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1 Hamad Ebrahim Al-Abdulla, Samuel Zwemer: liqah al-Massiheyah bil Islam [Samuel Zwemer: The Encounter of

Christianity with Islam] (Manama, 2011), pp. 95-103.
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2 James Cantine and Samuel Marinus Zwemer, The Golden Milestone (New York, 1939), pp. 128-37; and ‘Establishment of
the American Arabian Mission in Bahrein’, in The Persian Gulf Précis: Précis of Bahrein Affairs, Vol. IV, 1854-1904, ed. ] A.
Saldanha (Buckinghamshire, 1986), pp. 98-102 (99).

3 SJ. Thoms, ‘The Hospital at Bahrein’, Neglected Arabia, 44.4, (1902), in The Arabian Mission: Field Reports, Quarterly
Letters: Neglected Arabia, Arabia Calling, Vol. Il, 1902-1910 (Buckinghamshire, 1988), pp. 1-24 (12-16); and ). VanEss,
‘Missionary Letters and News from Arabia’, Neglected Arabia, 45.1, (1903), in The Arabian Mission: Field Reports,
Quarterly Letters: Neglected Arabia, Arabia Calling, Vol. II, 1902-1910 (Buckinghamshire, 1988), pp. 1-16 (3).

4 Inspection Report dated the 16" December 1945, on the Victoria Memorial Hospital, Bahrain, 29 December 1945, India
Office Records (IOR)/R/15/2/1077.
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5 ‘Deputation of Mr. T.C. Gaskin lately Vice-Consul, Bushire, as Assistant Political Agent in Bahrein’, in The Persian Gulf
Précis: Précis of Bahrein Affairs, Vol. IV, 1854-1904, ed. ). A. Saldanha (Buckinghamshire, 1986), pp. 136-40; ‘Construction
of an Agency building at Bahrein’, in The Persian Gulf Précis: Précis of Bahrein Affairs, Vol. IV, 1854-1904, ed. ] A. Saldanha
(Buckinghamshire, 1986), p. 149; Lord Curzon to Hamilton, 9 March 1899, IOR/L/PS/7/112; and Memorandum respecting
British interests in the Persian Gulf, 12 February 1908, IOR/L/PS/18/B166. For more information on the history and role of
the Native Agents in Bahrain see: |. Onley, The Arabian Frontier of the British Raj: Merchants, Rulers, and the British in the
Nineteenth-Century Gulf (Oxford, 2008).
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6 ‘Proposed reform of the Bahrein Customs Administration and appointment of a Political Agent at Bahrein 1901-1904’,
in The Persian Gulf Précis: Précis of Bahrein Affairs, Vol. IV, 1854-1904, ed. ] A. Saldanha (Buckinghamshire, 1986), pp.
141-47 (144).

7 Note on Interview between Ruler of Bahrain and Lord Curzon, Viceroy of India, 27 November 1903, IOR/R/15/1/317;
and John Gordon Lorimer, Gazetteer of the Persian Gulf, Oman, and Central Arabia, Vol. | part 1A (Calcutta, 1915), p. 933.

8  Lorimer, Gazetteer of the Persian Gulf, Oman, and Central Arabia, pp. 912-13.

9 James Cantine, Samuel Marinus Zwemer, and Peter |. Zwemer, ‘The Work at Bahrein’, Arabian Mission: Field Report,
7.3,(1893), in The Arabian Mission: Field Reports, Quarterly Letters: Neglected Arabia, Arabia Calling, Vol. 1, 1892-1901
(Buckinghamshire, 1988), pp. 1-8 (5).
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10  Assistant Political Agent in Bahrain to Political Resident, 16 November 1901, IOR/R/15/2/960; and ‘Proposed reform
of the Bahrein Customs Administration and appointment of a Political Agent at Bahrein 1901-1904’, in The Persian Gulf

Précis: Précis of Bahrein Affairs, Vol. IV, 1854-1904, ed. |.A. Saldanha (Buckinghamshire, 1986), pp. 141-47 (143).

11 Political Resident to Assistant Political Agent in Bahrain, 25 February 1902, IOR/R/15/2/960.
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12 J.B.Wood, Under Secretary to the Government of India to Political Resident, IOR/R/15/2/960; and ‘Medical Arrangements
at Bahrein: Proposed Erection of a Hospital at Bahrein in Commemoration of Her late Majesty Queen Victoria, 1901-1903’,
in The Persian Gulf Précis: Précis of Bahrein Affairs, Vol. IV, 1854-1904, ed. ).A. Saldanha (Buckinghamshire, 1986), pp-
126-27.

13 Assistant Political Agent in Bahrain's Agency’s Diary Notes, IOR/R/15/2/1984.

14 Assistant Political Agent in Bahrain to Political Resident, 23 March 1902, IOR/R/15/2/960.
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15 Under Secretary to the Government of India to Officiating Political Resident, 31 May 1902, IOR/R/15/2/960.

16 Mukbil al-Thakir was a prominent pearl merchant from Najed in central Arabia who resided in Bahrain. His fame in the
pearl trade earned him the title of (Fakher al-Tujjar) i.e. the Pride of Traders. For more information see: Khalid al-Bassam,

Rijjal fi Jaz'ier al-Lulu [Men from the Islands of Pearls] (Manama, 1991), pp. 5-15.
17 Assistant Political Agent in Bahrain to the First Assistant to the Political Resident, 23 August 1902, IOR/R/15/2/960.
18  Under Secretary to the Government of India to Political Resident, 5 November 1902, IOR/R/15/2/960.
19  Assistant Political Agent in Bahrain to Gangaram Tikamdas, 9 December 1902, IOR/R/15/2/960.
20  Assistant Political Agent to the Assistant Political Resident, 12 July 1903, IOR/R/15/2/960.

21 Minutes: The Victory Memorial Hospital Site, Bahrain, 28 March 1957, (Foreign Office), FO 366/3151.
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22 Assistant Political Agent to Political Resident, 12 March 1904, IOR/R/15/2/960.

23 Assistant Political Agent in Bahrain to Political Resident, 26 March 1904, IOR/R/15/2/960.
24 Assistant Political Agent in Bahrain to Political Resident, 7 May 1904, IOR/R/15/2/960.

25 Assistant Political Agent in Bahrain to Political Resident, 28 May 1904, IOR/R/15/2/960.

26 First Assistant to the Political Resident to Assistant Political Agent in Bahrain, 25 June 1904, IOR/R/15/2/960.
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27 Simple Sketch of the Ground Floor of Victoria Memorial Hospital, 1904, IOR/R/15/2/960.

28  First Assistant to the Political Resident to the Assistant Political Agent in Bahrain, 11 March 1905, IOR/R/15/2/960.

29  Surgeon General G. Bomford, Director General of the Indian Medical Services to the Secretary to the Government of

India, 11 May 1905, IOR/R/15/2/960.
30 Political Agentin Bahrain to Residency, 15 May 1905, IOR/15/2/960.
31 Political Agency in Bahrain to Political Residency, 7 July 1905, IOR/R/15/2/960.
32 Residency to Political Agencies in Kuwait, Bahrain, and Muscat, 2 June 1936, IOR/R/15/2/1064.

33 Khalil Mohammed al-Muraikhi, Glimpses of Bahrain from its Past, (Isa Town: Ministry of Information, 1991), pp. 179-81.
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34 GK Monani to Political Agency, 15 April 1916, IOR/R/15/2/960.

35 History of Science, Philosophy and Culture in Indian Civilization, Science and Modern India: an Institutional History, c.

1784-1947, Part IX, Vol. XV, general editor D.P. Chattopadhyaya, ed. Uma Das Gupta (London, 2010), p. 490.
36 GKMonani to Political Agency, 23 April 1916, IOR/R/15/2/960.

37  Officiating Political Agent in Bahrain to the Deputy Political Resident, 1 September 1916, IOR/R/15/2/960.
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38  Political Agency in Bahrain to Political Residency, 2 September 1916, IOR/R/15/2/960.

39  First Assistant Resident to the Political Agent in Bahrain, 17 September 1916, IOR/R/15/2/960.
40  Trevor to Fowle, Telegram No. 1989, 19 October 1916, IOR/R/15/2/960.

41 Administration Report of the Political Agency Bahrain for the year 1921, IOR/R/15/2/296.

42 Qassim al-Mehzaa born in 1847 was a prominent Muslim Sunni jurist in Bahrain. He was held responsible for judicial
duties in the cities of Manama and Muharraq. He died in 1941. For more information see: Bashar Yusuf al-Hadi, Ulama wa
Udaba‘a fi al-qarn al-rab'e ashar al-Hijri [Scholars and Authors of Bahrain in the Fourteenth Century of Hijrah] (Manama,

2005), pp. 479-508.

