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Abstract 

The pilgrimage route had political and security implications, and the Ottoman Empire 

strengthened its relationship with the Al-Rashid rulers in Ha'il as a result. They had a 

strong relationship with them as the most important political entity on the pilgrimage 

route, in addition to leading the Iraqi pilgrimage caravans and securing the road for 

Iraqi and Persian pilgrims. The Ottoman Empire also used the route militarily to supply 

its army in the Hejaz with provisions and military supplies in Najd and the Hejaz after 

their ammunition was depleted. They also protected the road from the danger of Bedouins 

and secured the necessary services for pilgrims on their way to and from the holy cities. 

However, in the early 19th century, the route was severely threatened when the Al Sauds 

launched their Wahhabi invasions of southern Iraq via the Iraqi pilgrimage route, and the 

route was affected as its use decreased to avoid robbery and murder. In the early 20th 

century, a number of scholars in Najaf, Karbala, Kazimiyah, Samarra, and Persian 

scholars issued fatwas prohibiting the use of the route due to its dangers for pilgrims, and 

the prohibition fatwas were printed in a booklet and distributed to Iranian pilgrims to 

avoid using it."  
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Introduction 

The methods of Hajj pilgrimage are considered one of the important aspects of Muslims' 

lives and the prominent features of their ancient civilization throughout their long history 

and successive ages. And since the territory of Islam has extended to different parts of the 

world, east and west, it has required the establishment of solid transportation routes that 

connect those vast areas, especially those related to performing the obligation of Hajj and 

linked to the Holy Kaaba in Mecca and the tomb of the Prophet Muhammad. Muslims 

from all over the world have longed to visit these holy places since the emergence of 

Islam to the present day. This obligation has prompted Islamic countries, including Iraq, 

to take special arrangements related to organizing the roads leading to the holy land.  

One of these arrangements was the Iraqi Land Hajj road, which was considered a massive 

religious, economic, and political passage that connects Iraq and the Hijaz. It is also one 

of the most important and shortest roads leading from it and some other countries in the 

Levant to Mecca in the Ottoman era. Iraqi and Arab pilgrims, especially those from 

Persia, have passed through it. The road received attention from the Ottoman state, as its 

sultans and rulers were keen on establishing stations and providing means of comfort for 

the Hajj caravans, in addition to rebuilding the old stations that were established by the 
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Abbasid state along the road and worked hard to secure it and provide the necessary 

supplies for the pilgrims. 

Undoubtedly, the existence of a vital route connecting two regions and different cities 

will have political effects. The Ottoman state protected the Hajj route by establishing 

forts, castles and checkpoints along the way. It also provided forces to guard and protect 

against attacks from bandits and outsiders. Although this is part of the usual duties and 

services provided by the state to its citizens, working on the Hajj route takes another 

aspect, namely the political and psychological impact that the Ottoman state wants to 

establish through its efforts to mobilize public opinion and harmonize with its needs to 

perform its religious and spiritual rituals. Therefore, the relationship between the state 

and the Hajj route takes a clear political aspect.  

The research is based on three main axes: the first is the political effects on the Hajj route 

during the years (1568-1801 CE), the second is the impact of the Wahhabi invasions on 

the Iraqi land route to Hajj in southern Iraq between the years (1801-1814 CE), and the 

third is the impact of the Hajj route on the relationship between the Ottoman state and the 

rulers of Al-Rashid in Hail. 

The research relied on many and varied sources, foremost among which are the 

unpublished Ottoman and Persian documents, which reported on research in the field of 

demonstrating the securing of the way for pilgrims by the Ottoman Empire and by the 

Rashid family, the rulers of Hail, and in the field of prohibiting scholars from taking the 

path because of its seriousness. While the printed books came to add important and 

abundant information about the provision of supplies and supplies to pilgrims by the 

Ottoman Empire, the Bedouin inhabitants have the way to avoid their attack on pilgrims. 

Firstly: The Political Effects on the Hajj Route During the Years (1568-1801 CE) 

The Ottoman Empire was keen on providing security and safety for the pilgrims during 

their stay in the holy places. It relied on two main pillars: the local power represented by 

the Hashemite nobility, which it relied on to achieve security inside the Hijaz during the 

Hajj season in addition to the moving forces to provide protection on the main roads, 

accompanying caravans with strong guards, and paying financial aid to some tribes to 

allow caravans to pass through their lands(1) without obstacles.  

