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Republic of Yemen
Ministry of Tourism
Yemen Tourism Promotion Board
Tel. 009671-251033/5/6/7
Fax 009671-251034
P.0.BOX 5607

E-mail: ytpb@yementourism.com
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‘T'he light of the

FANOUS
GROWS
DIMMER

in Yemen

Written By: Kawkab al-Thaibani

36
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1d lamps like these are very popular
with tourists and can fetch high prices.
Ten decades ago, Yemenis lived

without electricity, and were dependent

for light on the traditional lanterns,

called fanous. The word fanous comes
from both Greek and Arabic, and means “light” in both
languages. These lanterns once hung on the walls of
nearly every Yemeni home. But now, they mostly hang
from the shelves and the sides of silver shops in the old
souks.

Their popularity is in decline, and they are used
primarily for ornamental purposes, and not for
light. “Only the rich people would buy the lanterns,
because they give the house more attractive look,”
said al-Montaser Mohamed, 34, the head a Sana’a
silver shop. His shop was full of many tourists who
were interested in all the items on display. “I don’t
have room in my baggage, otherwise I would buy
them,” said Regmantas Buozius of Lithuania. Buozius
said that he has been on a tour to Socotra, and then
to Sana’a, because he heard that these places were
wonderful to visit.

In fact, the lanterns these days seem to
have more admirers among foreigners than
they do among Yemeni people. “There are
the best selling products with the foreigners
because they are cheap and beautiful,” said
Ali al-Saigal, 34, a vendor. “The foreigners
like them foremost because they are very
traditional. Then, they like their appearance
when they are lighted, particularly when the
candle inside is replaced by an electric bulb.”
The oldest form of the lanterns, which are
fueled by oil with a woolen wick, are not
purchased by Yemenis, only by foreigners,
said al-Saigal.

Unfortunately, these foreigners have been
dwindling in number due to the violent clashes
in the northern province of Sa’ada between
the government and the al-Houthi rebels, said
sellers. “The selling is decreasing this year due
to the al-Houthi problem. And more specifically
during the past five years, when many foreigners were
kidnapped, the tourism was not as good as before,” said
al-Saigal. “I still remember that I could not catch my
breath [ had so many tourists,” he said about the past.
The price of the lanterns is between $8 and $100.

Yemenis are turning away from fanous, favoring more
modern lamps.

Al-Saigal agreed that these sorts of lanterns have
a certain appeal for the rich. “Through my long
experience, the rich people would like to possess the old
and traditional works,” he said. A customer, Nadheer
al-Qoubati, a 25-year old electricity technician, said
that he did not like these lanterns. “I could buy a brand
new electric lantern rather than this one,” he said. “I am
more attracted to the silver work, I am coming to buy my
daughter a silver anklet,” he said.

Yahia Ismael, 35, a silver seller, said that the sales
of the lanterns are generally good, but it began to
decrease at the beginning of the al-Houthi crisis. Many
different kinds of fanous were used in ancient Yemen,
and some are still used today. The best-selling fanous
is a cylindrical cloth lantern, said Ismael. Its exterior is
made from a cheap cloth, and it is closed on each end
by copper covers. The covers are decorated with pieces
of agates, which were expensive, and usually only
affordable for the rich people at that time, he said. The
Masrajah is another form of lantern crafted from marble.

It was used almost 150 years ago, he said. The Misraj
is one of the oldest forms of the portable lanterns that is
used to light the way from room to room, he said. The
Masrajah and the Misraj are the oldest kind of lanterns
used by the high-class people at that time, he said. “They
are not bought by the Yemenis anymore, unlike the
fanous.” Mohamed Motaher, 24, another seller, is not
interested at all in selling the fanous and the other kinds
of lanterns. “The fanouses and the other kinds are not
rewarding any more,” he said. Although he has on his
shelves a fanous that is 100 years old, Motaher does not

sell the other forms of lanterns. “They are not sold any
longer,” he said.

“They are also expensive; they cost $40 to $100.”
Recently, a new form of the fanous has popped up in
the markets of Sana’a. “They are Indian made, and of
course, they are cheaper,” said Hassan Ismael, 21, a
shawls vendor. “See this big fanous? It costs only $6,”
he said, pointing to the Indian form of fanous, which has
bright colors and embroideries.

His colleague, Hani Abdullah, 26, interrupted. “I
used to work in a silver shop, and the fanouses had
their own markets. Some come only to buy them, even
if they are more expensive,” he said. They are used in
some offices and houses, he said. “Many foreigners
and Yemenis as well will buy them, for they are
traditional Yemeni products.”
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By Fares Anam

ana’a has long been famous for its
hammams, those steamy subterranean
bathhouses, also known as Turkish baths.
The city currently has 14 baths, generally
assumed to date back to Islamic times;
however, there is evidence that some are
even older, reaching back to the pre-Islamic period.

One of the most important models of this distinctive
historic structure is the al-Maidan hammam—one of
the best and most famous hammams in Sana’a—and
characterized by its beautiful architecture. “The Ottoman
sultan, Hassan Basha had it built in Sana’a in 1597,
along with the Saba and Yasser hammams, which
represent a historic era,” said Eng. Mohammed al-Namir,
Director General of Projects at the Public Authority for
Antiquities.

Ahmed Gahwash, the owner of al-Maidan hammam
said that this bath built in the Ottoman era of Abdul-
Hamid al-Basha. “We experience a high attendance
of people coming to our bath to get clean and relax of
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course, but also because of its history and architecture,”
he said. “The hammam has a room that in the past was
used privately by the Imam for washing in; we get it very
hot by burning diesel or gas or charcoal.” Gahwash went
on to thank the government represented by the Public
Authority for Antiquities for its concern for these ancient
baths.

The Turkish baths are considered to be among the
basic facilities of Sana’a city. Every district of Old
Sana’a has a hammam to help confer cleanliness and
hygiene and to provide medical and health benefits.
“Yemeni people are interested in Turkish baths because
they are a part of our heritage, but also for several other
reasons, such as health,” said Fadhel al-Qadasi, General
Director of printing at Saba News Agency, and steam
bath enthusiast.

Visiting the baths regularly helps to get rid of dirt and
dead skin and helps moderate muscle and joint pain by
increasing circulation, says al-Qadasi. “But there is also
social factor in using these baths; it’s a nice place to

relax and meet friends and sped a pleasant time.”

Some sources say that these “Turkish” baths actually
came to Yemen with the Persians, who were invited by
the Yemeni leaders in the period before Islam to help
them expel their Ethiopian occupiers. The Persians
were successful, and eventually came to rule Yemen
themselves. A number of archaeological finds hint at the
existence of bath facilities dating back to the state of
Sheba, in Yemen (the first millennium BC), indicating
that hammams were indigenous to Yemen, at least by the
time the Ottomans arrived.

These bathhouses are constructed below the ground
level, to help trap heat and keep it nice and sultry inside.
There are only two small apertures in the ceiling to let
in the light. As you enter, you descend a flight of stairs
to the basement level. There are usually three rooms
of different temperatures: the first chamber is hot, the
second is warm and the third is cool. Visitors usually
sit in the hot room until they feel they cannot stand it
anymore, and then dip into the water to cool off a bit.
Then the cleaning begins. For a small fee, an attendant
will scrub your body with a luffah, to remove dirt and
dead skin and increase the circulation. These attendants,
also known as hammamis, also provide massage, upon
request. After the scrub down, return to the hot room,
before retiring to the cool room to rinse off and ready
yourself to return outside world.