43 Administration Report of the Political Agency Bahrain for the year 1921, IOR/R/15/2/296.
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44 SN Ziman, Deputy Secretary, Resolution No. 1388, 1 February 1922, IOR/R/15/2/117.
45 Major LM.S. For Surgeon General with the Government of Bombay, 22 February 1922, IOR/R/15/2/117.
46  The Agency Bahrain, 12 June 1922, 10R/R/15/2/117.

47  Administration Report of the Bahrain Political Agency for the year 1922, IOR/R/15/2/296.
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48  Political Resident's Memorandum No.: 625-S, 16 August 1935, IOR/R/15/2/181.
49  The Accountant General Central Revenues to the Political Resident, 1 July 1941, I0R/R/15/2/1058.
50  Political Agentin Bahrain to the Port Director and Director of Navigation in Basra, 11 December 1940, I0R/R/15/2/1058.

51  Administration Report of the Political Agency Bahrain for the year 1924, I0R/R/15/2/296.
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52 Administration Report of the Political Agency Bahrain for the year 1925, IOR/R/15/2/296.
53  Daly to Residency Surgeon in Bushire, 28 January 1926, IOR/R/15/2/117.

54  Assistant Secretary to the Government of India in the Foreign and Political Department to the Political Resident, 18 March
1926, 10R/R/15/2/117.

55  Administration Report of the Political Agency, Bahrein for the Year 1927, 10R/R/15/2/296.

56  Political Agentin Bahrain to Belgrave, 29 November 1927, I0R/R/15/2/1055 and Belgrave to Political Agent in Bahrain,
12 December 1927, I0R/R/15/2/1055.
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57  Barrett to the Foreign Secretary to the Government of India, 28 August 1929, IOR/R/15/2/127.
58  Belgrave to Political Agent, 10 September 1929, IOR/R/15/2/117.

59  CG Prior, Political Agent to H.V. Biscoe, Political Resident, 6 February 1930, IOR/R/15/2/117.
60  Gordon Loch, Political Agent to Resident, No.: C/8-3/3, 6 January 1934, IOR/R/15/2/181.

61  GA Cole, Officiating Political Agent to Political Resident, 21 August 1935, IOR/R/15/2/181.
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62  Administration Report of the Bahrain Agency for the Year 1929, IOR/R/15/2/296.

63  Administration Report of the Bahrein Agency for the Year 1931, IOR/R/15/2/297.

64 T.C.Fowle, D.O.No.: C/91-3/3, 4 February 1935, I0R/R/15/2/181.

65 Office of the Accountant General Central Revenues in New Delhi to Dr Holmes, 25 April 1940, IOR/R/15/2/1058.
66  Gordon Loch, Political Agent to Political Resident, 29 February 1936, IOR/R/15/2/181.

67  Belgrave to deGrenier, 25 May 1936, IOR/R/15/2/1287.
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68  H.Weightman, Political Agent to Political Resident, 1 February 1938, IOR/R/15/2/181.

69 Recorded in The Gazette (London Gazette), issue 34518, 7 June 1938; and recorded in The Gazette (Edinburgh Gazette),
issue 15500, 14 June 1938.

70  Belgrave to H. Weightman, Political Agent in Bahrain, 16 April 1939, IOR/R/15/2/1140.

71 ‘Haflatiftitah Mustashfa al-Hakumah’ [The Inauguration Ceremony of the Government’s Hospital], Jaridat al-Bahrain, 23
May 1940, p. 1.
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72 H.Weightman, Political Agent in Bahrain to T.W.C. Fowle, Political Resident, 25 April 1939, IOR/R/15/2/1140.

73 Holmes to the Political Resident, 6 June 1940, IOR/R/15/2/1058.

74 Political Residentto the Secretary to the Government of India, External Affairs Department, 5 July 1940,10R/R/15/2/1058.
75 Political Agent in Bahrain to Messrs. Mappin and Webb Ltd., 1 May 1941, I0R/R/15/2/1058.

76  Political Agent in Bahrain to Messrs. Army and Navy Stores, Ltd., 1 May 1941, I0R/R/15/2/1058.
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77  The Political Agency in Bahrain’s Open Subscription, 21 May 1941, IOR/R/15/2/1058.
78  List of European and Indian Subscribers, 1941, IOR/R/15/2/1058.
79  Britconsul in Bushire to Political Agent in Bahrain, 12 May 1941, IOR/R/15/2/1058.

80 DrHolmes to the Accountant-General Central Revenues in New Delhi, 7 June 1941, IOR/R/15/2/1058.
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81  DrSteele to Hickenbottom, 17 January 1944, IOR/R/15/2/299.

82 ‘Administration Report of the Bahrain Agency and the Trucial Coast for the Year 1943’, in The Persian Gulf Administration
Reports 1873-1947, Vol. X, 1941-1947 (Buckinghamshire, 1986), pp. 1-17 (6).

83  Political Agent in Bahrain to Britconsul in Bushire, 18 June 1944, IOR/R/15/2/1058.

84  M.LA. DrSteele’s Charge Certificate, July 1944, IOR/R/15/2/1058.

85  Shiam Dr Sunder’s Charge Certificate, 1944, IOR/R/15/2/1058.

86  Shiam Dr Sunder’s Hand Over Note, 1944, IOR/R/15/2/1058.

87  M.LA. Dr Steele to Political Agent in Bahrain, 26 February 1945, IOR/R/15/2/1058.

88  R.H.B.Snow to Political Agent in Bahrain, 12 April 1945, I0R/R/15/2/1058.

89  Political Agency in Bahrain to the Secretary to the Political Resident, 14 April 1945, IOR/R/15/2/1058.

90 M.LA. DrSteele’s Charge Certificate, 30 October 1945, IOR/R/15/2/1058.
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91 AL Greenway, Residency Surgeon’s Inspection Report on Bahrain Agency Hospital, 21 April 1945, IOR/R/15/2/1077.
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93  Pelly to Olver, 17 March 1947, IOR/R/15/2/1077; Olver to Pelly, 7 April 1947, 10R/R/15/2/1077; and Olver to Pelly, 2
lu|y 1947,10R/R/15/2/1077.

94  Administration Report of the Bahrain Agency Including the Trucial Coast and Qatar for the Year 1948, FO 371/74935 and
Victoria Memorial Hospital Memorandum, 21 June 1948, IOR/R/15/2/1053.

95  Administration Report for the British Agency including the Trucial Coast and Qatar for the year 1950, FO 371/91258.

96  KhalilMohammed al-Muraikhi, Al-Bahrain: Suwar wa Hikayat min al-Mathee [Bahrain: Images and Stories from the Past]
(Isa Town, 2015), p. 184.

97  Minutes: The Victory Memorial Hospital Site, Bahrain, 28 March 1957, FO 366/3151.

98  Political Agency in Bahrain to the British Ministry of Works, 23 April 1958, FO 366/3157.
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Britain’s Victoria Memorial Hospital in Bahrain (1905 - 1948)

About the Author
Dr. Hamad Ebrahim Al-Abdulla

The Executive Director for the Bahrain Center for Strategic, International and Energy
Studies (Derasat). Dr. Al-Abdulla previously held the post of Assistant Professor of
Modern and Contemporary History at the Social Sciences Department, College of
Arts, University of Bahrain and prior to that was a Media Specialist at the General
Secretariat for the Cooperation Council for the Arab States of the Gulf in Riyadh,
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia.

Over the years he published several publications including: ‘Ettore Muti: The Legend
of Fascist Italy’ (2010), that documented the life and times of the ltalian commander
who led an air-raid on Bahrain’s oil refinery in the Second World War; ‘Samuel
Zwemer: The Encounter of Christianity with Islam’ (2011), which covers the life and
works of the American missionary Samuel Marinus Zwemer, focusing primarily on
his work in Bahrain; ‘Charles Belgrave under the shades of Siwa Oasis’ (2012), which
highlights the journey of Sir Charles Belgrave to Siwa Oasis in Egyptin 1920 and his
first administrative post prior to his appointment as Advisor to the Government of
Bahrain in 1926; ‘Bahrain’s English Newspapers an lllustrated History’ (2014), the
publication in English chronicles the birth and development of English newspapers
in the Kingdom of Bahrain; and ‘An Insight into Bahraini-British Relation during the
Reign of Sheikh Hamad bin Isa bin Ali Al-Khalifa: The Ruler of Bahrain (1932-1942)’
(2022), documenting various milestones in Bahraini-British relations. The author

holds a Ph.D. in History from the University of East Anglia in Britain in 2016.
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Britain’s Victoria Memorial Hospital in Bahrain (1905 - 1948)

In the End

Although the VMH struggled to keep its nose above water during its 43 years of
service to the Bahraini community, it played a significant role in the evolution of
Bahrain’s medical services. Personalities such as Dr Holmes connected quite deeply
with the local community, and senior government figures and this left an enduring
and a positive effect on the many Bahrainis from all walks of life. The medical services
offered by VMH became a point of attraction to the local Muslim community as
highlighted in Qassim al-Mehzaa the local jurist’s approach to support the betterment
of the hospital’s services. Thus the establishment became a symbol of religious
tolerance between all communities, highlighting Bahrain’s religious diversity. This
British experiment in community relations, however, was brought to a close by a
lack of funding and competition from other medical facilities, both indigenous and

foreign.
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Britain’s Victoria Memorial Hospital in Bahrain (1905 - 1948)

by Britain to the Governmentin a long drawn out process that was not finalized until
1957. Sadly, it seems that memories of the hospital quickly faded, not just from the
minds of Bahrainis but also from those of some British diplomats. In the minutes of
ameeting recorded on 28 March 1957 debating about what to do with the hospital's
site misnamed the hospital in the main title of the paper as ‘The Victory Memorial
Hospital Site, Bahrain’.» The final official repatriation of the site took place on 26

March 1958.

