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293.116 1. Why The Hen Cannot Fly 2. The Fisherman’s Daughter 3. The Shaikh’s Sheep: Three Folk
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Narratives\fn{by three informants (a male, possibly born c.1935 and an unnamed female, possibly born c.1950), and one from an
unknown source} United Arab Emirates 2\fn{These folk materials were published in “the first book in English to tackle the subject
of folklore and folklife in the United Arab Emirates.” They are the only three narratives and five songs reproduced by the author, Sayyid
Hurreiz, Professor of Folklore and Anthropology at the United Arab Emirates University at Al Ain (founded in 1976) }
1
My arrival in the world was hardly auspicious. My mother was suffering from malaria when she was carrying
me; the disease at this time was endemic throughout the Gulf and much of western Asia. Consequently, I was a
sickly child, about whose prospects of survival little confidence could be expressed.
One year there was very severe drought. The summer season was extremely hot, and there were no rains. All
the birds suffered from the parching heat and the lack of water, and the green bushes became dry.
The birds were at a loss and did not know what to do. So they called for a meeting which was attended by
every bird in the country. The meeting debated this problem extensively, and the birds agreed that the only
solution was to migrate to a more hospitable environment where green grass and abundant water were available.
At the end of the meeting the birds agreed to start the journey very early the following morning. All the birds said,
“Tomorrow morning, Allah willing, we shall fly to a new homeland.”
The only exception to this was the hen which did not seem to acknowledge Allah’s will and power as a true
Muslim believer.
The following morning all the birds except the hen managed to fly successfully to their new home, and lived in
green trees enjoying running water, cool breeze and green grass. So this is the reason why the hen cannot fly,
because it did not acknowledge Allah’s power.\fn{ by an unnamed female informant (c.1950?- )} United Arab Emirates
(F) -1
2
A young girl who lost her mother lived with her father. She was very lonely. When her father who was a
fisherman went to his work, she used to stay alone. Her neighbour looked after her, cleaned her and combed her hair
during her father’s absence.
The young girl told her father that their neighbor was kind and helpful, and she urged him to marry her. The
father believed what his daughter had told him and married their neighbor.
After a few years she had some daughters of her own. Thereafter, she began to treat her step-daughter cruelly, and
forced her to do all the difficult work, while her own daughters were doing nothing useful. She also kept her stepdaughter dirty and in rags, whereas her daughters were dressed in the best clothes.
The step-mother used to send her step-daughter to clean and cut the fish beside the sea and then bring them home
ready for cooking. One day her step-mother gave her five fishes to clean and cut. When the stepdaughter was cleaning
one of the fishes and was about to cut it into pieces, the fish which was still alive started trembling and said to the girl,
“Please save me and put me back into the water so that I may live. I will help you later. Call me whenever you
need me. You will find me beside this stone.”
The step-daughter threw the fish into the water, and the fish disappeared into the sea. When the girl returned
home, her step-mother said to her,
“I gave you five fishes to clean and prepare for cooking, and now your come back with four fishes only. There
is no food for you today.”
The girl was very hungry, so she went to the sea and removed the stone as her friend had told her before. Her
friend then gave her the best food and she ate till she was full.
A few weeks later, there was a wedding of the Shaikh’s son and most of the people in the neighborhood were
invited to the celebration. The girl did not go because she was busy cooking and cleaning the house. She felt very
lonely so she went to the sea where the fish gave her beautiful clothes, jewelry and a new pair of shoes. She also told
her to go to the wedding celebration, and advised her to pass by the Shaikh’s barza while entering the palace.
The young beautiful girl did exactly what she had been advised to do. While entering the palace, she used the
door which passed through the Shaikh’s braza. The Shaikh’s son had a quick glance at her and admired her beauty
tremendously. The Shaikh’s son followed her, but she managed to escape, and while rushing home hastily, she
dropped her golden shoes near the water trough of the Shaikh’s horses. The Shaikh’s son failed to catch her.
However, while returning to the palace, he found her golden shoes. So he ordered his servants to search all the
houses in the neighborhood, and to fetch the girl whose foot fit the golden shoes.
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The Shaikh’s servants started searching all the houses, but the golden shoes did not fit anybody. The girl’s stepmother hid her inside the tanmir\fn{Oven} and asked her own daughters to lie on the bed. When the Shaikh’s
servants came to her house, they measured the golden shoes, but the shoes did not fit any of them. Then they
asked her whether there was any other girl in the house, but she denied it. At that time, the cock started crowing.