The cost of using the hammam is cheap, as they are
fundamentally meant for the masses. You will find
people in the baths at all hours; of course, there are
days designated for men only and women only, with no
mixing.

Among the most famous Turkish baths in Sana’a that
still enjoy great popularity are al-Sultan, al-Tawshi,
al-Gulimi, al-Gala’a, and Shukor, all of which carry
the names of neighborhoods where they are located. In
recent years, Sana’a has witnessed a number of modern
steam-rooms and saunas cropping up around the city;
despite this, the old baths still retain their appeal and
popularity.

“The 14 baths that remain are considered among the
basic characteristics of the city, as they emerged as
manifestations of the civilized Islamic city in an era of
prosperity,” al-Namir said. “There are similarities among

the hammams in Yemen and Turkey, due to the Ottoman
occupation of Yemen.

These popular baths have maintained their character
for centuries; however, there have been changes to the
way they operate compared to the past. For instance,
proprietors formerly burned animal dung to heat the
hammam’s hot room, whereas now natural gas is used,
for the sake of convenience and cost.

Tourists are particularly fond of visiting the baths
after their long and arduous treks around the country.
Local residents, who may live far from the baths in Old
Sana’a, still make it a point to visit, especially during
the holidays and other social occasions. “Traditional
baths are cheap and accessible to everyone; most days
are reserved for men, but there are certain days that are
reserved for women as well,” Gahwash said.

It seems that the Turkish baths will continue to add
character to Old Sana’a for a long time, not only because
of the widening base of patrons and their continued
popularity, but also due to domestic and international
efforts to preserve them as part of the city’s historic
legacy. These efforts got a boost in 1986, when the Old
Sana’a was placed on UNESCO’s list of World Heritage
Sites.

“There are certain things that must be taken into
consideration if these baths are to be preserved and
people continue to visit them. For instance, owners must
be extra vigilant in keeping them clean and hygienic, and
burn non-toxic materials to heat them,” al-Qadasi said.
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Written By: Fares Anam

The 2000 km long stretch of pavement along the Yemeni
coastline is part of a large network of roads representing
a thirst for motorcyclists to practice their adventurous
journeys. The latest adventure was made by two
adventures; an American and South African. The two
men, who met 6 years ago in Cape Town, South Africa
as members of a hiking club. They share a love for
nature and the great outdoors, The pair arrived in Sana’a
on the current leg of their trip by motorcycle around the
Arabian peninsula, and has plans to continue on to the
southern tip of the African continent.

For the past four years they have been planning
and discussing the trip, which started in Dubai. Their
journey is to encompass the east coast of the Arabian
peninsula and eventually pass through 13 countries in
Africa before culminating in Cape Town.

Jerry Finely is from California, USA and has traveled
extensively around the world. Lionel Haggard is from
South Africa and is currently living in Dubai, working
there as a construction project manager for the Famaco
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Company.

Finely decided to do a trip around the Arabian
Peninsula and into the African Horn and extended an
invitation to his friend. Haggard thought the trip was a
great idea, saying, “We want to know more about the
Arab people and their culture.”

Finely and Haggard left Dubai in the United Arab
Emirates on January 18, 2008. They had traveled for 15
days and almost 3,000 kilometers before they arrived in
Yemen, where they rested up and recharged batteries in
Sana’a in preparation for the African adventure ahead.
They continued on their trip for another two and a half
months.

Finely was riding a 104 KTM-950 Adventure bike
made in Austria and his friend Haggard rides a 104
BMW-65-1150 made in Germany. The German bike
is a heavier bike and able to carry more goods. “It is a
friendly competition on how the motorbikes will do over
the entire trip,” laughs Finely.

The team crossed the Yemeni border from Oman

and moved towards the coastal areas, where they were
entranced by the beautiful geography of Yemen. “We
have traveled in rural Yemen along the coast and through
the mountains, which we have found to be a delight

- camping in quiet spots and waking up to beautiful
surroundings,” Finely said.

“It is not often in the world that you can travel on
roadways and not encounter a traffic light, but we
managed it in Yemen,” they said, adding that their hearts
were full of love for the country. They also love the
Yemeni people for their hospitality and generosity. “The
Yemeni people, from our personnel experience, have
been very friendly, cheerful and extremely helpful and
supportive. They are quick to smile and happy to wave
as we pass by,” they said.

Finely and his travel mate thoroughly enjoyed Yemeni
food. “Yemeni food is absolutely delicious - excellent
and very tasty. We frankly envy you for this food, you
are lucky,” said Finely. During their stay in Sana’a they
have eaten the famous Yemeni food, salta, and loved it

very much.

Finely and Haggard expressed that their experience
so far has been a good one and that they hope to return
someday. Their wish is to see the same natural beauty
that they have encountered this go around - the coastal
mountain ranges of Yemen, the stunning architecture and
the warm friendly people.

“We can definitely say that tourism in Yemen should
prosper from we have seen and experienced,” they said.
“It is worth a visit.” They added that they had heard
reports of concerns with regards to the safety of tourists
in the country, but in their travels they had felt very
secure and not at all threatened.

The team stated that the highlight of this trip for
them has definitely been their Yemen experience. “It
is quite refreshing to see that the ancient Arab culture,
architecture and tradition is still alive and thriving,” they
said. ““Yemen should strengthen its efforts to enhance
tourism. Our hope is that Yemenis will continue to
prosper and preserve this rarity in today’s world.”
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different colored agate stones makes the glass cases
in agate shops that hold these stones resemble a candy
store’s jelly bean display. These stones are used for
making beautiful jewelry and are popular with both
tourists and locals. However, while it is true that
some customers buy agate jewelry for its beauty,
Rawdhan says that ninety percent of his customers
purchase agate because they believe that the stones
contain magical powers.

Magical Powers:

In many traditions certain agate stones, when set into
rings, are believed to transmit supernatural powers to
their owners. These can by physical or spiritual powers.
Many believe that their rings bring them luck or great
fortune. Others feel that they will be blessed with true
love or with grandiose thoughts, or that their rings will
make them charming and elegant. Some believe agate
rings have medicinal affects and that they improve blood
circulation or stop profuse bleeding. Rings have been
rumored to cure the sting of the scorpion or snake bites.
Also, they have cured the crazy and prevented the spread
of contagious disease. Most impressively, many believe
that agate rings have been used in the past to quiet
lightning and divert storms and to conquer enemy forces
in great numbers.

However, as Frodo Bagins of Lord of the Rings fame
can attest, the possession of a powerful ring will not
always lead to great fortune. Many believe that there
are certain agate stones that have negative powers and
can bring their bearers poverty, heartbreak, and tragedy.
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Rawdhan tells the story of a man who claims he bought
an agate ring. He put on the ring and his son was
immediately crushed in a car accident. The man never
put on the ring again. Another story is of a ring whose
powers were fickle. Its owner believed he gambled
every time he wore the ring, it could be the best day of
his life where he was lucky in love or the worst and close
family members passed away.