99  Minutes: The Victory Memorial Hospital Site, Bahrain, 28 March 1957, FO 366/3151.

100  Political Agency in Bahrain to the British Ministry of Works, 23 April 1958, FO 366/3157.
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Britain’s Victoria Memorial Hospital in Bahrain (1905 - 1948)

years following the end of the Second World War British diplomats continued to
review the status of the VMH Due to the restrictions caused by the war and the
growing number of other hospitals and dispensaries local support for the hospital’s
fund dwindled. It was decided that the Residency would support the hospital with
5,200 Rupees annually. However, that decision was never formally ratified and
when the Residency Surgeon left. It was finally decided in early July 1947 that the
Residency would only grant 2,000 Rupees a year to the hospital’s fund, but it was not

specified whether the grant was to be a onetime offer or an on-going annual subsidy.”

On 1 July 1948, the VMH and its dispensary were closed to the public. Quarantine
supervision had already been handed over to Major JD Grant on 7 June as Chief
Quarantine Medical Officer. However, the hospital remained open to institutions
with which it had contractual agreements and was available to these patients
(except for Fridays) for two hours from 9.30 am to 11.30 am. Some of the institutions
included the British Overseas Airways Corporation, Cable and Wireless, Petroleum

Concession Ltd., Gray Mackenzie and Co Ltd, and the Eastern Bank.»

In 1950, the hospital housed the Chief Quarantine Medical Officer on the top
floor who used the ground floor as his office, although it continued to treat British
diplomats and British expatriates employed by British companies.”” According to
Khalil M al-Muraikhi, who worked in the VMH during its final years the hospital’s
staff were transferred to work in Bahrain’s newly formed Public Health Department

in 1952 The hospital’s building was demolished in 1953 and its site was returned

95  Pelly to Olver, 17 March 1947, I0R/R/15/2/1077; Olver to Pelly, 7 April 1947, IOR/R/15/2/1077; and Olver to Pelly, 2
]uly 1947,10R/R/15/2/1077.

96  Administration Report of the Bahrain Agency Including the Trucial Coast and Qatar for the Year 1948, FO 371/74935 and
Victoria Memorial Hospital Memorandum, 21 June 1948, IOR/R/15/2/1053.

97  Administration Report for the British Agency including the Trucial Coast and Qatar for the year 1950, FO 371/91258.

98  KhalilMohammed al-Muraikhi, Al-Bahrain: Suwar wa Hikayat min al-Mathee [Bahrain: Images and Stories from the Past]
(Isa Town, 2015), p. 184.
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Britain’s Victoria Memorial Hospital in Bahrain (1905 - 1948)

The Residency Surgeon, Major AL Greenway personally inspected the VMH and
issued a report of his findings in 1945. The report offered a rare account of the
exterior and interior of the hospital. He wrote that the building consisted of ‘a stone
and mud building white-washed and colour-washed’. As for the consulting and
dressing rooms, the floors were of polished cement which gave the effect of marble.
Greenway thought that the hospital was clean and well maintained and explained
thatalthough electricity was supplied to the hospital no cooling system was available.
There were two wards, a large one and a smaller one. The first ward consisted of six
beds and the smaller one had four. Hot and cold water was supplied in the consulting
and dressing rooms with washing basins made of porcelain. A unit was especially
designed to store hot water equipped with a water pump was in a separate room. He
noted that the hospital was well equipped, and he said thatit had ‘an excellently kept

Dispensary’.

Greenway observed that in 1944 the VMH attracted a wide variety of patients
including Bahrainis and expatriates. The number of American and European patients
treated amounted to 101; Indian subjects: 148, and Bahrainis: 19,367. The hospital’s
Medical Officers also ran their own private clinics. No records have survived of the
size of the private practices. The Political Agency continued to meet the hospital’s

expenses.”

Cases thatrequired major surgery were forwarded to the well-equipped, government
hospital at Al-Na'em, although by the mid-1940s the Agency’s hospital was still able
to execute minor operations. In 1945 the hospital’s annual income stood as follows:
18,400 Rupees via the Hospital Fund, 2,400 Rupees from the Bahraini Government,
and 3,400 Rupees paid by the Agency making a total of 23,800 Rupees.** For two

93 AL Greenway, Residency Surgeon’s Inspection Report on Bahrain Agency Hospital, 21 April 1945, IOR/R/15/2/1077.

94 Inspection Report dated the 16" December 1945, on the Victoria Memorial Hospital, Bahrain, 29 December 1945,
IOR/R/15/2/1077.
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Britain’s Victoria Memorial Hospital in Bahrain (1905 - 1948)

The Final Years and Closure

The largest number of patients to visit the hospital was recorded in 1943 with
an estimate of 20,029 outpatients and 36 inpatients.83 An intensive Smallpox
vaccination program was undertaken by the hospital in that year and the number of

reported cases of Smallpox was reduced to only 428

The absence of Dr. Steele on leave in the summer of 1944 raised once again the
status of the hospital and its handling of the quarantine facilities. The Government
took over the quarantine operation and Lieutenant Dr. Shiam Sunder became Dr.
Steele’s replacement.”® Dr. Steele temporarily relinquished his services to go on a
two month and 20 day leave on 12 July 1944.% The doors of VMH were not closed
and Dr. Sunder assumed charge.”” Upon Dr. Steele’s return, Dr. Sunder handed over
the duties of both institutions on 15 October 1944.% Dr. Steele’s services as Medical
Officer in Bahrain was due to expire on 1 June 1945 but he placed a request to extend
his employment for another full year.*® Also in 1945 Dr. Steele applied once again
for a two month leave, during which overseeing the quarantine was assigned to Dr.
Bhandarkar of the Muharraq Dispensary.” The supervision of the VMH was assigned

to a doctor from the Mission Hospital.91 Dr. Steele returned to Bahrain to resume his

responsibilities on 25 October.”?

83  Dr. Steele to Hickenbottom, 17 January 1944, IOR/R/15/2/299.

84  ‘Administration Report of the Bahrain Agency and the Trucial Coast for the Year 1943’, in The Persian Gulf Administration
Reports 1873-1947, Vol. X, 1941-1947 (Buckinghamshire, 1986), pp. 1-17 (6).

85  Political Agent in Bahrain to Britconsul in Bushire, 18 June 1944, IOR/R/15/2/1058.

86 M.LA. Dr.Steele’s Charge Certificate, July 1944, IOR/R/15/2/1058.

87  Shiam Dr. Sunder’s Charge Certificate, 1944, IOR/R/15/2/1058.

88  Shiam Dr. Sunder’s Hand Over Note, 1944, IOR/R/15/2/1058.

89  M.LA.Dr. Steele to Political Agent in Bahrain, 26 February 1945, IOR/R/15/2/1058.

90 R.H.B.Snow to Political Agent in Bahrain, 12 April 1945, IOR/R/15/2/1058.

91  Political Agency in Bahrain to the Secretary to the Political Resident, 14 April 1945, I0R/R/15/2/1058.

92 M.LA. Dr.Steele’s Charge Certificate, 30 October 1945, IOR/R/15/2/1058.
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Britain’s Victoria Memorial Hospital in Bahrain (1905 - 1948)

his duties over to Dr. Mortimer Lawrence Axen Steele and set out on a short leave to
India, after which he was due to report to Bushire.* A number of prominent Bahrainis
expressed their appreciation for the services he had provided for over twenty years
and they begged him to return to Bahrain when the hostilities of the Second World
War (1939-45) had ceased.”

81 Dr. Holmes to the Accountant-General Central Revenues in New Delhi, 7 June 1941, IOR/R/15/2/1058.

82  Aletter of Appreciation to the Services of Ralph Holmes, 27 May 1941, IOR/R/15/2/1058.
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Britain’s Victoria Memorial Hospital in Bahrain (1905 - 1948)

In a change of heart Dr. Holmes, now aged 55, requested that his service be extended
for one more year as it was due to expire on 4 August 1940.” The Residency Surgeon
commented that Dr. Holmes ‘has done consistently good work in Bahrain for the
whole of his long stay there’. The Political Resident remarked that his knowledge of
the Arabic language, local customs and his personal friendship with Bahrain’s Ruler

His Highness Sheikh Hamad was a great asset in furthering Bahraini-British ties.”

