East India Company to focus on strengthening its presence in the
region spanning from the Indian Ocean to the Persian Gulf. In analyzing the situation, the
matter of the Persian Gulf islands drew the attention of the British East India Company's
officials. John Malcolm was among the British agents who emphasized the necessity of
this, meticulously documenting the conditions of the islands during his visit to the region
(1215 AH /1800 CE). Awareness of Napoleon's plans for an expedition to India and his
actions in concluding a treaty with Fath-Ali Shah Qajar—which included dispatching
French military advisors, some of whom were tasked with surveying the Persian Gulf
and its islands—increased the urgency for Britain to establish its own base on the islands.
Relying on reports and documents and by re-examining the historical context, this
research analyzes the rationale and process behind the selection of an island for the
stationing of British forces in the Persian Gulf, and evaluates the outcomes of this
endeavor. The findings of this study indicate that the necessity of establishing and
maintaining a base on the Persian Gulf islands was a primary priority and a key objective
for Britain in the 13th century AH / 19th century CE, and that it had a distinct impact on
the influence and operations of British agents in Iran.
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