“My ugly aunt is on the bed and my beautiful aunt is inside the oven.”
The cock continued crowing in this manner, so the servants searched the whole place and found the beautiful
girl hidden inside the oven. The golden shoes fitted her foot comfortably.
The servants told the Shaikh’s son the news. He then married the beautiful girl, and they lived in happiness.\fn
{“Said by this editor to be “one of the most popular UAE tales”}
3
Long ago there was an old man who had three daughters and one son. He was very ill and felt that he was
about to die, so he called his son and gave him three important pieces of advice.
The first piece of advice was not to marry any of his sisters to a stranger.
The second was not to entrust any woman with his secrets, and the third was not to trust an illegitimate child.
Thereafter, the old man passed away.
A few months later a stranger came to the young man and told him that he wanted to marry one of his sisters. He
agreed and his sister was married to the stranger who took her to live with him far away. The married couple lived
happily without any complaint. After a few years the other two sisters were married to their cousins.
Sometime later when the young man was on his way to his work, he found a small child crying while none of
the passers-by cared about him. He was kind to the child and took him to live with him at his mother’s house
because he was an illegitimate child. The child grew up and started working with one of the notable Shaikhs. He,
eventually, became very successful.
The young man then noticed that he had not paid attention to two of his father’s pieces of advice, and yet nothing
serious had happened to him. He was annoyed and felt that something damaging might happen to him if he did not
heed his father’s third piece of advice. Accordingly, he thought that he should be careful, but he wanted to check the
wisdom of his father’s last piece of advice—not to entrust any woman with his secrets.
One day, he found a big sheep which belonged to the Shaikh, so he took it and hid it away, but he looked after
it very well. Then he went to the butcher’s shop and brought some meat and fat. He also brought home with him
some sheep’s wool. His wife asked him where he had got the meat and fine fat. He told her that that was a secret,
but she insisted on finding out. Her husband agreed to tell her on condition that she would not tell anybody. When
his wife promised to keep the secret, he told her that he had slaughtered the Shaikh’s sheep.
The Shaikh’s servants started looking everywhere for the sheep and promised a valuable reward for whoever
found it, or directed them to it. An old woman told them that she would definitely find it. She wrapped her finger and
kept moving from house to house telling the housewives that she had cut her finger, and that she needed some fat for
curing her injured finger. When she came to the house of the man who had hidden the sheep, his wife was kind to
her and gave her some fat. The old woman asked the housewife,
“Where did you get this fresh fat?” The housewife said to her,
“Will you keep our secret if I tell you?” The old woman replied,
“How can I betray your secret while you were so kind to me.” The housewife then told her that her husband had
slaughtered the Shaikh’s sheep.
The old woman then thanked the housewife for her kindness and went straight away to the Shaikh’s palace
where she met his guards and told them the whole story. So she received her reward. The Shaikh sent for that man
once, twice and thrice, but the man did not come because he was ashamed.
The illegitimate boy heard about the story and told the Shaikh’s guards not to worry because he would bring
the man who had brought him up to the Shaikh’s palace so that he might be punished. One day when the man was
sipping his coffee in a relaxed manner, the illegitimate boy tied his hands and dragged him by his neck to the
Shaikh’s bara.
The Shaikh who did not know that the man was innocent, decided that he should be fined ten camels. But since
the man did not have that number of camels, he requested to be allowed a few days. Then he immediately started
contacting his brothers-in-law asking for help.
First, he went to the stranger who had married his sister. He was treated badly and inhospitably. His brother-inlaw gave him a feeble and sick camel. He also told his wife that her brother had brought shame upon them.
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Then he went to his other sisters who were married to his cousins. There he was welcomed with great hospitality
and treated kindly. His cousins told their relatives and tribesmen that their brother-in-law needed some assistance.
Many people responded hastily and after a short while a large number of camels was collected, and he was asked to
take what he had asked for. He picked ten of the best camels, thanked his cousins and went away.
The following day, the man took the ten camels and the sheep and went to the Shaikh’s palace. He apologized to
the Shaikh and gave him his sheep telling him that he had only wanted to test his father’s three pieces of advice, all
of which came true. Then he loaded the camels of his cousins and relatives with rice, flour and palm dates and sent
them back to their owners with thanks and gratitude.