In recognition for his services the Political Agency, representing the residents of
Bahrain ordered Mappin and Webb in Bombay to produce an ‘Engine-turned sterling
silver cigarette box” with an engraving stating that it was a gift from the residents
in appreciation of Dr. Holmes for his twenty years of service.® Another gift was
presented to his wife, jeweled Swiss lever watch’.” An open subscription for the gifts
was created by the Agency in which Bahraini merchants each gave between two and
five Rupees towards the cost. The list of subscribers included Bahrainis from all walks
of life and religious affiliations: Muslims and Jews.” Europeans and members of the
Indian community in Bahrain also subscribed: Sir Charles Belgrave, the Adviser,

donated 10 Rupees, for example.”

Dr. Holmes eventual departure finally came in the summer of 1941. He had been
appointed the new Residency Surgeon in Bushire in May,» which provided him
with opportunity of not only supervising health conditions in the Trucial States but

throughout the Arabian Gulf region. On 1 June 1941, Dr. Holmes officially handed

74 Holmes to the Political Resident, 6 June 1940, IOR/R/15/2/1058.

75  Political Residentto the Secretary to the Government of India, External Affairs Department, 5 July 1940, I0R/R/15/2/1058.
76  Political Agent in Bahrain to Messrs. Mappin and Webb Ltd., 1 May 1941, I0R/R/15/2/1058.

77  Political Agent in Bahrain to Messrs. Army and Navy Stores, Ltd., 1 May 1941, IOR/R/15/2/1058.

78  The Political Agency in Bahrain’s Open Subscription, 21 May 1941, IOR/R/15/2/1058.

79  Listof European and Indian Subscribers, 1941, IOR/R/15/2/1058.

80  Britconsul in Bushire to Political Agent in Bahrain, 12 May 1941, IOR/R/15/2/1058.
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Britain’s Victoria Memorial Hospital in Bahrain (1905 - 1948)

In 1939 the Government ceased its monthly allowance of 200 Rupees to the VMH
which funded the supply of free drugs to Government staff members and members
of the local Police Force. The Government’s Adviser informed the Agency that the
cost of treating local employees and the Police Force would be managed by the state.
He added that the dispensary established by the Government at Al-Na'em would be

used temporarily as a hospital.”

The women and maternity’s section of Al-Na'em Hospital was inaugurated by
Sheikha Aysha bint Rashid Al-Khalifa the wife of the new Ruler of Bahrain Sheikh
Hamad bin Isa bin Ali Al-Khalifa (r. 1932-42) on 25 May 1940.” With medical strides
witnessed in Bahrain and the Government’s commitment to improve its own health
services, the Political Agent in Bahrain Hugh Weightman told Trenchard William
Craven Fowle the Political Resident that the time had come to consider the future
of the VMH Weightman cited the Government's construction of a large hospital
accommodating wards for inpatients of both sexes, pointing out that patients would
migrate to the new and better run government hospital. Dr Holmes had announced
that he wished to leave and he notified the Agency of his proposed departure in
the early 1940s. It was thought that with the ever-popular Dr Holmes gone the
hospital would lose even more patients. Weightman said that the responsibility of
the quarantine facilities ought to be given over to local authorities and set the date
of early June 1940 by which time all Britain’s medical commitments to the state and
people of Bahrain would be relinquished and the post of the Agency’s Surgeon would

be abolished.” However, Weightman’s proposal was not immediately adopted.

71 Belgrave to H. Weightman, Political Agent in Bahrain, 16 April 1939, IOR/R/15/2/1140.

72 ‘Haflatiftitah Mustashfa al-Hakumah’ [The Inauguration Ceremony of the Government’s Hospital], Jaridat al-Bahrain, 23

May 1940, p. 1.

73 H.Weightman, Political Agent in Bahrain to TW.C. Fowle, Political Resident, 25 April 1939, IOR/R/15/2/1140.
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‘promoted to the commissioned rank of Lieutenant’.* After much bureaucratic delays
Dr. Holmes received his long overdue promotion and was commissioned with the

rank of Lieutenant on 6 October 1937.%

Dr. Holmes' influence continued to grow and in addition to his work of overseeing
Bahraini Government officials, hospital, and quarantine facilities, he was made
responsible for tending to the employees at the Cable and Wireless Ltd, and the
Mesopotamia Persia Corporation Ltd.*”” The new dispensaries established by the

Government also sought Dr. Holmes’ opinion and came under his supervision.68

Hugh Weightman, the Political Agent, acknowledged in a letter to the Residency
that the Government of Bahrain was committed to further develop its own medical
department during the second half of the 1930s. In the Agent’s view it was of the
upmost importance that the services of Dr. Holmes be retained in order for him to
assist Bahrainis in the hospital’s development. However, Weightman thought that
the development of local services would mean a lesser reliance on services provided
by the VMH and this was expected to ‘diminish appreciably in the next two or three
years'. This was felt to be not entirely a bad situation as it would free Dr. Holmes to

focus his attention on much needed work in the Trucial States.®

Dr. Holmes was to become the only known member of the VMH to receive an
award in the Civil Division from His Majesty King George VI (r. 1936-52) in 1938,
in the King’s birthday honours list and published in The London Gazette and in The
Edinburgh Gazette.”

65 T.C.Fowle, D.O.No.:C/91-3/3,4 February 1935,10R/R/15/2/181.

66  Office of the Accountant General Central Revenues in New Delhi to Dr. Holmes, 25 April 1940, IOR/R/15/2/1058.
67  Gordon Loch, Political Agent to Political Resident, 29 February 1936, IOR/R/15/2/181.

68  Belgrave to deGrenier, 25 May 1936, IOR/R/15/2/1287.

69 H.Weightman, Political Agent to Political Resident, 1 February 1938, IOR/R/15/2/181.

70  Recorded in The Gazette (London Gazette), issue 34518, 7 June 1938; and recorded in The Gazette (Edinburgh Gazette),
issue 15500, 14 June 1938.
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American presence had greatly increased in Bahrain following the establishment
of the Bahrain Petroleum Company (henceforth BAPCO) in 1929 operated then by
Standard Oil Company of California. The maintenance of strong British ties with
Bahrain was of the highest importance to British policy-makers in the region.” The
concern that the American-owned company might loosen Bahraini-British ties
through its medical services was quickly diminished when Dr. Holmes was also

assigned as the Medical Officer for BAPCO.*

With the resurgence of the VMH in the second half of the 1920s, thanks mainly to the
hard work of Dr. Holmes, much needed and extensive repairs had been undertaken
to the hospital’s infrastructure.” The early 1930s and (in particular, 1931) witnessed
a dramatic rise in the number of patients seeking treatment at the VMH and its
popularity was on the rise. The number of outpatients was 13,070 and inpatients,
244. This compared with 1928 when the number of outpatients was 5,563 and

inpatients, 233, an overall increase of 7,518.

The Deputy Ruler’s request was granted in 1931 and, Dr. Holmes was awarded the
Kaiser-i-Hind medal for ‘his distinguished services'. Available records are unclear as

to whether this was the gold, silver, or bronze version.*

Throughout the 1930s the popularity of the hospital continued to grow. The
importance of the hospital and its facilities for the newly based naval station,
which had been moved from the Eastern shores of the Arabian Gulf to Bahrain,
were highlighted in 1935. Honouring valuable services by Dr. Holmes the Political

Resident Trenchard William Craven Fowle recommended that Dr. Holmes be

61  Gordon Loch, Political Agent to Resident, No.: C/8-3/3, 6 January 1934, IOR/R/15/2/181.
62  GA Cole, Officiating Political Agent to Political Resident, 21 August 1935, IOR/R/15/2/181.
63  Administration Report of the Bahrain Agency for the Year 1929, IOR/R/15/2/296.

64  Administration Report of the Bahrein Agency for the Year 1931, I0R/R/15/2/297.
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eye-related diseases to attend to and 325 respiratory diseases.* The governments
of Bahrain and Britain agreed to split the cost of purchasing 1,500 cholera vaccine

doses, a clear-cut example of close cooperation between the two.”

Although the 1920s was a challenging decade in health care for Bahrain, the local
Government took strides in bringing about health awareness to the masses through
the establishment of municipalities. The Manama Municipality was the first to be set
up and was soon followed in 1927 by the Muharraq Municipality. The municipalities’

work assisted tremendously in improving the overall health conditions in Bahrain.»