The highest profile case regarding the mythical powers
of Yemeni agate is the case of the Qasim Mohammad,
a trader from Sana’a, Yemen. He claims that he came
across a stone whose natural markings resembled a rifle.
On a hunch, he tied the stone around the neck of a sheep
and shot at it from point blank range in front of witnesses
on four separate occasions. He swears that on each shot,
the bullet bounced off the sheep and he was convinced
that he was in the possession of a stone whose powers
made its beholder bullet proof. Mohammad traveled to
Dubai with his wife and placed an advertisement in a
local paper for the bullet proof ring. His asking price?
$500 million dollars.

Qasim Mohammad was arrested and is now in a UAE
prison on charges of fraud. However, he is steadfast
in his belief in the power of the stone and insists that a
simple test will reveal the stone’s powers to the world.
So confident is he that he told reporters, “If my claims
are not true, I’'m willing to take the death penalty.”

However, not everyone shares Qasim Mohammad’s
unwavering belief in the magic powers of agate.
Despite the fact that the overwhelming majority of his
customers but stones for their powers Rawdhan says,

“I will never say to them that I believe in the powers of
these stones. I am very honest with them and tell them
that there has been no scientific research that proves

the existence of supernatural powers being contained in
agate.” Nevertheless, Rawdhan does not discount the
idea entirely. He believes that it is necessary to conduct
academic research to investigate this field saying, “I
suggest scientists chose two focus groups, one who
wears agate rings and another that does not and the
observe these groups to see if there are any effects. We
need a complete study like this to determine the truth.”
Until a scientific study is completed, he says that he will
never guarantee that any of his stones possess special
powers.

Of course, there are those who disagree. Sheikh
Abdullah Sablani is one of a select few who are believed
to possess the ability to identify the powers of agate
stones. This is reportedly done by performing secret
ancient rituals. It is rumored that some possess books
with special diagrams. These diagrams help these seers
identify the illnesses in which certain stones are capable
of healing. Rawdhan said that Sablani and others
actually offer certificates of authenticity for rings with
special powers.

Islamic Significance:

In addition to buying Yemeni agate for its special
powers, many customers purchase agate rings because
they believe agate has a special Islamic significance.
The Prophet Mohammed wore a red agate ring on his
right hand and people quote a Hadith that says that he
told his followers to wear agate rings because they bring
wealth and material to its owners. Shamia says that
many of his customers believe that agate stones will give
them the power to do good in this life and will ultimately
assist them in making it to paradise in the next. He says
his best selling rings are those whose natural colors
closely resemble the Ka’aba in Mecca. Other very
popular rings contain stones in which the name of Allah
or the names of Imams appear naturally.

Buying Agate:

The Samsarat Al Nahhas in Souq Al Milh in Old
Sana’a is the country’s main center for the buying and
selling of Yemeni agate. There are several floors of
shops in this old caravanserai selling agate set in rings
and other jewelry. It is also possible to buy the stones
individually and have them set in a ring of your choice.
Several of the shops even sell agate in rough form before
the cutting and polishing processes.

Browsing the agate shops in Samsarat Al Nahhas
is a great way to spend an afternoon, and you never

know, you may find an agate ring or necklace you like.

At the very least you will have a beautiful piece of
jewelry. However, perhaps you will have purchased
an agate stone that has been waiting patiently to

use its magical powers to bring its bearer fame and
fortune.
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What is Agate?

Agate, also called onyx, is a semi-precious stone
most commonly found in volcanic rock. Itisa
metamorphosed and hardened version of quartz and is
actually identical to quartz in composition and physical
properties. Agate is formed when water containing
alkali and silica fills vacancies inside solidifying lava
and coagulates into a gel. The alkali begins to react
with the iron present in the surrounding lava and this
creates bands of iron hydroxide. With time, the water
evaporates and the gel crystallizes into solid bands.
Agate is characterized by the fineness of its grain and the
brightness and variety of its colors. Many agates, when
cut in cross-sections, reveal striking forms and unique
shapes, amazing examples of nature’s creativity.

Yemeni Agate:
Agate can be found around the world, but Ahmed
Rawdhan, General Manager of the Yemeni Agate
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Company, says that Yemeni agate is the best and most
expensive. This is because Yemeni agate has the hardest
composition and can be found in a remarkable diversity
of colors. In addition, he says that through centuries

of experience, the Yemeni craftsmen have developed

an expertise in cutting and shaping agate stones that is
rarely found in the rest of the world.

Agate is found in all areas of Yemen except the capital
according to Khaled Shamia, an agate merchant in the
old city of Sana’a. He says that Anis and ‘Ans in the
Dhamar province, are both known for their top-quality
mines. Al Sha’er is also home to rich agate mines, and
new ores were recently discovered in the provinces of
Ibb, Taiz, and Labhj.

Processing Agate:

Yemeni workers mine year round and can discover
agate in either raw veins or inside whole stones
scattered along the countryside. In general, miners

use two techniques to search for agate. The first is

using jackhammers to dig deep into the earth to find the
gemstones, and the second is to use dynamite to blow
away rock to search for veins of agate. The depth at
which agate is found varies. Rawdhan says that agate is
typically discovered in his mines in Anis at more than

15 meters deep and at between five to ten meters deep

in ‘Ans. Workers spend all day collecting agate stones
and then go to work sorting them to choose only superior
quality agate.

After the most promising agate is collected, it is heated
over fire for fifteen minutes. The heat softens the agate
slightly and exposes any blemishes. The agate is again
inspected carefully by workers who will determine the
pieces acceptable for cutting and polishing and if there
are any pieces with potential for shapes or lettering in the
stone. They then take the rough stones and cut them into
smooth oval shapes by hand or with the use of machines.
In order to cut large quantities of stone, Rawdhan uses
a machine that can cut 500 stones in three days. In
comparison, it would take three workers three full days
to shape the same 500 stones by hand. After they have
been cut, the stones are placed into a polishing machine,
which takes over two weeks. Yemeni agate requires a
longer polishing period than agate found in other parts of
the world because of its greater hardness.

Yemeni agate is most commonly used as the gemstone
for rings according to Mohammed Yahia Jabr Al Sheikh,
an agate dealer in Old Sana’a. His rings are made
of Yemeni silver and he has both preset rings or his
customer can choose a ring and a stone and he will set it
for them. In addition, he sells independent stones which
his customers then choose their preferred ring elsewhere.
He adds that agate prayer beads and necklaces are also
popular and recently, he has started selling bracelets
made entirely of agate. However, there are other

creative uses for agate and Rawdhan says that he was
commissioned by the Omani Ambassador to Yemen to
make a jambiya handle entirely out of agate. Shamia is
currently working on shaping the buttons for his Nokia
mobile phone entirely of deep red agate.

Types of Yemeni Agate:

A pure, unblemished dark red agate stone is the most
expensive type of Yemeni agate. Rawdhan explains that
this brilliant red coloring is natural in Yemen, and that
many countries actually dye their agate to match this
color. He says that the hardness of Yemeni agate would
make it very difficult to dye, so that one can be quite
confident that Yemeni agate stones are pure.