As for his other brother-in-law he sent him back his sick and feeble camel advising him to cure it.\fn{ Narrated by
Musabbah Ubaid Jasim (c. 1935- )} Al-Zayd, Sharjah?, United Arab Emirates (M) 1
293.118 1. “A folksong expressing a mother’s wishes for her young daughter” 2. Fragment of “a popular rhyming
song sung by children while dancing or jumping during and after rainfall” 3. A popular song sung by children
‘while asking the elders to give them presents … during the celebration called hag Allah”: Three Cradle-songs 4.
A Love Song 5. A Wedding Song 1\fn{Apparently narrated by various unnamed women born in the United Arab Emirates, except
for number four, which the author calls a love song “done by sailors … during their pearling work, and throughout their journey to pearling
sites.” “Since most of this data was collected from women, their names cannot be disclosed.” (p. 170); “There are almost no academic
works about UAE folklore written in English.” (p. x); “In accordance with research ethics dictated by the moral and social values of the
UAE, names of female informants and assistant fieldworkers have to be concealed.” (p. 5) } United Arab Emirates -1

1
I wish you a pleasant morning, which is worth 1000 fillies wandering amidst camels and herdsmen.
You are riding on camel-back while your brother is looking for grazing land.
I wish you a bright morning with no ailment or disease.
A healthy morning like the sound of sheep coming from pastures at the end of the day, finding you well attended
by servants amidst your horses.
2
The rain has fallen by Allah’s will.
It broke Abd Allah’s wall.
The rain fell from heavy clouds.
It has destroyed Mariam’s wall.
3
Let us go and celebrate hag Allah,
In front of Abel Allah’s house.
Let us go and celebrate hag Allah,
Isn’t it a wonderful night?
Be generous to us.
May Allah become benevolent to you.
May He enable you to visit Mecca.
Give us some of what Allah has given you.
May He protect your son, Abd Allah.
4
Oh brother! I am not feeling well.
I suffer because of passionate love.
They have taken away my beloved’s house,
Making my heart like a grazing field.
Oh woe! I live in agony.
Alas! I am helpless. This is my fate.
5
The bridegroom wishes to talk to me in privacy
at dusk just before sunset.
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You do not need to remind me of the troubles
Brought about by passionate love.
1920
293.100 Excerpt from The Wells Of Memory: An Autobiography\fn{by Esah Saleh Al-Gurg, CBE (1927- )} Dubai,
Dubai Emirate, United Arab Emirates (M) 16
My arrival in the world was hardly auspicious. My mother was suffering from malaria when she was carrying
me; the disease at this time was endemic throughout the Gulf and much of western Asia. Consequently, I was a
sickly child, about whose prospects of survival little confidence could be expressed.
Not for me the simple childhood maladies which all children experience; in addition to the malaria which I
inherited from my mother, I suffered from trachoma, asthma, diseases of the spleen and every intestinal condi tion known to man, these last the result of drinking tainted water from the well which was our only source and
which was always liable to become infiltrated by salt. In the main, we had to rely on the supplies of drinking
water carried into the town in BP\fn{British Petroleum} four-gallon tins, borne on the backs of uncomplaining
The place where I was born, in the period between the two world wars, when the British Empire still
dominated the lives of countless millions of people all over the world, was a small fishing and pearling town in
the southern part of the Arabian Gulf. It was called then, as it is still called, Dubai.
All the world now knows Dubai to be one of the centers of the oil industry and of finance and trading on an
international scale, where great fortunes have been and are still to be made. That it was not always so I can
testify: in my lifetime I have seen Dubai change, like a scene in a cleverly crafted film, from a place of extreme
poverty to a metropolis of immense prosperity.
I will try and explain how this change came about and how it affected the lives of my family, my friends, the
people with whom I grew up and the people of the town in which I was born. At the same time I will explain
how those changes enabled me to have a life of wide diversity and to experience a range of activities which
would have been unthinkable to anyone born in a generation before mine.
Where do I begin? Before I was born, certainly, because much of my early life was influenced by the fact that
in my grandfather’s time my family crossed the waters of the Gulf from the coastal plains of Iran, from the
region known as Fars, and returned to our ancestral Arabia. The province of Fars, incidentally, was long ago
celebrated, in the words of the fourteenth-century traveler Al-Muqaddasi, as “the country where the people and
the merchants are smartest and where there is the most vice.”