Dr. Holmes' unstinting efforts were appreciated by all in Bahrain and in particular
by the Deputy Ruler of Bahrain Sheikh Hamad. In acknowledgment of Dr. Holmes'
hard work and dedication, Sheikh Hamad instructed the Government’s Adviser, Sir
Charles Belgrave (d. 1969), to inquire via the Agency the possibility of awarding Dr.
Holmes with ‘any sort of distinction’.* The request put forward by the Sheikh began
a frantic exchange between British officials to accede to his request. The Agency
viewed Dr. Holmes' friendship and trust bestowed upon him by the Deputy Ruler
vital to Sheikh Hamad’s own health and relations with Britain. That was particularly
observed during Dr Holmes’ absence on leave. Furthermore, British diplomats
such as CG Prior, the Political Agent, were increasingly concerned that an American
Mission doctor might take the place of Dr. Holmes and gain the trust of the Sheikh
with ‘undesirable’ political effects on British relations with Bahrain. Retaining Dr.

Holmes at the time was ‘of great value to the Agency’ and to the British Government.*

56  Administration Report of the Political Agency, Bahrein for the Year 1927, I0R/R/15/2/296.

57  Political Agent in Bahrain to Belgrave, 29 November 1927, IOR/R/15/2/1055 and Belgrave to Political Agent in Bahrain,
12 December 1927, 10R/R/15/2/1055.

58  Barrett to the Foreign Secretary to the Government of India, 28 August 1929, IOR/R/15/2/127.
59  Belgrave to Political Agent, 10 September 1929, IOR/R/15/2/117.

60  CG Prior, Political Agent to H.V. Biscoe, Political Resident, 6 February 1930, IOR/R/15/2/117.
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lying to the North East of the main island of Bahrain), the Government established ‘a

small free dispensary’ in Muharraqin 19242

Dr.Holmes'sincerity and hard work earned him the valued trust of the Deputy Ruler,
Sheikh Hamad bin Isa bin Ali Al-Khalifa resulting in his appointment as the Sheikh’s
Medical Adviser. His influence also spread outside the hospital as he was appointed
to the job of overseeing Bahrain’s Levy Corps and Police Force. In 1925 he was
instructed to administer the newly opened government dispensary in Muharraq. The
work of the dispensary and overseeing the pearling fleet was staffed by an Indian

Sub-Assistant Surgeon, Dr. Bhandarkar.»

In January 1926, the Political Agency in Bahrain put forward a request to the
Residency’s Surgeon in Bushire to renew Dr. Holmes' services for two more years. In
support Daly said of Dr. Holmes: ‘He is very hard working and tactful and has become
deservedly popular with the local inhabitants and particularly with the Shaikhs’.
In addition, the Political Agent noted that Dr. Holmes had successfully ‘made the
Agency Hospital extremely popular’ causing an increasing number of patients to
visit the hospital since his appointment. This was mainly due to Dr. Holmes' ‘energy
and character’, Daly observed. Moreover, Dr. Holmes' ‘good working knowledge of
Arabic’ was a valuable bonus.* Permission to extend Dr. Holmes’ contract for two

more years was granted by the Government of India starting from 6 August 1926.%

The year 1927 was yet another challenging one for Dr. Holmes and the VMH as

Malaria was prevalent, and 1,997 cases were recorded. There were a further 691

52 Administration Report of the Political Agency Bahrain for the year 1924, I0R/R/15/2/296.
53  Administration Report of the Political Agency Bahrain for the year 1925, IOR/R/15/2/296.
54  Daly to Residency Surgeon in Bushire, 28 January 1926, IOR/R/15/2/117.

55  Assistant Secretary to the Government of India in the Foreign and Political Department to the Political Resident, 18 March

1926, 10R/R/15/2/117.
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The Coming of Dr. Holmes

The hospital’s popularity amongst locals was destined to rise with the arrival of the
new Assistant Surgeon. On 24 September 1923 the 37-year-old Dr. Ralph Holmes
took up his post as an Assistant Surgeon at the VMH replacing Woodsell.* His work
and commitment would last for two decades and was to have a significant effect on
the lives of many Bahrainis.® Dr. Holmes had previously acquired a Diploma from

the Medical College in Calcutta, which was established in 1835.

In his first full year of service in Bahrain (1924), Dr. Holmes was faced with several
challenges. First was the dwindling number of patients, only 4,186 outpatients and
113inpatientswere treated thatyear. Second was a plague that swept Bahrain coming
from Dubai which resulted in the deaths of hundreds of Bahrainis. To counter the
plague, the VMH swiftly intervened and provided 737 vaccinations at the hospital
and toured the islands providing a further 3,141 vaccinations. Commenting on Dr.
Holmes” work Daly said: ‘Great credit is due to Assistant Surgeon Dr. Holmes who

worked extra hard during this trying period".

In 1924 the Government of Bahrain purchased a large dhow (boom) from Kuwait,
which was turned into a floating hospital to attend the pearling fleets when they
were at sea. Unfortunately, there was no medical doctor available to oversee its work
and so Dr. Holmes of the VMH volunteered to take partin running the services being
provided by the innovative floating hospital. The Assistant Surgeon even worked on-
board the dhow for ten days in the final stages of the pearling season. The Agency
reported cases in which divers swam for long distances from their ships seeking
treatment from the floating hospital. To lessen the burden cast on the only two

hospitals in Manama and to offer an alternative for citizens in Muharraq (an island

49  Political Resident's Memorandum No.: 625-S, 16 August 1935, IOR/R/15/2/181.
50 The Accountant General Central Revenues to the Political Resident, 1 July 1941, 10R/R/15/2/1058.

51  Political Agentin Bahrain to the Port Director and Director of Navigation in Basra, 11 December 1940, I0R/R/15/2/1058.
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in Bahrain, but a more dynamic leadership was needed to maximize its potential.
The Deputy Secretary to the Government of British India, SN Ziman also believed
that there was no longer a need to have a Muslim Assistant Surgeon in Bahrain
and that it was time to consider the appointment of a European Assistant Surgeon
with a military background.” It was decided in February 1922, that Monani be sent
to Bombay where he was to present himself as a Senior Medical Officer to the | .
Hospital,” known today as the Grant Medical College and Sir Jamshedjee Jeejeebhoy
Group of Hospitals. On 12 June, Monani handed over the keys and an inventory of

the hospital’s contents as he left Bahrain.”

Daly’s administration report of 1922 noted that the hospital had recruited a new
Assistant Surgeon, John Wilson Woodsell, whose work helped somewhat improve
the services and popularity of the hospital. However, the Agent also reported that the
hospital was ‘in urgent need of repair’ but that funds were unavailable to carry them
out.® The fortunes of the hospital would, however, change with the coming of a new

and energetic Assistant Surgeon named Dr. Ralph Holmes.

45 SN Ziman, Deputy Secretary, Resolution No. 1388, 1 February 1922, IOR/R/15/2/117.
46 Major LM.S. For Surgeon General with the Government of Bombay, 22 February 1922, IOR/R/15/2/117.
47  The Agency Bahrain, 12 June 1922, I0R/R/15/2/117.

48  Administration Report of the Bahrain Political Agency for the year 1922, IOR/R/15/2/296.

22



Britain’s Victoria Memorial Hospital in Bahrain (1905 - 1948)

These were truly desperate times and the Political Agent suggested organizing a
committed annual regular subscription from Bahrainis and Indians’ subject to the
Residency’s approval. This was taking the idea of subscriptions which launched
the VMH and making it into an annual commitment.» In relation to the monthly
payments to the Arabian Mission’s hospital the Residency informed the Agency in
Bahrain that they no longer viewed these payments as service charges but were to be
considered as grants towards the Mason Memorial Hospital.© The Political Resident

approved of the Agency's idea to raise local subscriptions on a fixed, annual basis.”

Major Clive Kirkpatrick Daly took charge of the Political Agency in Bahrain on 20
January 1921.2 Daly soon noted thatits work had ‘decreased considerably during the
last few years’. The Agent commented that its work was looked upon ‘unfavourably’
when compared with the Mason Memorial Hospital. [t was estimated thatin 1921 the
VMH treated well over 10,000 patients. The numbers included 503 major and 313
minor operations. The Mission hospital had better facilities and was thus the most
popular. However, several Bahraini notables including a local judge named Qassim
al-Mehzaa (d. 1941),” approached the Political Agency with the hope of ‘securing [a]
more modern and energetic administration’ for the British operated hospital as it was

‘free from religious consideration’, an issue for some Bahrainis.*

The hospital’s facilities were still able to meet the demands and challenges presented

39  Political Agency in Bahrain to Political Residency, 2 September 1916, IOR/R/15/2/960.

40  First Assistant Resident to the Political Agent in Bahrain, 17 September 1916, IOR/R/15/2/960.
41 Trevor to Fowle, Telegram No. 1989, 19 October 1916, IOR/R/15/2/960.