The second type of agate found in Yemen contains
natural pictures or writing and comes from bands of
agate. Before cutting these bands, the Yemeni agate
cutters look closely for the existence of any natural
shapes or strands of color present inside the agate stone.
It is very common to see agate stones whose natural
colors bleed through the stone to resemble eyes, the
human form, animals, or that spell words. Rawdhan
gives the example of what he calls tree agate that is only
found in mines in Khawlan. He says that this particular
agate carries a distinctive marking of natural color that
closely resembles the branches or a tree or the leaves of
a plant. The most valuable ring that he possesses is a
dark red agate stone in which the image of a deer appears
naturally. The stone has no blemishes and was expertly
cut and polished. What does a unique agate ring like this
cost? The price is set at $100,000.

While not as valuable as the dark red agate or
the agate containing natural images or writing, the
third type of Yemeni agate is also beautiful. This
agate is whole pieces of solid color ranging from
white, opaque, black, blue and green. The variety of
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By Joshua Maricich

gate has been mined and manufactured

in the Middle East for centuries, and was

distributed by merchants throughout

the region on the old trade routes.

Archaeologists have discovered evidence

of the processing of agate dating back to
the time of Queen Sheba. Legend has it that the queen
possessed stockpiles of agate stones in her collection
of treasures as the stones were valued for their unique
beauty. However, it is also possible that the queen
collected agate because of the surprisingly commonly
held belief that certain agate stones transmit magical
powers to their beholders.
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for skilled local builders as well as create an increase in
demand for building materials.

City residents expressed their willingness to cooperate
with the project but also voiced the fear that they might
not be compensated for the modern buildings that are
slated to be demolished. Al-Hajri reassured them that
a compensation fund will be established in order to
reimburse them fair damages as a way to prove the
credibility of the Yemeni to the German donors who
promised open financing.

His Excellency the German Ambassador in Sana’a said
that the project will provide locals with jobs in erecting mud
buildings and renovating stores and ancient markets. As a
result it will upgrade people’s economic, commercial, and
agricultural life and will support women’s products.

Zabid District Chief Mr. Abdullah Al-Medhwahi said
that population growth and the need for housing have led
to the construction of modern, random buildings because
traditional building materials are scarce and expensive.
He demanded that the concerned authorities have
expedited work on civic plans to solve this problem.

According to Mr. Ali Qassem, a spokesman for the
German development bank KfW, the financial institution
is determined to pave the city streets in order to protect
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the recently-upgraded sewage system. The new sewage
system was completed for $9.2 million, of which 60%
was contributed by KfW and the remaining 40% by the
Yemeni government.

Mr. Abdullah Al-Dailami, Director of the SFD
Cultural Heritage Department, promised the people
of Zabid unlimited support in the city’s preservation.
During the project launch ceremony, the Historical
Cities Development Bureau was inaugurated,
agreements were signed to offer financial support
to four private societies, and grants were paid to
refurbish ancient buildings.

The German financial support is a part of the 2007-
2008 grants provided to Yemen which total around $73
million. Germany has put Yemen among the countries
with support priority and allocated $870 million through
2015.

German government has also paid up to 85% of
the new sewage systems built in Bajil and Bait Al-
Faqih, both in Hodeidah governorate, which cost
$20.76 million. Thankfully, it appears that because of
cooperation between Yemen and Germany, this ancient
city, one of Yemen’s greatest treasures, will be rescued
from the attacks of time.

The Riddle

By Carolyn Han

ong, long ago an intellectual from Egypt,

who had heard of Zabid’s amazing

reputation for advanced education, came

to see the truth for himself. While walking

inside the city he saw many sights and met

interesting people, but he was not convinced
that Zabid excelled.

Because the Egyptian was a celebrity, a public meeting
was held in the Citadel. People gathered in the open
square. There was standing room only as they surrounded
the Egyptian. He waited until the crowd quieted. In his
hand he held a pumpkin with a small cut-out and stuffed
inside a plump cat, he asked, “Can anyone release the cat
without breaking the pumpkin?”

The people scratched their heads wondering how to
solve the problem. Faces turned red with embarrassment
when the Egyptian challenged them a second time, “Who
can solve the riddle?”

A man ran to tell ibn Nasser, since he was the most
brilliant Zabidi scholar, perhaps he could solve the puzzle.
Known for his wisdom and wit, ibn Nasser laughed.
“Yes,” he said. “I can solve the problem.”

The Egyptian still held the pumpkin in his hand and
was challenging the crowd when ibn Nasser arrived. “I
can liberate the cat without breaking the pumpkin,” ibn
Nasser assured. “But it will take time.”

“You have one week,” the Egyptian replied.

Ibn Nasser agreed with the terms. He reached through
the small opening in the pumpkin and scratched the cat
playfully on its head. At home, he fed the cat a tiny piece
of fish and small bowl milk. For five days he did the same.
The cat grew thinner and thinner. On the sixth day, he did
not feed the cat. However, on the seventh day he held a

fish in front of pumpkin tempting the hungry cat. The
poor cat was so thin that she was able to squeeze through
the pumpkin’s small opening.

Now that the cat was free, ibn Nasser fed her a proper
meal and took her to the Egyptian. The Egyptian
congratulated ibn Nasser on his cleverness.

They following day, ibn Nasser returned to the
Egyptian’s house carrying a large pumpkin and inside it
a full-grown watermelon. “Can you eat the watermelon
without breaking the pumpkin?” ibn Nasser questioned.
People gathered to see if the Egyptian could solve the
riddle.

A week passed. “I give up,” the Egyptian said.

Then ibn Nasser respectfully placed his hands on
the Egyptians shoulders, “Science is not a subject
of challenge,” ibn Nasser replied, “rather its rational
thought,” and with a knife cut open the pumpkin. The
watermelon he sliced for all to enjoy.
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project whose overall aim is the protection of one of
Yemen’s most ancient cities. This same project has
already refurbished the city of Shibam in Hadramout.
The Shibam Hadramout effort won the Aga Khan
Award for Architecture, a prize established in 1977
to enhance the understanding and appreciation of
Islamic culture as expressed through architecture.

The Governor of Hodeidah, Qadi Ahmed Abdullah
Al-Hajri, along with Dr. Irin Felminn, Consultant
from the German International Cooperation Ministry,
said that Zabid will not be crossed off the World
Heritage list thanks to the endeavors made by these
two countries to save it. He added that the neglect
of the city was largely due to the 1994 war and the
economic difficulties that followed.

Al-Hajri, in November 2007, inaugurated the
Historical Cities Economic Development Project
financed by the German government and the Social
Fund for Development (SFD) for $7.5 million, said
that the government would not allow any actions that
might compromise the historical value of the city.

Zabid is situated in the narrow, torrid Tihama plain
which follows the Red Sea at a distance of 25 km
from the coast. It was founded in the ninth century
and was the center of an influential Islamic school
and the famed University of Zabid.

Named after its first governor and founder, Zabid
is one of the oldest towns in Yemen and one of the
first to convert to Islam during the lifetime of Prophet
Mohammed [PBUH]. It boasts several families
whose lineage can be traced to the great prophet.

Zabid was the capital of Yemen from the 13th to
the 15th century and a center of the Arab and Muslim
world due in large part to its famed University of
Zabid and its being a center of Islamic education.

It was the capital of the Ziyadite dynasty from 819-
1018 and the Najahite dynasty from 1022-1158.