If you come to know Dubai you will know that this crossing of the Gulf’s often tricky and unpredictable
waters has been the experience of many families living on this part of the Arabian coast. For a variety of reasons
—including climate change, economic pressures, environmental decline, the ebb and flow of politics and war—
people from the mainland of Arabia were often obliged to seek a livelihood or security for their families across
the Gulf.
For some of us, particularly those families for whom the traditional ways of Islam and the way of life of the
Arabs were of special importance and pride, there was another event which made the return to Arabia
imperative. In the years after the end of the First European War, when the politics of much of the world were
deeply disturbed, a revolution in Iran brought to power Reza Shah Pahlavi, the founder of the dynasty which
ended with the overthrow of his son, Mohammed Reza Shah, by the Iranian revolution in 1979. Ironically, it was
the first Reza Shah’s attempts to reform aspects of Islamic custom which encouraged many of the Sunni Arab
families, living like my own on the coast, to return to Arabia. Not least amongst the innovations to which the
Arab families objected was the decision that women should go unveiled. In this the Shah was following the
precedent set by Kemal Atatürk, who had deposed the last of the Ottoman sultans to rule in Istanbul. For the
Arabs, on both sides of the Gulf, especially those from the old families of which mine was one, such proposals
were wholly unacceptable.
At the time, the decision to return to Arabia must have represented a considerable surrender of much of what
made life pleasant. Thus for my own family, life in Lingah, the town on the Iranian coast in which my
forefathers had settled, was evidently good.
Though it was located on the Persian coast, Lingah was an Arab town, occupied and governed by Arabs,
whose language and culture determined its character. My ancestors prospered there, with land, farms, animals
and, above all, from harvesting the seas by sending out fleets to fish for the pearls which were the foundation of
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the Gulf’s prosperity in the past. My immediate forebears were pearl merchants and landowners and enjoyed the
products of that life abundantly; I still retain the title deeds to the lands which we owned in Dishgaan and
Lingah. The distinctively Arab character of Lingah and of my own background is evidenced by the fact that
every one of these deeds is written in Arabic, not Persian.
The British, who were to exercise a great influence on my life, came to the region as long ago as 1763, when
they established the first British Political Agency at Bushire. In 1820 they signed the General Treaty of Peace
with the shaikhs on the Arabian side of the Gulf and then, in 1853, the Perpetual Maritime Truce. These treaties
were designed to bring peace to the area and to reduce the frequent tribal and dynastic disputes which had
previously marred life here.
Lingah was a prosperous place and in the nineteenth century it was in line to become the location for the
British Residency in the Gulf, when the British began to take an increasing interest in our region. This was in
1828 and although Bushire was eventually chosen, Lingah was the location of one of several “Native Agencies”
established by the British on both the Persian and the Arab shores of the Gulf in the 1820s; a British Residency
Agent was appointed to Sharjah, next to Dubai, in 1829. Later still, in 1908, the British India Office proposed
setting up a vice-consulate in Lingah but this idea was abandoned on grounds of cost.
*
My family name, A1-Gurg, is unusual in the Arab world in that it is not derived from a word in familiar usage
or from a given name, often of an important ancestor which then was adopted as the family name of his
descendants. In the case of Al-Gurg the story is rather different.
According to the family legend I had an ancestor who was a powerful and fearless man. The place in which
he was living was menaced by a large and ferocious wolf, which preyed on the flocks, stealing goats and killing
the people’s chickens. The wolf was a cunning beast which had eluded the hunters who sought to kill him.
Finally, the people came to my forebear and asked him to rid them of the wolf.
He devised a bold plan. In those days, the Arabs living on the Persian coast wore the qraiat, the turban which
has become associated in particular with the people of Oman, in our own day; Oman had ruled that part of the
coast in which Lingah is situated and no doubt adopted the characteristic turban from there.
My ancestor took two of the very long cloths from which the turbans were made; these he wound round his
hands and forearms. Taking a long knife, he set out one dark night and lay in wait for the wolf. Eventually he
heard the wolf approaching; brandishing the knife, my forebear leapt out and grappled with the wolf. The animal
flew at him and buried its teeth in his arm which was protected by the turban cloth wrapped around it. My
ancestor then plunged the knife into the wolf’s heart and it fell lifeless to the ground.