42 Administration Report of the Political Agency Bahrain for the year 1921, IOR/R/15/2/296.

43 Qassim al-Mehzaa born in 1847 was a prominent Muslim Sunni jurist in Bahrain. He was held responsible for judicial
duties in the cities of Manama and Muharraq. He died in 1941. For more information see: Bashar Yusuf al-Hadi, Ulama wa
Udaba‘a fi al-qarn al-rab'e ashar al-Hijri [Scholars and Authors of Bahrain in the Fourteenth Century of Hijrah] (Manama,

2005), pp. 479-508.

44 Administration Report of the Political Agency Bahrain for the year 1921, IOR/R/15/2/296.
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The Trying Years

By the coming of 1916 it seemed that difficult times had set in. After approximately
ten years of service, the hospital’s walls were in desperate need of repair following
1916’s very heavy rains which had caused the hospital’s outer walls to collapse
in several areas.” Later in the year the Assistant Surgeon G.K. Monani, who was
assigned the post before the start of the First World War and who earned his license
in Medicine and Surgery from Calcutta Medical College,™ expressed his frustration
at the lack of available funds to the Political Agent. Monani noted that the surgical
instruments currently in use were out-dated and many had lost their metal handles,
which had been replaced with wooden ones. The hospital he added, was short on
many other necessary instruments raising serious infection concerns. The hospital
was also short of gauze bandages, lint, and cotton. Another cause of frustration was
the overwhelming and growing number of patients using the hospital’s facilities
monthly. To add further misery to an already dire situation was the rising cost of
medicines caused by the disruption following the outbreak of the First World War.”’
As away to improve conditions at the hospital, the Political Agent recommended that
the British Government's annual contribution to the Arabian Mission of 600 Rupees
to service British employees and staff in Bahrain, which continued following the
establishment of the VMH, be transferred to the British operated hospital instead.
He noted that the VMH was open all year round while the mission’s hospital was at
times closed, sometimes for months due to their hospital’s doctor’s regular tours of
the region, or because of hot weather. In effect mission patients (during these periods
of the hospital’s closure) sought treatment at the British run hospital, which resulted

in increased costs.”

35  GKMonani to Political Agency, 15 April 1916, IOR/R/15/2/960.

36  History of Science, Philosophy and Culture in Indian Civilization, Science and Modern India: an Institutional History, c.

1784-1947, Part IX, Vol. XV, general editor D.P. Chattopadhyaya, ed. Uma Das Gupta (London, 2010), p. 490.
37 GKMonani to Political Agency, 23 April 1916, IOR/R/15/2/960.

38  Officiating Political Agent in Bahrain to the Deputy Political Resident, 1 September 1916, IOR/R/15/2/960.
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moved in 1929 to Abu Maher on the island of Muharraq from where the Assistant
Surgeon was responsible for inspecting the medical condition of vessels at harbour

in Bahrain and to verify their passengers’ health certificates.

All went well at the start but for the VMH the later years in the life of the hospital

would prove to be very challenging.

34 Khalil Mohammed al-Muraikhi, Glimpses of Bahrain from its Past, (Isa Town: Ministry of Information, 1991), pp. 179-81.
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ward. Two other rooms were included: a darkroom and a storage room.”

The process of constructing the hospital’s premises continued throughout the second
half of 1904. Oversight of construction was taken over by the newly appointed
Political Agent Francis Beville Prideaux in 1904 who served in the post until 1909.
Construction was swift and by the end of 1904 the hospital was near completion.
The task of finding a suitable Assistant Surgeon to reside in Bahrain was assigned
to the Director-General of the Indian Medical Service, who was also responsible for

supplying the necessary medical equipment.®

On 17 April 1905, the VMH in Bahrain construction process was reaching its
conclusion. Butwork ground to a halt when plague again swept through the islands.
This resulted in the departure of a large number of carpenters and masons who all,
but one mason, fled the country. Most of the work remaining was carpentry.* The
epidemic petered out by the end of the first week of July 1905 according to the

Political Agency.”

The Assistant Surgeon to be appointed was Ghulam Ali Khan on 13 July 1905.2
Quarantines facilities were stationed throughout the Arabian Gulf region and these
were the responsibility of the local Political Agent and the Assistant Surgeon. Bahrain
was no exception.* The VMH’s Assistant Surgeon supervised Bahrain’s quarantine

facilities in Qudaibiya on the main island of Bahrain. The quarantine station was

27 Simple Sketch of the Ground Floor of Victoria Memorial Hospital, 1904, IOR/R/15/2/960.
28  First Assistant to the Political Resident to the Assistant Political Agent in Bahrain, 11 March 1905, IOR/R/15/2/960.

29  Surgeon General G. Bomford, Director General of the Indian Medical Services to the Secretary to the Government of

India, 11 May 1905, IOR/R/15/2/960.
30 Political Agent in Bahrain to Residency, 15 May 1905, IOR/15/2/960.
31 Political Agency in Bahrain to Political Residency, 7 July 1905, IOR/R/15/2/960.
32 Victoria Memorial Hospital's Ground Floor Sketch, 1905, IOR/R/15/2/960.

33 Residency to Political Agencies in Kuwait, Bahrain, and Muscat, 2 June 1936, IOR/R/15/2/1064.
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Muslim Assistant Surgeon Gaskin recommended the employment of a doctor with
experience in handling eye and respiratory diseases as these were widespread in
Bahrain. He further recommended that the assigned doctor be trained on similar

cases in hospitals in India prior to his arrival in Bahrain.»

By 7 May 1904 the overall sum gathered amounted to 13,964 Rupees, of which
3,750 Rupees were used to purchase building materials* On 28 May the Assistant
Political Agent in Bahrain communicated to the Residency in Bushire that the overall
cost to execute the plan was estimated at 12,500 Rupees. He also noted that the total
amountraised rose to 14,234 Rupees. The planned building included two kitchens 15
ft. by 11 ft. each. Three staff rooms were to be added, measuring 18 ft. by 11 ft. each.
A wall enclosing the area would surround the building. The layout of the hospital
was, for the most part, recommended to the Agency in Bahrain by the Residency’s
Surgeon. There was a delay in starting the construction which, somewhat ironically,
was caused by a cholera epidemic that swept Bahrain and caused a large number of
masons to flee the islands. Work was not carried out until all signs of the disease had

subsided and the masons were ready to return.»

In 1904 the newly appointed Political Resident in Bushire, Major Sir Percy Zachariah
Cox, cautioned that the hospital should take gradual steps in the beginning until it
was able to execute work on a larger scale. It was recommended by the Residency in
the summer of 1904 that a sum of 10 per cent of the total amount subscribed should

be put aside for ‘unforeseen expenditure’.

The hospital’s plans included four main rooms. The first was the operating room,

second came the surgical ward, third was the dispensary, and fourth was the general

23 Assistant Political Agent in Bahrain to Political Resident, 26 March 1904, IOR/R/15/2/960.
24 Assistant Political Agent in Bahrain to Political Resident, 7 May 1904, IOR/R/15/2/960.
25 Assistant Political Agent in Bahrain to Political Resident, 28 May 1904, IOR/R/15/2/960.

26 First Assistant to the Political Resident to Assistant Political Agent in Bahrain, 25 June 1904, IOR/R/15/2/960.
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the first financial quarter of the following year (1903).” The Government of India
went a step further in November 1902 and offered to dedicate a further 500 Rupees
annually for hospital work and repairs. The total estimate of annual expenditure was
now estimated to be 4,150 Rupees. The Government of India further requested the
Residency to inform them of when the Assistant Surgeon would be required to arrive

in Bahrain.®

Finally, on 9 December 1902, Gaskin informed Gangaram Tikmadas, who had by
now left Bahrain, that the Government of India had adopted his proposal of the
establishment of the VMH in honour of the late Queen. The Government had further
accepted his donation of 5,000 Rupees to assist in the building of the hospital.” By
1903 the construction costs were estimated at around 10,000 Rupees, according
to Gaskin’s detailed calculations.» The site on which the Agency hoped to erect the
hospital was purchased from the Ruler of Bahrain Sheikh Isa bin Ali Al-Khalifa and
was approximately four-fifths of an acre.* Today the site is situated in the capital
city of Manama behind the British Embassy, the former headquarters of the Political

Agency.

Raising the necessary funds to complete and facilitate the hospital took more time
than expected. The Agency was able to collect 12,494 Rupees by 12 March 1904.
An additional sum of 2,000 Rupees was promised by local donors. Gaskin estimated
that approximately two more months were required to complete the collection

of the finances necessary to properly set up the hospital> While still seeking a

17 Assistant Political Agent in Bahrain to the First Assistant to the Political Resident, 23 August 1902, IOR/R/15/2/960.
18  Under Secretary to the Government of India to Political Resident, 5 November 1902, IOR/R/15/2/960.