The Prophet’s descendants founded the Great
Mosque and enlarged the earlier Asair Mosque. After
being destroyed and reconstructed twice, the city
underwent further destruction by the Najahids (1021-
1156) and the Mahdis (1159-1173). Its fortifications
and palaces were damaged and its area was reduced.

The reign of the Rasulids over the Tihama plain
and southern Yemen, between 1228 and 1454, was
the most prosperous period in the countryis ancient
and medieval history. Zabid became the political
and cultural center once again. The influence of its
university spread throughout the Muslim world and
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across the Indian Ocean. Like the Ayyubids who ruled
before them (1173-1229), the Rasulids were builders.
They constructed mosques, madrassas, fountains,

and roads. Their architectural innovations, such as

the cupola, are still prominent in Islamic architecture.
However, of this period, few architectural vestiges have
been preserved; in Zabid, only the Fatiniya madrassa
remains. The decline of Zabid, which started under the
Tahirids (1454-1517), was accentuated during the first
Ottoman Conquest (1545-1638).

In 2000, Zabid was placed on the List of World
Heritage sites in danger; the listing was made on the
behest of the Yemeni government due to a state of poor
upkeep and conservation from a lack of funding.

The international group, UNESCO, has since declared
Zabid a World Heritage Site and has funded excavations

of the old schools. Visitors can enter the ruins of the
ancient university and inspect the intricate designs
formed from the mud bricks.

Nonetheless, Al-Hajri admitted that, like other Yemeni
historical cities, Zabid’s antiquities are subject to looting,
and that lack of cooperation from the people has made
it even harder for the government to overcome this
problem.

The governor also said that the project would have a
positive impact on the local economy because it is not
only about renovating the architecture, but also about
advancing the life of its habitants - as proved to be the
case with Shibam Hadramout. The average income
of local families is expected to increase by about 20
percent as a result of the project work - work which will
continue through 2010 and will provide job opportunities
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By Abdul Aziz Oudah

t is on the brink of vanishing, under threat of
falling off the UNESCO list of world heritage
sites and into oblivion. It is Zabid, on Yemen’s
forefront, a city of knowledge and scholars over
11 centuries old, and it faces an uncertain future.
But there is hope for this precious place;
a partnership between the Yemeni and German
governments is working to keep the light on and save
Zabid. Germany has donated $5 million and Yemen
offered another $2 million to restore the city through a
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fish that you would never think would go together but
somehow the yellow and purple look great.” Maha
admits though that not all designing is easy. “Sometimes
I will change a dress maybe 10 times before it is right.”

Maha has come a long way since she first set up shop
in Sana’a over 15 years ago but she says it has not
been easy. “In the past many didn’t pay attention to
my designs but now they are taking note and starting to
accept and in some instances embrace them.”

Unfortunately Maha says there is still some stigma
attached to Yemeni designs which is rooted in foreign
influence. Throughout Yemen’s history the country
has been influenced by foreign trends in fashion. In
the past they came from Africa and India as Yemen lay
at the centre of important east and west trade routes.
Later Yemen adopted the fashions of the Emirates.
‘Yemeni’s will often refer to the abaya as traditional
dress but again this is a garment that originally came
from Turkey and was originally worn as a 2 piece.
The black abaya then spread to the Emirates and today
Yemen continues to be greatly influenced by Emirati
designs.

It seems Yemeni’s are keen label followers and there
often remains a stigma attached to Yemeni clothing,
which is seen as old and non-progressive. Maha told me
about a seller of Emirati clothing who was apprehensive
about stocking her designs with their original ‘Made
in Yemen’ labels attached as he feared the label would
prevent the items from selling. Thankfully he was proven
wrong and now he cannot get enough of her designs.

“Made in Yemen’ is an important brand that needs to
be marketed positively and I will not remove this ticket
from my garments. We should have more faith in our
own country,” says Maha.

Indeed Yemeni clothing has a deep history which
should be embraced. Wandering through the old
city of Sana’a one can see how much Yemeni design
is connected. ‘Everything in Yemen was once
connected, the patterns of Yemeni architecture were
reflected in their furniture designs and these were also
seen in everyday fashion,” she says.

‘Everything we have is one line. You must consider
everything together. Go to the villages where you still
see an even greater connection.’

Mabha takes her ideas from all walks of Yemeni life
from both the city and the country and she is never
elitist in her designs. Maha believes in the importance
of ensuring her designs affordability, and despite having
only limited control over mark-ups outside Yemen she
continues to keep a tight control over her stock in the
country. “I want to keep prices low because I don’t want
them to be a reserve of the rich only; I want everyone to
enjoy them.”

The prices of Maha’s garments vary considerably
but they are all based on the time taken to create the
garment. Sometimes there is intricate stitching on them,
but there are also many others that are affordable to
nearly everyone.

Maha wants to keep widening her market appeal and
she is constantly thinking of new ways to combat the
influx of cheaper clothing by creating more versatile
garments that will allow greater wear for ones money.

One of her more original designs is the reversible
abaya. Her most recent design, the interchangeable
abaya, will be one of the highlights of her upcoming
fashion show. “The problem with the reversible
abaya was that people often wanted to have a shorter
garment; the interchangeable abaya hopes to rectify this
by allowing the wearer to shorten the length and the
sleeves,” she says.

Maha’s own take on the abaya offers a compromise
for those that are still uncertain about branching out into
her more vibrant designs. “I am happy when people are
happy. There is no point trying to push a modern design
on people as they won’t accept it. What I want though is

to make peoples lives easier.”

A single, versatile, and good quality abaya can be worn
more often and is more economical for the financially
challenged. The addition of interchangeable sleeves in a
variety of colours and designs will also allow the wearer
to modify the garment to suit the occasion and their
tastes.

“It is nice to think I can make a garment last a long
time — something that someone will treasure, a timeless
piece.”

She continued, “I get very attached to my pieces and
am glad times are changing and my designs are more
accepted today.”

Mabha is ever keen to market her designs further afield
and she plans to re-instate her website soon. She also
produces a catalogue and has considered opening her
business to mail order, but she says there is a problem
finding high quality photographers and models in Yemen
as people lack the correct training needed. “It is not
difficult to find beautiful women in Yemen but they don’t
know how to model, I have to teach them.”

However despite the restrictions of running a business
from Yemen Maha has successfully sold to the European
market and her designs have been well received by all.
“Foreigners go crazy about these things,” she says.

Ultimately Maha dreams of becoming the Vivienne
Westwood of Yemen, in my mind she has achieved this
already, as ever the vibrant character brimming with
creativity.
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Maha studied fashion design at college and she
later worked in a number of studios across Europe
including that of the famous designer Safanel.

Design provided Maha with the perfect outlet
for her creativity. Today Maha’s creativity
continues boundlessly and her Yemeni heritage
has given her a wealth of inspiration for her
ever evolving designs. Maha creates a variety
of traditional Yemeni clothing such as abaya’s
as well as Western fashions and now owns three
shops, in the Yemeni capital Sana’a.

Mabha designs her dresses from scratch and every
design is unique. Due to the market conditions
in Yemen, Maha has been forced to diversify into
a variety of other lines to survive. “I have lots of
things on the go because you cannot make a living
from one thing alone. The market is still relatively
small and there are not enough buyers for my dresses
in Yemen alone and not all people accept them. It is
very different from Europe.”