At the beginning of the Ottoman rule in Iraq, the overland pilgrimage route was fraught 

with risks and bandits. A telegram was issued by the Ottoman authorities advising people 

not to use the road, but it fell on deaf ears. A caravan consisting of Arab and Persian 

pilgrims returned to the road in 1568 using a guide, despite it being a prohibited and 

dangerous route (2).  

After a few years, on September 27, 1571, another telegram was sent prohibiting pilgrims 

from using the road. The Ottoman state ordered Hussein Pasha, the governor of Baghdad 

(1571-1573) (3), to take necessary measures to prevent pilgrims from crossing it. The 

road was closed, and nobody used it due to its dangers. A telegram was also sent to the 

Safavid state emphasizing the necessity of informing the Persian pilgrims not to use the 

Iraqi pilgrimage route, and whoever uses it will be punished (4). However, Arab and other 

pilgrims continued to use the road despite the Ottoman authorities' prohibition, who sent 

several telegrams to the governor of Baghdad, requesting him to take the necessary 

measures (5). 

At the end of the 17th century, the situation changed for the better, depending on the 

improved relations between the two great Ottoman and Safavid Islamic states. (30 Rajab 

1107 AH/4 March 1696 AD) to the governor of Baghdad, Ali Pasha (1695-1698) (6) 

directed him to protect Persian pilgrims and not to be subjected to them on the way and to 

ensure their comfort, and their non-persecution under the agreement concluded by the 

Ottoman Empire with the Safavid side on securing the way for them within the territory 

of the Ottoman Empire, In addition, the money of Persian pilgrims should be handed over 
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to Bayt al-Mal if one of them dies on the way to be given to their families through the 

embassy(7). 

At the beginning of the eighteenth century, there was an increase in political and social 

ties between Baghdad and the Hejaz. Ja'far al-Husayni, one of the personalities of the 

Hejaz, directed a call to Hasan Pasha (1704 -1724 AD) (8), the governor of Baghdad, in 

1715 to invite him to perform the Hajj to the Holy House of Allah and to be the guest of 

the nobles themselves (9). During his rule, the conditions of the road improved and 

security was established. In 1718, the water carriers on the Iraqi land route accompanied 

the pilgrims to Mecca(10), and the central Ottoman authority did not neglect its interest in 

the visitors to the two holy mosques. Mustafa Pasha took care of the reconstruction of the 

Iraqi land route, providing water carriers to give water to the pilgrims and carry it on 

camels, and inspecting the poor(11). Correspondence was exchanged between the 

governors of Baghdad and the nobles of the Hejaz(12). Telegrams continued to come 

from the Ottoman authorities to the governors of Baghdad and Basra, judges, princes of 

the provinces, the forces of the inqilab, and the commanders of the customs, confirming 

the need to secure the Iraqi land route and protect the Persian and Arab pilgrims who 

came to perform the Hajj, not to ask them for taxes or illegal money, and not to harm their 

property(13).  

According to the cables sent regarding the pilgrims of Persia and securing the route for 

them, it was revealed that an agreement was made in the year (1736 AD) about this, and 

negotiations were held. The Ottoman side was led by the Grand Vizier Muhammad 

Pasha(14), and the other side was the ruler of Iran, Nader Shah, regarding encouraging 

Persian pilgrims to take the Iraqi pilgrimage route instead of the Syrian pilgrimage route, 

on the condition that the governor of Baghdad ensures the safety and protection(15) of the 

pilgrims. The latter also stipulated to the Ottoman Sultan that the Amir of the pilgrimage 

from Persia (Iran) should be allowed to dress the Kaaba(16). The reliance on the 

mentioned agreement continued for a long time to come, and it was always called upon to 

be respected. For example, documentary sources confirmed on (29 Jumada al-Akhir 1210 

AH / 9 January 1796 AD) that the Ottoman authorities in Istanbul sent a telegram to the 

provinces of Baghdad, Basra, and to the Sharif of Mecca, explaining to them the 

importance of protecting the pilgrims from Persia who travel through the Iraqi pilgrimage 

route, and reminding them that this is governed by previous agreements(17). 