19  Assistant Political Agent in Bahrain to Gangaram Tikamdas, 9 December 1902, IOR/R/15/2/960.

20  Assistant Political Agent to the Assistant Political Resident, 12 July 1903, IOR/R/15/2/960.

21 Minutes: The Victory Memorial Hospital Site, Bahrain, 28 March 1957, (Foreign Office), FO 366/3151.

22 Assistant Political Agent to Political Resident, 12 March 1904, IOR/R/15/2/960.
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of India again via the Bushire Residency in March 1902 to reconsider the matter of
establishing a hospital in Bahrain. In the event of another refusal Gaskin planned to
use Tikmadas’ subscription to lay out a memorial garden that would supply locals
with Indian fruits and vegetables and provide aid in teaching Bahraini gardeners
modern gardening skills. This idea would further benefit India’s vegetarian Hindu

community in Bahrain, he thought.*

Gaskin's persistence finally paid off. A memorandum forwarded from the Under
Secretary to the Government of India in the Foreign Department to the Officiating
Political Resident on 31 May 1902 referred to a letter in which ].B. Wood of the
Government of India promised thatit would dedicate an average annual expenditure
of 3,650 Rupees to support a hospital in Bahrain. This included the annual salary of a
Muslim Civil Assistant Surgeon at a cost of 2,600 Rupees, the salary of a compounder
ata cost of 300 Rupees, and a medicine budget of 750 Rupees. The Government also
agreed to provide surgical equipment. Any further financial help for the building or
the staffing would need to be found through local subscriptions.® It is fair to assume
that Gaskin’s persistence coupled with a fear of a growing American influence in the

Gulf region led the British authorities to adopt the proposal.

Gaskin was swift in communicating the news to local Bahraini merchants who, as
he said, ‘would give liberal donations towards the hospital’. One of those mentioned
to have gladly offered his donations towards the project was a merchant residing
in Bahrain named Haji Mukbil al-Thakir (d. 1923),* who offered 1,000 Rupees. The

Agency somewhat ambitiously sought to have the hospital built and opened in

14 Assistant Political Agent in Bahrain to Political Resident, 23 March 1902, IOR/R/15/2/960.
15 Under Secretary to the Government of India to Officiating Political Resident, 31 May 1902, IOR/R/15/2/960.

16 Mukbil al-Thakir was a prominent pearl merchant from Najed in central Arabia who resided in Bahrain. His fame in the
pearl trade earned him the title of (Fakher al-Tujjar) i.e. the Pride of Traders. For more information see: Khalid al-Bassam,

Rijjal fi Jaz'ier al-Lulu [Men from the Islands of Pearls] (Manama, 1991), pp. 5-15.
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wards, and a dispensary on its ground floor. He thought that the top floor should
house the medical officer who would oversee the hospital with three rooms for his

own personal use.”

The British Government of India was wary of the plan, at the same time ‘appreciating
the loyalty and public spirit shown by this generous offer’. The Political Resident
Lieutenant Colonel C.A. Kemball then told Gaskin ‘that the scheme had better be
abandoned’." The main reason behind the Government of India’s refusal was its
concern for ‘recurring expenditure’. It is worth noting that the Arabian Mission
doctors at a cost of approximately 600 Rupees a year tended to the Political Agency's
staff.” The Arabian Mission was assigned with the task of treating the Agency's staff
on 1 November 1900." If it was any other diplomat stationed in Bahrain the idea of
establishing the hospital could have died there and then, but Gaskin continued to
push for the Government of India’s backing for the proposal. He underlined local
enthusiasm for the establishment of the hospital noting that the Government of
India had already founded dispensaries in nearby Baghdad and Bushire. Locals felt
the strong ties that bound Bahrain to Great Britain and could not understand why

they were not entitled to have similar medical services in Bahrain.

Moreover, Bahrain’s only medical establishment run by the Arabian Mission was at
times shut due to the mission’s senior doctor’s constant medical tours throughout

the Gulf region. Gaskin was not going to give up and he petitioned the Government

10  Assistant Political Agent in Bahrain to Political Resident, 16 November 1901, IOR/R/15/2/960; and ‘Proposed reform
of the Bahrein Customs Administration and appointment of a Political Agent at Bahrein 1901-1904’, in The Persian Gulf
Précis: Précis of Bahrein Affairs, Vol. IV, 1854-1904, ed. |.A. Saldanha (Buckinghamshire, 1986), pp. 141-47 (143).

11 Political Resident to Assistant Political Agent in Bahrain, 25 February 1902, IOR/R/15/2/960.

12 J.B.Wood, Under Secretary to the Government of India to Political Resident, IOR/R/15/2/960; and ‘Medical Arrangements
atBahrein: Proposed Erection of a Hospital at Bahrein in Commemoration of Her late Majesty Queen Victoria, 1901-1903,
in The Persian Gulf Précis: Précis of Bahrein Affairs, Vol. IV, 1854-1904, ed. ] A. Saldanha (Buckinghamshire, 1986), pp.
126-27.

13 Assistant Political Agent in Bahrain's Agency’s Diary Notes, IOR/R/15/2/1984.
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by June of that year." Another example of epidemics in Bahrain is noted in one of the
earliest Arabian Mission Reports issued on 30 September 1893, which recorded that

approximately 5,000 people had died of cholera in the summer of 1893.°

On 11 November 1901 a group of Indian merchants led by Gangaram Tikmadas,
a senior partner of Messrs Gangaram Tikmadas company in Bahrain met with the
Assistant Political Agent John Calcott Gaskin to propose a subscription to assist in
the founding of a hospital in Bahrain in honour of the late Queen Victoria of Great
Britain. Tikmadas’ company was the main Indian enterprise that held four-fifths of
the lease contracted by the Government of Bahrain that enabled it to oversee the
operation of Bahrain’s Customs. Their contract at the time was expected to terminate
by 7 January 1903. The Indian merchants feltindebted to Queen Victoria as her reign
had been kind to their community. With this said it is unlikely to be a coincidence
that at this time, the British were planning to take the management of the Customs
away from the Indian-run syndicate and to create a Customs Department operated
by a British official. Nonetheless, whether Tikmadas was aware of the British plan or

not, he offered 5,000 Rupees towards building the hospital.

Gaskin sought the approval of the Residency in Bushire. He called attention to the
Arabian Mission’s Dispensary work and intention to complete work on their hospital,
the Mason Memorial Hospital. Although Bahrainis regularly used the medical
services of the mission, many refused to attend on religious grounds. The Assistant
Political Agent suggested that the establishment of the VMH would benefit British
‘prestige generally and politically’. Gaskin also tried to increase local participation
by involving leading local merchants in the process of building the hospital. He had

a clear vision of the hospital, arguing that it should house a consulting room, two

8  Lorimer, Gazetteer of the Persian Gulf, Oman, and Central Arabia, pp. 912-13.

9 James Cantine, Samuel Marinus Zwemer, and Peter |. Zwemer, ‘The Work at Bahrein’, Arabian Mission: Field Report,
7.3,(1893), in The Arabian Mission: Field Reports, Quarterly Letters: Neglected Arabia, Arabia Calling, Vol. 1, 1892-1901
(Buckinghamshire, 1988), pp. 1-8 (5).
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four British officers and 24 Indian Sepoys were assigned to protect the Agency.*

Third, Britain intended in the early years of the twentieth century to appoint a British
Director of Customs in Bahrain. This move was to display to the Ottomans, who were
in control of parts of the nearby eastern Arabian Peninsula, the strength of Bahraini-
British relations. British officers sought to replace the then ‘existing system of farming
out the Customs’ in which the duty of running Bahrain’s customs operation was
contracted to a British Indian syndicate. It was a matter of upmost importance to
Great Britain and an issue which demanded the full-time presence of an officer in

Bahrain to convince the local government to adopt such a scheme.®

Fourth was the growing importance to British policy of securing the western coast
of the Arabian Gulf. Its significance was highlighted by the Viceroy of India Lord
Curzon’s visit to Bahrain on 26 and 27 November 1903 while on a tour of the Gulf

region when Sheikh Isa bin Ali Al-Khalifa met with him.

At this time plagues and epidemics rampaged throughout Bahrain and the entire
population was affected including Bahrain’s Ruler, Sheikh Isa, who lost his brother
and his aide Sheikh Ahmed bin Ali Al-Khalifa to smallpox in October 1888. The

Ruler of Bahrain himself contracted the disease in 1894 but he had fully recovered

5 ‘Deputation of Mr. T.C. Gaskin lately Vice-Consul, Bushire, as Assistant Political Agent in Bahrein’, in The Persian Gulf
Précis: Précis of Bahrein Affairs, Vol. IV, 1854-1904, ed. |.A. Saldanha (Buckinghamshire, 1986), pp. 136-40; ‘Construction
of an Agency building at Bahrein’, in The Persian Gulf Précis: Précis of Bahrein Affairs, Vol. IV, 1854-1904, ed. ] A. Saldanha
(Buckinghamshire, 1986), p. 149; Lord Curzon to Hamilton, 9 March 1899, I0R/L/PS/7/112; and Memorandum respecting
British interests in the Persian Gulf, 12 February 1908, IOR/L/PS/18/B166. For more information on the history and role
of the Native Agents in Bahrain see: ). Onley, The Arabian Frontier of the British Raj: Merchants, Rulers, and the British in
the Nineteenth-Century Gulf (Oxford, 2008).