To combat market conditions Maha has began
to create more specialist pieces including wedding
dresses and veils. She is also producing a wide
range of accessories including jewellery, bags and
scarves to go with her designs and has recently
branched into home furnishings.

Mabha creates many of her designs from old
patterns — which she praises for their simplicity
and ingenuity. “I use a lot of old patterns in my
designs, modernising them though and making
them easy to wear. I don’t want the garment to
look old though like some antique that someone
dragged from the souk.”

Her designs are becoming known throughout the
Middle East and have also been well received in Europe.
The daughter of Sheikh Sabah of Kuwait recently visited
Mabha’s store and loved it. She was keen to purchase
many of the antique dresses which today, simply do not
exist in Kuwait.

Unfortunately like Kuwait, Yemen’s traditional
clothing is also fast disappearing. The influx of cheap
disposable fashion from China alongside the cheaper
fabrics from India is slowly beginning to erode Yemen’s
own identity.

Maha also worry’s about the growing popularity
of garments from Africa which are diluting many of
Yemen'’s original designs. “We see many Africa dresses
coming into Yemen today and they come predominantly
via Aden and Djibouti, over 95%. The garments are
loose and transparent, designed for hot climates they do
not show the body.” Such designs are becoming popular
in Taiz where the climate is hotter.

Maha used to buy much of her fabric from Zabeed
where she would often commission designs, but soon
the villages realized they could also make money from
selling the patterns in the local market so they were no
longer exclusive.

In the past Maha also bought fabrics from the
Duramee, Bitafaki and Tehmah regions but today there is
very little cotton industry left. “I remember one man that

lived in the south of Yemen, in Housta who used to make
linen,” she said. “He used to make it in an old building
with no lighting. He worked into his 70’s but his son
refused to carry on the business after his father died,
preferring instead the bright lights of the city and today
there is nothing left of this small linen business.”

Mabha is keen to support the local industry with her
fabric commissions, and involve more families but she
is unable to give them work because they just sell her
designs.

Indeed copying in Yemen is a big problem and Maha is
constantly trying to keep ahead of the market. ‘As soon
as my design comes out there is a copy. I have to change
all the time to keep ahead’. Thankfully Maha is never
short of inspiration and although she considers the copies
a problem they also prove how popular her influence is
becoming.

Maha loves Yemeni designs due to their
innovativeness, ‘the dresses are interesting as the lines
are very different from typical dresses,’ she says. “Also
in the original Yemeni dresses you will see that they
had very long tapered sleeves, when the women were
working they would pull up their sleeves and tie the ends
in a knot across their back to keep them out of the way.”

Yemen offers Maha countless inspiration even when
she is diving in the Red Sea she is constantly looking at
the colors underwater. “I see colors in the seas tropical
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By Sarah Copplestone

aha’s introduction to fashion e

came early on. With an
Italian mother and Yemeni
father, Maha had a distinct
look which was welcomed
by the modelling industry.
She modelled throughout Europe and through
her modelling work she became increasingly
interested in fashion design. }




riding stable, competed in a variety of events across

the world, and now teach anyone from age five right
through to, well, I have no upper age limit! As long as
they can get on the horse, I’ll teach them, although the
oldest I’ve ever taught is probably 63. In Canada the
majority of those that I teach and who come to ride at the
school regularly are the horse-crazy young girls. This is
a big difference to Yemen, obviously. So when I came
to Yemen, many of the expats were excited about the
possibility of riding lessons in English, here. Because
Captain Mohammad does not have that much time and is
often abroad competing, foreigners were excited because
I had the expertise they needed.

Julia Thielebein: I have ridden extensively throughout
Europe but without formal training.

What were your first impressions of riding
in Yemen?

JT: I came to Yemen 8 or 9 years ago and rode at the
club. Back then, it was very different than how it is
now. The club was run down and there were hardly any
members. Since I’ve been back, I’ve been riding here for
two or three years, and the club is coming on stronger
and stronger. Because Captain Mohammad is responsible
for the care and maintenance of the horses they are much
healthier. They used to be thin and have sores and cuts
from over riding. Now they are fit and healthy; it is great
to see the club in such good shape.

SP: I first visited the Horseman’s Club in December.
The grooms were extremely friendly and asked if we
wanted to ride. Although we declined, they promptly
produced a saddled horse! As I mounted the pony, the
groom behind me was holding a crop. This did make me
a little nervous; bear in mind that I was wearing sandals,
no safety hat, and my stirrups were way too short. After
a quick flick of the groom’s wrist, the horse set off at a
mad gallop. As soon as I managed to get control of the
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horse, I slowed it right down to a walk, to the evident
disappointment of the groom who put me on.

JT: But it’s not just about riding in paddocks, it is also
about getting out in the countryside. You can either ride
on the roads, or the countryside, which is very stony and
hard for the horse, but it is absolutely stunning. If you’ve
been out walking around Sana’a, you’ll know what I’'m
talking about.

How about your teaching” how have your
lessons being going in Yemen?

SP: I returned in January and have been teaching Julia
and another lady.

They are both experienced, so for them it is a matter
of honing technique. Sadly, at the moment I don’t teach
any Yemenis, but I have been approached in the past and
I was even approached last weekend by a group of guys,
so maybe in the near future. They [the Yemenis] are so
keen, and love hearing about riding in Canada, and my

views and opinions on riding in Yemen.

What do you feel about the future of riding
in Yemen, particularly regarding competing
on an international stage?

SP: The thoroughbred racing industry is huge in the
Middle East. And there is definitely enough financial
support for this, which, I hope might extend to Yemen.
For the three standard riding disciplines -Show Jumping,
Dressage or Three Day Eventing- this [funding] would
be absolutely essential for Yemen to get near sending
someone to the Olympics or to compete on the world
stage. The main problem is the fact that the infrastructure
required to compete at such a level is enormous- training
staff have to be contracted, and they then need support
staff. If they don’t have that [support] they need to get
other jobs, which jeopardizes their ability to dedicate
themselves to the riding. Something that has been
getting bigger and bigger in Europe and North America

is endurance riding, where Arabian horses dominate the
event because of their breeding and genetic make-up.
That is a huge area that Yemenis may be suited for. It
would be fantastic if they could develop a club to add
structure to the riding program, to bring in beginners and
encourage intermediate riders.

JT: Besides the involvement of the children, I think
that the status of the club itself is extremely important.
To encourage local involvement and excellence is
the key, as well as increase the stability of the club’s
finances.

What is the standard of riding like in
Yemen?

SP: The riders themselves are generally of a lower
standard to those back home, purely because of
the lack of experience. It is nothing to do with the
enthusiasm of the riders or quality of the horses out
here; the Arabian horses are fantastic. But it is more to
do with the lack of available money or time to put into
riding. Despite that, many of the trainers are good
riders, particularly Captain Mohammad, as well as the
grooms, who have clearly spent a lot of time around
the horses. JT: Yes, I agree. Captain Mohammad
has been reasonably successful in introducing more
Yemenis to the sport from the international school.
The involvement of children is crucial. Also, some 60
percent of the members are Yemeni, so I’m sure that
the future is bright.

And finally, a word on Arabian horses?

SP: Fantastic.