Secondly, the Iraqi land route for the Hajj pilgrimage was affected by the Wahhabi 

invasions in southern Iraq between the years 1801-1814. 

 During that period, the Wahhabi invasions had a significant impact on the route due to 

the great risks that the Iraqi and Persian travelers faced from the raids of the Najdi tribes 

who embraced the Wahhabi call led by the Saudis since the end of the eighteenth century. 

This led to the theft of Iraqi and Persian pilgrims on the road. At that time, the Hajj route 

passed through areas controlled by Diriyah, the capital of the Saudis, which led to 

avoiding it and passing through the Hail Road. During the second Saudi state, the Saudis 

wanted to make their new capital, Riyadh, a major Hajj station and an alternative to Hail, 

but the fanaticism of the people and their hostility to those who opposed them from the 

sects hindered that. Therefore, the pilgrims from the East continued to avoid passing 

through them, as these pilgrims were treated badly in southern Najd (18).  

Perhaps the raids carried out by the Najdi tribes had a negative impact on the Hajj 

caravans and Iraqi and Persian trade, especially in the holy city of Najaf, located on the 

edge of the desert, which made it vulnerable to attacks by the nearby Bedouin tribes, 

prompting its protection(19). 

There is no doubt that the most important Iraqi pilgrimage route (Najaf al-Ashraf) during 

the Ottoman era was subjected to a number of Wahhabi invasions. The first was in 1802 

when they launched a violent attack on the city, but the defenders, led by Sheikh Ja'far 

Kashif al-Ghita, managed to repel them. However, they succeeded in invading Karbala 
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(20) in a painful incident. They repeated their continuous attacks in the years 1805, 1806, 

1807, 1810, and 1811 on the outskirts of Najaf, Karbala, Al-Hillah, and other areas (21. 

They used the road linking them to Najd, and the invaders besieged Iraqi territories, 

cutting off roads, looting caravans of pilgrims and visitors, killing and destroying until the 

pilgrimage was disrupted for many years (22). Its severity decreased with the arrival of 

the third decade of the nineteenth century after the elimination of the Al Saud state in 

Riyadh in 1818 and the Ottoman's sending of strict instructions to the concerned parties to 

protect the road (23). After the events that occurred to the road due to the Wahhabi 

invasions and its reopening, Persia, which used the overland pilgrimage route, sent a 

telegram of thanks and appreciation in (29 Dhul-Hijjah 1240 AH / 13 August 1825 AD) to 

the Grand Vizier in Baghdad for the Ottoman Empire's success in securing the Iraqi 

overland pilgrimage route(24). 

The Ottoman authorities in Istanbul sent a telegram on 20 Rajab 1253 AH / 19 October 

1837 CE to the governor of Baghdad, Ali Riza Pasha, stating that the Persian pilgrims 

who will travel from their country to Najaf Ashraf to perform the Hajj rituals through its 

route, must be treated well and protected. The governor of Baghdad also emphasized that 

the local authority in Najaf Ashraf should provide facilities for the merchants who 

accompany the pilgrims with goods and not impose additional fees on them, according to 

the agreements between the two sides, in addition to providing all services for them(25). 

The Persian authorities also sent a telegram to the Ottoman authorities in Istanbul, stating 

that the mother of Qajar Shah Mohammad Shah (1834-1848 CE) will embark on a 

pilgrimage through the Iraqi land route. The Ottoman authorities, in turn, sent a telegram 

to the governor of Baghdad on 19 Safar 1256 AH / 21 April 1840 CE to take necessary 

measures to receive the Shah's mother (26). 

Thirdly: The Ottoman Empire preferred the route of pilgrimage in its relationship with the 

rulers of the Rashid family in Hail.  

The relationship between the Ottoman Empire and the rulers of the Rashid (27) family 

was strong, as they were the most important political entity on the land pilgrimage route. 

In addition to leading the Iraqi pilgrimage caravans, there were other factors that helped 

in the connection between Hail(28) and its emirs with the Ottoman governors in Iraq. 

They were a refuge for many who left Najd from the Shammar tribe for various reasons 

as it was the main source of food for the people of Hail in general and for its rulers in 

particular, in addition to that the Ottoman Empire controlled the areas surrounding the 

emirate (Hijaz, Al-Ahsa, and Al-Qatif) (29).  