6 ‘Proposed reform of the Bahrein Customs Administration and appointment of a Political Agent at Bahrein 1901-1904’,
in The Persian Gulf Précis: Précis of Bahrein Affairs, Vol. IV, 1854-1904, ed. ] A. Saldanha (Buckinghamshire, 1986), pp.
141-47 (144).

7 Note on Interview between Ruler of Bahrain and Lord Curzon, Viceroy of India, 27 November 1903, IOR/R/15/1/317;
and John Gordon Lorimer, Gazetteer of the Persian Gulf, Oman, and Central Arabia, Vol. | part 1A (Calcutta, 1915), p. 933.
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The Foundation

The construction of the VMH in the early twentieth century coincided with several
key events. First was the appointment of a temporary junior officer in the person
of John Gaskin as an Assistant Political Agent in Bahrain in early February 1900.
Gaskin had previously been the British Vice-Consul in Bushire. The Political Agency
would eventually replace the Native Agency in Bahrain, an establishment from the
nineteenth century whose objectives were to act as a communication point between
the Ruler of Bahrain and the British. The Native Agent in charge of the Native Agency
had no local powers. Although Gaskin’s rank was merely a junior officer who the
British never intended to keep in the post on a permanent basis, his hiring would
be significant as his persistence about establishing the hospital played a key role in
its launching. Gaskin soon gained the trust of both the local Ruler and the British
authorities and he managed to secure the post for himself for some years. It was
intended that such an appointment would add ‘an increased sense of security’ to
Bahrain and would make it a point of attraction to British-owned firms to establish

themselves there.

Second was the construction of a Political Agency building to house the new British
Assistant Political Agent and the future Political Agent and staff in Bahrain. The Acting
Political Resident in Bushire, Charles Arnold Kemball, was the first to propose this in
May 1901. The total cost of constructing the building amounted to 31,470 Rupees,
of which 1,327 Rupees were spent on furnishing the building. The Agency’s building

located strategically in Manama was swiftly completed in December of 1902. Initially

1



Britain’s Victoria Memorial Hospital in Bahrain (1905 - 1948)

the Government of Bahrain, the British Political Residency, the Political Agency, and
the VMH offer an overall portrait of the hospital, its work, the personalities involved
the challenges, and health issues facing Bahrain at the beginning of the twentieth
century. The information has been gathered mainly from the India Office Records
and The National Archives and form the basis of this paper. Moreover, memoirs and
diaries of various British personalities and diplomats and Bahrainis were examined.

The mission’s quarterly published reports were also consulted.

This paper is divided into four sections. The first aims to investigate the foundation
and background surrounding the VMH’s establishment and how the hospital grew
from a mere proposal into a solid reality. Second, the paper illustrates the trying
years of the hospital’s operation during and post-First World War (1914-18). Third,
it explores the work of a single key personality in the evolution of the hospital who
assisted in the medical establishment’s resurgence and oversaw the hospital for
approximately two decades. This was Dr. Ralph Holmes. Fourth, the paper highlights
the final years of the hospital following Dr. Holmes departure until its closure in

1948.
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On 16 August 1901 the mission purchased a plot of land from the then Ruler of
Bahrain Sheikh Isa bin Ali Al-Khalifa (r. 1869-1932) for approximately 4,000 Rupees
to establish a hospital to be run by the mission. The cornerstone for the proposed
hospital was laid on 19 March 1902. The hospital was called the Mason Memorial
Hospital in honour of a leading American benefactor Dr. Alfred DeWitt Mason.? By
the end of 1902, the main construction of the building was complete and on 26
January 1903 the missionary workers in Bahrain dedicated the building to ‘God and
Arabia’

In the midst of the Arabian Mission’s work, a proposal to establish a British backed
hospital in Bahrain in memory of Queen Victoria was put forward. The hospital,
which would eventually house twelve beds, would play a significant role in the lives
of Bahrainis.* Although the services of Mason Memorial Hospital over time would
prove to be superior, the VMH played its role in the evolution of medical services in
Bahrain. Moreover, the hospital would act as an alternative to those who wished to
evade Christian preaching during treatment. Furthermore, the VMH would at times
serve as the only available hospital in Bahrain whenever the mission’s medical staff
left Bahrain on a regional tour, which happened frequently. Additionally, the VMH’s
staff would also serve in several health-related posts in Bahrain in addition to their

own responsibilities in the medical centre itself.

Fragments ofinformation collectedfromreports, telegrams,and memorandabetween

2 James Cantine and Samuel Marinus Zwemer, The Golden Milestone (New York, 1939), pp. 128-37; and ‘Establishment of
the American Arabian Mission in Bahrein’, in The Persian Gulf Précis: Précis of Bahrein Affairs, Vol. IV, 1854-1904, ed. ] A.
Saldanha (Buckinghamshire, 1986), pp. 98-102 (99).

3 SJ. Thoms, ‘The Hospital at Bahrein’, Neglected Arabia, 44.4, (1902), in The Arabian Mission: Field Reports, Quarterly
Letters: Neglected Arabia, Arabia Calling, Vol. Il, 1902-1910 (Buckinghamshire, 1988), pp. 1-24 (12-16); and ). VanEss,
‘Missionary Letters and News from Arabia’, Neglected Arabia, 45.1, (1903), in The Arabian Mission: Field Reports,
Quarterly Letters: Neglected Arabia, Arabia Calling, Vol. II, 1902-1910 (Buckinghamshire, 1988), pp. 1-16 (3).

4 Inspection Report dated the 16" December 1945, on the Victoria Memorial Hospital, Bahrain, 29 December 1945, India
Office Records (IOR)/R/15/2/1077.
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Introduction

The Victoria Memorial Hospital in Bahrain (henceforth the VMH) was a British
institution supervised by the British Political Agency in Bahrain which offered various
health services and was locally funded. ltwas established during a time when modern
health services in Bahrain were scarce. The history of the hospital offers a unique
insight into the many challenges and achievements encountered by the pioneering

organization.

The foundation of the hospital was the locus of people representing an array of
cultures unified in an effort to improve medical and health conditions in the islands
of Bahrain. It was founded following a proposal in November 1901 to establish a
hospital in Bahrain in memory of the late Queen Victoria (r. 1837-1901). Despite
not being the first medical establishment in Bahrain, it can be considered the first

charitable hospital.

It is important to note that, despite being modestly equipped, it played a key role
in the development of health services in Bahrain. The construction of the hospital
coincided with Britain seeking to solidify its role politically in Bahrain with the
establishment of the Political Agency in the capital city of Manama. The Agency was
subordinate to Britain’s Political Residency in Bushire on the eastern coast of the

Arabian Gulf, which was then the highest British diplomatic authority in the region.

Modern health services in Bahrain were not established until the arrival of the
American-operated Arabian Mission to the islands of Bahrain in the late nineteenth
century. The mission, which was part of the Dutch Reformed Church in the United
States of America, established a foothold in Bahrain in early 1893. The initial
members of the mission utilized their limited knowledge of health and medical
services by operating a small dispensary with the goal of attracting Muslim Bahrainis

while proselytizing Christianity to them.'

1 Hamad Ebrahim Al-Abdulla, Samuel Zwemer: liqah al-Massiheyah bil Islam [Samuel Zwemer: The Encounter of

Christianity with Islam] (Manama, 2011), pp. 95-103.
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Abstract

This paper provides an overview of the history of a hospital in Bahrain known as the
Victoria Memorial Hospital which was managed by Britain’s Political Agency during
the first half of the twentieth century. This medical establishment was intended to
be a charitable organization to serve all Bahrainis. The paper examines four different
aspects of the hospital’s history. The first covers the background that led to its
foundation. The second encompasses the challenging years of the hospital’s operation
during and following the First World War. The third is the hospital’s resurgence
which was mainly due to its supervision by Dr. Ralph Holmes in the 1920s. Fourth is
the circumstances that led to the hospital’s closure in 1948. During its existence, the
hospital stood as a successful example of Bahraini-British collaboration in the first

half of the twentieth century.

Keywords: Victoria Memorial Hospital, British Political Residency, British Political
Agency in Bahrain, Sheikh Hamad bin Isa bin Ali Al-Khalifa, Gangaram Tikmadas, Dr.
Ralph Holmes, and Sir Charles Belgrave.
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