JT. I prefer them to horses at home. They are more
responsive, have more power, are more willing to run,
and seem to understand people better! They have strong
links with riders and understand humans. You can do
a lot just by talking to them, which helps enormously-
even if you speak in German!
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here; discussing the sport in Yemen with two of its
biggest advocates; and delve into the past and present,
history and mythology of this highly influential breed.
Riding in Yemen is currently undergoing a serious
revival. The main riding center in Sana’a is the Nadi
Farousia, the Horseman’s Club, a public club consisting
of some 200 members split 25/75 foreigners to Yemenis.
Founded in 2000, the Nadi Farousia is run by the Captain
Mohammad Al Kumali, an audacious rider, who divides
his time between running the club and participating in
competitions in the Gulf and Egypt (he is amongst the
top five riders in Yemen). Captain Mohammad also
spends time giving lessons; but much of the tuition

of foreigners is done by Captain Anis Al Hadrami, a
banker, who spends his free time teaching riding, and
Canadian expat Selena Pellizzari. Three years ago,
Captain Anis’ five year-old son encouraged him to ride,
and after making rapid progress, he now offers lessons
for all standards: anything from a gentle walk around
the paddock for a beginner to advanced dressage tuition.
One of the most popular options for experienced riders
are adventure trails across the stunning countryside
surrounding Sana’a. The opportunity to ride Arabian
horses is itself a major attraction of the club, which
keeps some 80 horses, the majority of which were owned
by Sheikh Hashid Abdullah Al Ahmar. The Arabian
horse possesses a rich history. As one of the world’s
oldest human-developed breeds, its origins are shrouded
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in mystery. Indeed, it is hard to over-estimate the impact
the Arabian has had on modern global horse breeding
and sport; as its reputation and temperament have made
it one of the most popular genetic strains. The origins
of the breed are a source of some controversy. While
some researchers, including the pre-eminent Gladys
Brown Edwards, believe that the breed developed

from one of the four foundation subtypes; which had
adapted specific characteristics based on their natural
environments. Others believe that the original horse
was a “proto-Arabian,” of oriental subtype. These
were the oriental horses, which appeared in ancient

art throughout the Middle East, particularly Ancient
Egypt, and in rock paintings as far back as 2,500 BC.
Yet beside these perhaps more academic theories sits a
rich mythological history, often closely tied to religion.
The horse quickly became essential for the survival of
the Bedouin. As such, it gained an almost mythological
status within society and tribes created an oral history
based on the genealogy and exploits of their horses.
They even went so far as to mythologize the breed’s
very beginnings. There are four central mythological
creation stories, connected to religious figures. One
tale tells of Mohammad testing the loyalty and courage
of his herd to choose his founding mares. During an
arduous journey through the desert, the prophet sighted
an oasis and let his horses loose. They raced towards
the oasis to slake their thirst, but as the herd neared, he

called them back. Only five loyal mares returned, and
they became the chosen five, Al Khamsa, which are
reputed to have begat the five choice strains of the breed.
Some breeders still attest to the fidelity of the tale. An
alternative story relates how the Queen of Sheba, whose
role centralizes Yemen within Arabian mythology, gave
King Solomon a stallion named Safanad (the pure).
Such were the abilities of the beast (who was reputed

to be swifter than a gazelle, and that a hunt on him was
never fruitless) that he was chosen to stud the Arabian
line. A further tale relates how the angel Gabriel woke
Ishmael, the son of Abraham, with a “wind spout” that
roared towards him. As the angel ordered the winds to
stop, it scattered dust and rain, gathering itself into a
powerful galloping horse. The Bedouins thus named the
first Arabian stallion Kuhaylah, “Drinker of the Wind.”
The final myth is the tale of Allah’s creation of the
Arabian horse from the winds; one story attests Allah
calling on the south wind to condense and then creating
the breed, the other relating how Allah harnessed the
characteristics of all four winds to form the Arabian: the
spirit of the north, the strength of the south, the speed of
the east and the intelligence of the west. The very form
of the horse itself is subject to mythical interpretation.
Only bay, grey, chestnut, black and roan are colors
recognized by the Arabian Horse Association. Physically,
the bulging head, known to Bedouins as a “jibbah,” is

a sign of blessing; the “mitbah,” the arching neck, a
sign of courage, and the tail signifies pride. But there

is no doubt that the horse deserves its reputation. The
Arabian is globally respected. Indeed, their bloodlines
are found in almost every modern breed of horse around
the world. Because Arabian horses have evolved and
developed around people, often forming extremely
close relationships with their Bedouin owners (as they
invariably slept in their tents amongst their families for
protection from theft and shelter from the cold desert
nights) they have remarkable temperaments. Now in
Yemen, the heir to a rich equine history, the Arabian is
enjoying something of a revival. Although the days of
the Bedouin sheltering mares in their tents are long gone,
with a thriving thoroughbred racing industry in the Gulf,
horses and the culture surrounding riding, which has
been imbedded in Yemen’s psyche, is re-emerging. Not
only is this a country home to some of the finest Arabian
specimens, which can trace their roots, both historically
and mythically, to Yemen’s antique past, but there are
fantastic opportunities for beginners and experts alike

to engage in a variety of riding disciplines. I caught up
with Selena Pellizzari, a riding coach and Equinologist,
and Julia Thielebein, a Cultural Heritage Advisor, down
at Captain Mohammad’s Horseman’s Club, to listen to
their views on Yemen’s riding scene.

Can you both briefly tell me about your
riding backgrounds?

Selena Pellizzari: My mother was a riding instructor
in Canada and owned her own school, so I grew up with
horses. I basically don’t remember actually learning
how to ride. Since then I have taken over the family’s
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By Fergus Argyle

Horse

controversy over the origin of horse

breeds as many mythological historians

and researchers have discussed this

issue in details coming out with

several tales. They even went so far

as to mythologize the breed’s very
beginnings.

Somewhere in the inhospitable deserts of the Middle
East, along the banks of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers,
developed a breed of horse so special that horse owners
believed them to be a gift directly from God. This is
what we have come to know as the Arabian. Now, in
Yemen, one of the original crucibles of its creation
and development, we explore the state of riding }
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— like the alhoto dance — where dancers continuously
kick their legs up over their heads for almost an hour,
nonstop,” says Bhaydar. He credits the dance with
building the strong body with strong legs and hips that a
person needs in order to jump high and wide.

Another dance, called the tala, has the dancers jump
as high as possible from a standing position for as
long as possible. Most often performed at festivals
and other celebrations, the tala is performed in a kind
of tournament. Participants form a circle in the center
of the field; then two dancers meet in the center of the
circle, each jumping higher and higher in an attempt to
outperform the other. The audience and other participants
determine which of the two is the better dancer. Then
another pair of dancers takes the stage and the scene is
repeated. Winners compete with each other in succession
throughout the duration of the festival. The dancer who
jumps highest and lasts the longest is considered the best
dancer. The by-product of this kind of strenuous activity
is a physique capable of jumping over any number of
camels.

According to Bhaydar Qubaisi, anyone with the
ambition to become a champion camel jumper has to
adopt a special diet composed strictly of local products.
Upon awaking in the earliest hours of the morning, he
should energize himself with cakes, dates, and other
sweets. Later, he can have a breakfast of fresh milk,
cultured milk, fish cooked in sesame oil, and bread made
from local sorghum flour. For lunch, he has marsah,
which is made from local wheat flour, ghee, local honey,
and bananas. Lunch must also include lamb meat or
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possibly fish, and sorghum bread. Dinner is composed of
sorghum bread and laban, or sorghum bread with lamb
or beans. Furthermore, this diet of champions should
feature lots of fresh fruits and vegetables and occasional
draughts of camel milk.