During the reign of the Al-Rashid family, the Iraqi pilgrimage route was given special 

attention under their political harmony with the Ottomans, and the road passed through 

Hail, especially during the reign of Prince Talal Al-Rashid (1847-1867 AD) (30), who 

used his diplomatic skills to secure the pilgrimage route for the pilgrims and pass through 

his capital, after obtaining permission from the Ottoman authorities in Iraq to allow the 

pilgrimage caravans to pass through Najaf Al-Ashraf. His brother Prince Mutaib Al-

Rashid (1866-1869 AD) (31) took over the Hajj Emirate and his uncle Ubaid bin Rashid 

ensured security and reassurance on the Hajj routes (32). After his death, Prince 

Mohammed Al-Rashid (1873-1897 AD) (33) took over the Hajj Emirate (34). One of the 

Persian pilgrims who performed the Hajj in 1871 AD, in his journey called "The Journey 

of Mecca 1288 AH", mentioned that Mohammed Al-Rashid was the Hajj prince at that 

time and he walked in front of the caravan and his members were distributed in front and 

behind the caravan, being cautious and alert (35), indicating their high interest in the road 

and their keenness on the safety and security of the pilgrims." 

As Talal Al-Rasheed conducted negotiations with Nasser al-Din Shah (1848-1896 AD) to 

allow the annual pilgrimage caravans to pass through his lands(36), he entered into an 

agreement with the Qajar state to allow their pilgrims to pass through his emirate instead 

of the Faid station in exchange for higher fees(37) and under certain conditions: 
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1. The Emirate of Jabal Shamar pledges to protect the Persian pilgrims who are 

transported from Najaf to Mecca during their journey and return. 

2. Secure the road from attacks by bandits and ensure the safety of the pilgrim 

caravan and prevent Arab tribes from attacking the pilgrims. 

3. The Emirate appoints a suitable leader to oversee the pilgrim caravan and 

undertakes to transport the pilgrims. 

4. Provide transportation for the pilgrims during their journey and return(38) 

The Persian pilgrims expressed their gratitude for Talal's and his brother Mutaib's good 

treatment of them. Mutaib was responsible for Hajj affairs and provided about 600 armed 

men to accompany the pilgrims at that time. Documentary sources also confirmed that he 

sent a guide every year to Najaf al-Ashraf to accompany the pilgrims(39). These 

negotiations were not the only means that allowed the pilgrims to travel through Hail, as 

the princes followed the approach of persuasion and intimidation that led all caravans to 

travel through their lands(40). 

The governor of Baghdad, Muhammad Najib Pasha(41), sent a telegram on 27 Dhu al-

Qidah 1262 AH/15 December 1846 CE to the Ottoman authorities informing them that 

every year a large number of Iraqi and Persian pilgrims gather in the holy city of Najaf 

and head towards the holy lands through the Shammar Mountains (Ha'il). Therefore, they 

should send a telegram to the Amir of Ha'il to take commitments from them to secure the 

road and provide sufficient protection for them, and not take their money illegally(42).  

For these reasons, the Ottoman state hastened to grant Prince Muhammad Rashid the 

Ottoman medal of the third degree after he assumed the emirate in 1872 CE, in order to 

win him over(43). He, in turn, annually presented his zakat to the Sheikh of the Medina 

Holy Mosque, amounting to 3,000 Majidi, along with sixty camels and six horses(44).  

The rulers of Ha'il oversaw the pilgrim caravans by appointing a leader for each caravan, 

and their flag (the flag of the Rashid family) was raised with the caravan, indicating that 

the caravan was under their protection. The princes also appointed a police force to ride 

camels to protect the pilgrims and intervene in case of violence. The main task of this 

force was to protect the pilgrims from attacks by tribes camping along the road, as raids 

on caravans and looting their property were a significant source of income for groups 

such as the Harb tribe, whose lands were located between Ha'il and Medina(45). 

Mohammed Al-Rashid faced a problem in securing the routes of caravans. His dilemma 

was the Harb tribe, which exhausted the emirate with its threats to the Hajj and trade 

route. He believed that the Ottoman state either needed to deter this tribe through its 

governor in Medina, or send additional forces to protect the Hajj caravans, or engage in 

negotiations and temptations with their leaders to mitigate their danger. He tried hard to 

attract the leaders of the tribe to his emirate and offer them rewards and gifts to ensure 

they wouldn't attack the caravans (46). Additionally, his policy with the tribes resulted in 

suppressing and preventing Bedouin attacks on pilgrims (47). 

 One of the pilgrims mentioned that the Hajj caravan he accompanied in the year 1871 

was attacked three times by the Anza tribe, consisting of about 500 people, on the road. 

They surrounded them from three directions, and the pilgrims and camels gathered in one 

place, then they attacked them, killed, robbed(48), and looted them. In the following 

years, the availability of security in Najd, especially at the end of the nineteenth century, 

contributed to the relative stability of the situation(49). 

In the year 1872 AD, the prominent scholar Mirza Mohammad Hassan Shirazi, who was 

the highest religious authority at the time, performed the Hajj. The leader of the caravan 

was Mohammad Al Rashid. Upon their return, Shirazi gifted him a valuable sword for his 

great efforts in caring for and serving the pilgrims. Since his appointment, the pilgrims 

were able to go on the Hajj without facing any harm or obstacles. If any pilgrim was 
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delayed or lost in the desert, they would be safely brought to Hail out of fear of the Al 

Rashid rulers(50).  

In the year 1882 AD, the Ottoman authorities stopped a group of Russian and Persian 

pilgrims from entering because they had not paid the fee. They were only allowed to enter 

after paying a crossing fee of 20 qurush, which led them to file a complaint with the 

Ottoman government through their ambassadors in Baghdad. They confirmed that these 

pilgrims were from the poor class, and that taking high fees was not suitable for them. 

They requested that entry to Mecca be allowed through their documents without paying 

any fees along the way(51).  

As a result of the problems that occurred during the previous Hajj seasons with the 

circulation of Persian currency in the Ottoman Empire, the Ottoman government issued a 

decision on 18 Dhu al-Hijjah 1305 AH/25 August 1888 AD allowing Persian pilgrims to 

use their currency only during the Hajj season in Baghdad and the Hijaz. This decision 

was communicated to the agents to facilitate the pilgrims' tasks(52). 

In the same year, the Ottoman authorities sent a telegram to the Ottoman states in 

Baghdad and the Hijaz on 14 Dhul-Hijjah 1305H/21 August 1888 CE, allowing Persian 

pilgrims to use their currency in the Ottoman states and providing facilities for them 

during the Hajj season(53). The Ottoman authorities also took a series of important 

measures on 4 Safar 1306H/19 October 1888 CE regarding pilgrims and currency 

exchange, confirming that the foreign currencies of Islamic countries coming to perform 

the Hajj should be in accordance with financial decisions, as the value of metallic 

currencies fluctuates causing problems during the Hajj season. Their measure was to 

approve the use of Persian currency like other countries, and the decision was notified to 

all the Ottoman states(54). 

 Additionally, a telegram came from Russia on 19 September 1889 CE, demanding that 

the Ottoman state protect its pilgrims who come to Iraq for the Hajj along the Iraqi land 

route. The Russian embassy in Istanbul asked the Ottoman authorities to take necessary 

measures to protect these pilgrims from highway robbers, and the Ottoman governor in 

Baghdad was also asked to take appropriate action on the matter(55). 

On the date of 23 Shaban 1316 AH/5 March 1899, Prince Abdulaziz bin Mutaib Al 

Rashid (1897-1906 AD) (56) sent a telegram to the governorate of Baghdad in which he 

clarified that the authorities in Jabal Shammar had taken the necessary measures to secure 

the road and provide all the needs during the journey for the pilgrims coming from Najaf 

Al-Ashraf(57).   

According to the agreements concluded between Persia and the Ottoman Empire, the 

Iraqi land pilgrimage route was used by Qajar court personalities heading for the 

pilgrimage, including Crown Prince Mohammad Mirza. An Ottoman document dated 5 

Shaban 1316 AH/15 February 1899 indicated that the Persian authorities had sent a 

telegram to the Ottoman authorities and to the governor of Baghdad in order to provide 

security and facilities for the caravan that carried them(58).  