Bhaydar’s 96 year-old father, Mohammed Yusuf
Qubaisi, believes that natural locally grown food is the
source of his good health and longevity. He says that
he has never eaten artificial foods or drank refrigerated
water; he has never been seriously ill and has never been
to a doctor. He says proudly that he still works everyday
on his farm, rides camels unassisted, and still makes love
to his wife.

Yusuf named his sons after wild animals that run fast
and jump high. He named his eldest son Numair, which
means “little tiger”; his middle son Bhaydar, or leopard;
and his third son Butaily, which means “brave lion.”

The Zaranique tribe has been famed for centuries
for its feats of strength and athleticism. Their physical
prowess is still very much a part of their identity and
daily lives, and their reputation for skill in battle remains
undiminished in the minds not only of the Yemeni
people, but of people throughout the Arabian Peninsula.
It may therefore seem incongruous that the manly men
of the Al Qubaisi family and the rest of the Al Zaranique
tribe make their living growing jasmine flowers and
stringing them into garlands to be worn by brides and
grooms all across Arabia.

In 2006, several tons of these flowers, valued at half
a million dollars, were exported from the Zaranique
region to the Gulf States. However, with camel jumping

champions, fantastic
dancers, and militarty might,
it would seem the men of Al
Zaranique aren’t comfortable
resting on their laurels.

The Zaraniqe tribe is well
known in Yemeni history
for its bravery and ferocity.
History tells us that the !
Zaranique tribe revolted L
against Imam Ahmed in the
1950s. The Imam sent his
troops to the Tihama to bring the tribe back into line. The
Zaranique had no weapons like those of the Imam’s troops
with which to defend themselves. Legend says that the
tribesmen hid high in the palm trees on their farms and
managed to defeat the troops by falling upon them and
stripping them of their weapons before ultimately killing
them. Other stories tell of the tribesmen hiding in the bushes
before seizing the troops in their arms and breaking their
bones with a python-like grip.

Amro bin Ma’adi Karib, one of the most famous
warrior kings of pre-Islamic Arabia. Ma’adi Karib, who
was from the Zaranique tribe, was famous for his war-
like ways and his unparalleled skill in battle. His military
exploits, in which he is said to have been undefeated,
were as often as not waged in pursuit of a beautiful
woman, and he would make war on other tribes in order
to possess her.

When the Prophet Mohammed announced his mission,
Amro bin Ma’adi Karib converted to Islam and went to
Madinah to be one of the soldiers of the Islamic army.

However after the death of the prophet, he relapsed into
paganism and joined the army of Al Aswad Al Ansi, who
had declared himself a prophet in Yemen. Later, once Al
Aswad Al Ansi was defeated by the Islamic army, Ma’adi
Karib converted to Islam for a second time and served as
a commander in the Islamic invasions of Al Sham (present
day Syria, Palestine, and Jordan) and Iraq, having played a
key role in the victories achieved there.

It happened that during the battle of Al Qadisyah in
Iraq, the leader of the Islamic army in there, Sa’ad Bin
Abi Waqas called on the Caliph Omar Bin Al Khattab
to send him more troops. The Caliph sent him only two
soldiers, one of which was Amro bin Ma’adi Karib, who
had been serving in Syria at the time. In his message
to Sa’ad Bin Abi Wagqas, the Caliph told him, “I sent
you only two warriors, but each of them is equal to two
thousand warriors.”

Among the many legends about Amro bin Ma’adi
Karib, besides his penchant for squeezing adversaries in
his arms, crushing them to death, is that he was deadly
with a sword — being able to slice a man in two with
only one blow. This was a popular tale even during
his lifetime, and Caliph Omar was well aware of it.

The Caliph ordered Amro to bring him the sword and

to make similar swords for the rest of the army. Amro
delivered the sword to Omar but told him, “T have given
you the sword, but not the arm that weilds it.”
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year-old boys are given a chance to show off their skills,
jumping over one sitting, one standing, and two standing
camels, respectively.

The people of Al Abasi village begin training their
sons to jump over camels when they are five years old.
The youngsters begin their training by jumping over a
single sitting camel. With practice they are soon able to
leap over a standing camel, and eventually over another
and another until, by age 18, they are usually able to
make it successfully over a full seven.

Camels are big, standing approximately 2.2 meters
high at the hump with a girth of between 50 and 70
centimeters. Seven side by side creates a hurdle some
6.2 meters wide that, in order to jump and clear without
making contact, requires a leap considerably greater.

The leap is highly stylized and is in itself something
to behold. To get sufficient momentum, a jumper
accelerates for approximately 50 meters before reaching
the ammithab, or jumping off point, where he pushes
off with his right leg, propelling himself through the air
“like a tiger.” At the apex of his jump, he pulls his legs
up into his chest while extending his head forward and
his arms outward “like a hawk in flight.” As he reaches
the final two camels of a seven-camel leap, he stretches
his legs out in front of him for landing — again, like a
hawk — before alighting on the soft desert sand.

Key to the Zaranique’s athleticism and their success
at leaping through the air is the training they get while
engaging in their local dances, which are in themselves
spectacular feats of strength and stamina. “To train a
person and prepare him to jump over camels, he has
to take part in the unique dances of Al Zaranique tribe

W\ al-seyaha
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Leap like

a tiger

fly like a falcon

BY MOHAMMED AL KIBSI

I-Husaineyah, al-Tuhaita,
al-Duraihimi and al-Munira
districts of Hudidah
province are well known
for the unique sportive
carnivals they host
annually. In particular, they are famous
for the unique sport of camel jumping.

J,
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Bhaydar, Numair, and Butaily Mohammed Yusuf
Qubaisi are champions of this uniquely Yemeni sport.
The three brothers from Al Abasi village in Bait Al
Fagqih are the finest camel jumpers still engaging in this
little seen but spectacular sport.

“Jumping over seven camels is not an easy task,”
says Bhaydar Qubaisi, a camel jumping trainer and
a champion in his own right. “To jump over seven
camels a person needs to combine his soul and his
strength — there should be a harmony of courage,
strength and soul, in addition to good training.”

The sport of camel jumping is unique to the
Zaranique tribe, which they inherited from their
ancestors. Some believe it has been practiced by the
men of that tribe for as many as 2000 years. Camel
jumping competitions take place during wedding
celebrations and festivals throughout the Tihama

region, such as the Al Husseiniyya village festival in
Bait Al Faqih district, and Al Tuhaita village festival in
the district of Zabid. The competition usually begins
with younger competitors jumping over three camels.
The winners of this round earn the right to compete
in the next round and a fourth camel is added to the
line-up. This continues, with an additional animal
being added after each successive round; most of
the competitors will have been eliminated by the
end of the six-camels round, when only the best and
most experienced jumpers are left to compete in the
final contest. First, second and third place prizes are
awarded to the three best jumpers, and the first place
winner earns the title of that festival’s champion of the
year.

Following the determination of the festival’s
champion camel jumper, the 5-10, 7-11, and 12-14

al-seyaha | @
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