Despite the efforts of Al Rashid family to secure the road, the conditions continued to 

worsen. Hajj Fadlullah Al-Nouri (1843-1909 AD) (59), who returned from Mecca in 1899 

AD via the Hail-Najaf Al-Ashraf road, mentioned that the Hajj caravan faced various 

difficulties and hardships on the road, unlike what Abdulaziz bin Mutaib Al Rashid had 

mentioned. Scholars wrote about this and many of them forbade the use of this road(60). 

His emirate faced political challenges and little attention was paid to the road, so the 

difficulties and challenges faced by the emirate were exploited by the road sector(61). 

In addition to that, the harassment of the pilgrims began with incitement from the 

Wahhabis. They told the people of Hail that these pilgrims are from Najaf, Karbala, 

Hillah, Baghdad, and all of Persia, and they are all polytheists. Therefore, their blood, 

honor, and wealth are permissible, and even greeting them is not allowed(62).  
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On the eve of the twentieth century, specifically in the year 1900 CE, a fatwa was issued 

by the jurisprudent Sheikh Muhammad Al-Fadil Al-Shirbini(63), prohibiting the pilgrims 

from taking the overland route from Najaf Al-Ashraf to Hail and Medina, due to the grave 

harm that befell the pilgrims in terms of their lives and wealth from the attacks of the 

Bedouins. The Qajar government also prevented its citizens from taking this route(64) by 

order. They asked them to use the Damascus route, which some of them did and did not 

suffer any harm, while others ignored all warnings and took the route from Najaf Al-

Ashraf, and were killed, robbed, and looted. Some were injured and received medical care 

(65), as a result of his fatwa, the pilgrimage was completely cut off for three years(66). 

 During the period between 1900-1901 CE, more than one caravan of pilgrims was 

looted, causing them losses in both their money and lives. This compelled the religious 

leaders to prohibit its use as a means of preserving souls and property from harm(67). 

The period between 1901-1903 AD was difficult for pilgrims traveling through the holy 

city of Najaf. In 1901, Saadoun bin Mansour Al-Saadoun, the prince of Al-Muntafik, 

stood in the way seeking revenge for his men who were killed there. At the same time, 

members of the Anza tribe were near Shabcha (Al-Shibak) (68), where they attacked the 

pilgrims and seized over 500 loaded camels, calling the pilgrims polytheists. This caused 

the scholars of Najaf and Karbala to issue fatwas prohibiting travel on the road(69). Many 

scholars' names were mentioned in the documents(70), and they wrote to Mozaffar ad-

Din Shah (1896-1907 AD) to prevent their citizens from traveling on the mountain 

road(71). The Persian document dated 1320 AH/1902 AD confirms the prohibition of 

Persian pilgrims traveling on the road according to the fatwas of prohibition, and it was 

printed in a booklet of one thousand copies and distributed in many places. Pilgrims were 

prohibited from traveling and even returning on that road(72) due to the danger posed by 

repeated attacks on them by Bedouins and extortion of their money. None of the Iraqis or 

Persians traveled on that road(73) that year. 

In the year (1903 AD), the pilgrimage delegate from Hail came to Najaf before the Hajj 

season with his camels as usual. He found the matter very severe and no one was pleased 

with him. He adhered to the fatwa issued by the scholars prohibiting the conduct of the 

road. He travelled to Baghdad, hiring Field Marshal Ahmad Faidi Pasha (1902-1904) 

(74). Wali al-Askar, who informed him of the fatwa of the scholars of Najaf and that the 

pilgrims would not go with him, which would cause great damage to his principality, the 

governor sent a telegram to Najaf Al-Ashraf to reassure them about the conditions of the 

road and that there is no obstacle to travel with caravans on the overland pilgrimage 

route. Then, he returned to Najaf and met with the imam and the Friday prayer leader of 

Tehran and appealed to him(75)." The latter met with Mr. Mohamed Al-Tabatabai(76) and 

Mr. Jawad Al-Kalidar(77) Some of the sheikhs and merchants of Najaf wrote a letter to 

Hail carrying fifteen conditions that must be implemented by its emir. The people of 

Najaf added two conditions to it after agreement between them and took an undertaking 

from him(78). which prompted a group of scholars to allow people to march the 

pilgrimage through Najd(79) while a number of others remain unchanged(80). 

On reference to documentary sources, the Qajar authorities have endeavoured to send 

telegrams to their consul in Iraq in this regard, including on a date. (19 Sha'ban 1321 

AH/9 December 1903 CE) explained that their pilgrims would embark on the pilgrimage 

through the Najaf road. - Hail, and must work in coordination with the Ottoman 

authorities on this; Likewise, in issuing its orders to the Governor of Kermanshah, it 

stressed the need to disseminate news through mosques, inviting all concerned to make 

efforts to preserve the inviolability of the road to overcome the difficulties and dangers 

facing it, She assured him that the Ottoman authorities would be in charge of containing 

the road problem to secure it and should be contacted(81). 

In the same period of time, at the turn of the twentieth century, the road developed 

considerably by acquiring added military importance, when the garrisons of the Ottoman 



453 Political Implications of the Iraqi Land Pilgrimage Route during the Ottoman Era 
 

army in Najd were endangered by tribes loyal to Saudi Prince Abdulaziz Al Saud(82). 

After seizing Riyadh in 1902, the Ottoman Empire found itself needing to pass its 

military mail to central Arabia via the Najaf Hail road weekly(83). 

As the crisis escalated, the Ottoman High Command took the decision to move regular 

forces to Najd across the desert instead of the Persian Gulf, in order to avoid the anger of 

the British in control of its waters and chiefdoms. (1904), and his commander, Field 

Marshal Ahmed Faidi, was ordered to complete his preparations there before moving 

from there to Hail(84). 

The road was used for other political-military purposes by the Ottoman Empire in 1905, 

as evidenced by the memoirs of an Ottoman officer in Najd appealing to his government 

to help the Ottoman garrisons after their supplies had run out, and asking them to send 

them supplies on the road to the land pilgrimage in Najaf, Medina(85). 

On 5 Safar 1324 30 March 1906, the Ottoman authorities in the Hijaz sent a telegram 

explaining that Arab pilgrims and Persians preferred to return via Jabal Shammar. (Hail-

Najaf), despite the warnings and prohibitions issued, when the authorities in the Hijaz 

prevented them, they filed complaints against the Ottoman administration, which took it 

upon itself to send a telegram to the Qajar state embassy in Istanbul to prevent their 

pilgrims from using the Iraqi land route to travel to and from the Hajj due to the expected 

risks they would face(86). 

It is worth mentioning that despite the efforts of the Al-Rashid family to secure the Iraqi 

pilgrimage route until the year 1906, especially during the reign of Abdulaziz Al-Rashid, 

the numbers of pilgrims began to decrease from 3,000 to less than that, due to the attack 

on the pilgrims by highway robbers. As a result, the scholars of Najaf, Karbala, and Iran 

issued new fatwas prohibiting the use of the mountain route (Najaf-Hail) for those who 

wanted to perform Hajj, to distance themselves from the danger that threatened the route. 

Since that time, Iranian pilgrims began to use the Syrian pilgrimage route(87). 

 In the year (1909-1327), a telegram was sent from the Hajj Amir Nasser Al-Khashman 

(1897-1919) (88) to the Ottoman authorities, in which he complained about the failure of 

the Al-Rashid family to collect customs duties from the pilgrims who traveled by land, 

and the document confirmed that correspondence was taking place directly between the 

Amir of Hail and the Ottoman government in Istanbul (89). 

In the year 1910 CE, the governor of Ha'il, Prince Saud bin Abdulaziz Al Rashid (1910-

1920 CE) (90), sent a message to the highest religious authority in Najaf Al Ashraf, 

Sayyid Mohammed Kazim Al Yazdi (91), confirming the safety of the Hajj route through 

Ha'il and their efforts to secure it and ensure the comfort of the pilgrims. The message 

stated: "We inform Your Eminence that, thanks to the grace of God and the blessings of 

your righteous prayers, we have been able to discipline the corrupt from the desert and 

secure the route"As the state of Amir of Mecca took on the reforms of the Hijazi roads 

and disciplined its inhabitants as a measure to maintain the sanctity of the Holy Kaaba, 

we hope that the pilgrims who accompanied Khalil Ibrahim Al-Sabhan after their arrival 

will inform you of the conditions of the road and what they witnessed of comfort, dignity, 

and effort. If you desire for the pilgrim to appear on the mountain road, this is the 

appointed time for Ibrahim Al-Sabhan to give you a response when he arrives at your 

destination to receive the pilgrim. We, God willing, will make every effort to ensure the 

security of the pilgrims and facilitate their affairs. May God's peace and blessings be upon 

our Prophet Muhammad and his family. (18 Rabi' al-Awwal 1328 AH/1910 AD) (92). 

The Ottoman authorities opened an investigation into the attack by Bedouin tribes living 

along the road against Iraqi and Persian pilgrims on 10 Ramadan 1330 AH/22 August 

1912 AD, in which they looted the merchandise of the pilgrims. Upon their arrival in the 

Hejaz, the Persian Amir al-Hajj filed a complaint with the local authorities in the Hejaz, 

who in turn sent a report to the Ottoman Sultan, who ordered the return of the goods to 
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the merchants and the provision of security and stability for the pilgrims during the Hajj 

season (93)." 

In the year 1914 CE, Prince Saud bin Abdulaziz Al-Rashid (1910-1920 CE) sent a 

telegram to the Ottoman authorities in which he emphasized the need to exert maximum 

effort to ensure the safety and well-being of pilgrims and travelers along the Iraqi land 

route to Hajj. He also urged them to protect their belongings and themselves so that they 

could perform Hajj and return to their homelands in complete comfort and tranquility. He 

noted that the decline in the number of pilgrims in previous years was due to the actions 

of corrupt individuals (94).  

After the Ottoman Empire entered World War I in late 1914 CE against Britain, the 

British government attempted to prevent the passage of pilgrims along the route and to 

prevent the transfer of goods from Najaf to Hail because they saw Hail as being under the 

influence of their Ottoman enemies. As a result, the number of commercial caravans (95) 

decreased. The men of the commercial caravans were one of the means of political 

communication between the Al-Rashid Emirate in Hail and the Ottoman capital, Istanbul. 

They used to send messages from Al-Rashid that explained the most important political 

developments in Najd and what they needed in terms of weapons and ammunition (96). 

In the year 1915, when the Saudis took control of Al-Ahsa (97), the Ottoman government 

strengthened the side of Saud bin Abdulaziz Al-Rashid in Ha'il, and showered him with 

money and equipment by the hand of Rashid Pasha (1915) (98) via the land route of the 

Iraqi Hajj. On the other hand, Ibn Rashid sent his envoy to Iraq to contact the governorate 

of Baghdad to take measures to preserve the safety of the Ha'il region, where the supply 

route of the emirate with food resources was limited to the Najaf Al-Ashraf-Ha'il road 

(99). 

 Despite efforts to revive it, things did not go well on the land route of the Hajj, as Saudi 

raids cast their shadows on it, aided by the bloody conflicts that plagued the Al-Rashid 

family in Ha'il and claimed the lives of some of their leaders. Abdulaziz Al Saud moved 

towards Ha'il and attacked it, surrounding it since 1918, relying on extremists from his 

army (Al-Mutawa'een) who focused on striking the pilgrims returning to Najaf from Arab 

and other countries, as they looted and killed them for being Shia (100). 

The finale: 

- The Ottoman Empire used to provide financial aid to the Bedouins living along the road 

in exchange for not attacking the pilgrims. However, if the aid was decreased, they would 

rob and loot them. 

- The rulers of Ha'il from Al Rashid family used to secure the road for the pilgrims and 

sometimes the Amir of Hajj would be from them. In exchange, the Ottoman Empire paid 

them a sum of money for the security, and they had a strong relationship with the 

Ottoman Empire. 

- The Wahhabi raids on the city of Najaf al-Ashraf through the Iraqi land route of Hajj 

had an impact on walking through it. Due to its danger, the scholars of Najaf, Karbala, 

Kazimiyah, and Samarra, as well as the scholars of Iran, prohibited walking through it. 

- In the 19th century, the Ottoman Empire used the Iraqi land route of Hajj to supply its 

army with provisions and all military supplies in Najd and Hijaz after their ammunition 

was depleted. 
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