The villagers who had sought my ancestor’s help were, naturally enough, delighted and ever afterwards called
him Gurg which in Persian, the language of the village people, meant “wolf”. The name stuck, in the Arabic
form Al-Gurg, and became the name by which the family has been known ever since. There are people living in
Syria who bear the name Al-Gurg, but whether they are connections of my family I cannot say.
*
Lingah experienced some moments of importance in the occasionally disputatious politics of the Gulf in
earlier times. Thus one of the Imams of Muscat, a predecessor of the present Sultan, was killed in a battle near
the town in the 1820s and was said to have been buried there. But in general life was tranquil in Lingah, the
crops were abundant, the air was sweet and even the Arabic which the people spoke was somehow softer and
more gentle than the harsher intonations of those who came from across the Gulf, from the eastern or southern
shores of the Arabian peninsula.
There was always a degree of contact between the two shores of the Gulf. In the case of my own family,
through a connection with the Al-Qasimi shaikhs who ruled parts of the Gulf coast on the Arabian side as well as
ruling in Lingah where they had become established with the Arab families of the region in the 1720s, a tradi tion
had been built up over the years that on Fridays during the winter-time when there was no pearling, members of
the family, their friends and retainers together with people from Sharjah and Ras al-Khaimah, would cross the
Gulf in a flotilla of boats, rowed by their sailors. They would arrive in Lingah in time for Friday prayers, after
which they would be entertained by my family and other friends; then, when the evening prayer was concluded,
they would return to the Arabian shore, reaching their homes at about midnight. The journey must have been
quite a formidable one and that it was accomplished so regularly must be a tribute to the strength of the sailors
whose strong arms drove the boats through the often unpredictable seas around the Gulf’s shores. This crossing
and re-crossing of the Gulf showed, I think, how closely in contact the two sides, the Arabian and the Persian,
always were.
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Lingah appeared for a while on the stage of nineteenth-century international politics when, in 1887, Persia (as
Iran was then still called) made a claim to several of the strategically sited islands in the approaches to the Straits
of Hormuz, at the southern end of the Gulf, before it opens to the Indian Ocean.
Two of the islands were the Greater and Lesser Tunbs, which had been administered, certainly since the
eighteenth century, by the Al-Qasimi Rulers of Lingah. The Shah of Persia of the day, Nasser Al-Din Shah, laid
claim to the islands, and later to a third, Abu Moussa, on the pretext that as the Al-Qasimi ruled from Persian
territory, the Ruler was in effect acting on behalf of the Persian Government. In fact, the Al-Qasimi shaikhs had
controlled the Tunbs in their personal capacity and not as servants of the Persian administration. That the last AlQasimi Ruler of Lingah, Shaikh Mohammed bin Khalifa Al-Qasimi, was recognized by foreign powers as
sovereign is demonstrated by the fact that in 1887 he wrote to an Ottoman official, assuring him that all Ottoman
nationals who resided “in our Emirate” were under his protection.
In the event, the Persians initially secured some degree of support for their claim from the British, though
when they went deeper into the legal issues involved they recognized that the Ruler of Lingah had always
maintained his allegiance to the Al-Qasimi Ruler of Ras al-Khaimah; the Tunbs, therefore, were unequivo cally
the territory of that Emirate. However, this did not discourage the Persians from attacking and occupying
Lingah, expelling Shaikh Mohammed, obliging him to return to the Arabian homeland.
This action did not give credibility to the Shah’s claim that the Al-Qasimi and their supporters were Persian
subjects, but in fact made it clear that Lingah and its hinterland were ruled by Arabs and that the majority of the
people living in it were Arabs. Subsequently, when the Shah laid claim to Abu Moussa, the British established to
their satisfaction that the Ruler of Sharjah had always administered it directly and that therefore there was no
basis for the Persian claim.
Not all the Arabs in Lingah left at once; my own family continued to live there until the 1920s when, as I
shall describe, they returned to their home town, Dubai. Relations between the two sides of the Gulf continued
amiably, despite the disagreement over the islands, and trade continued between the two coasts as it had always
done. However, the time came when, for reasons which I will explain, the Arabs of Lingah and the Persian coast
decided that they no longer wished to remain under Persian rule and most of the principal families, who were
still there, returned.
The islands were to assume some importance in my lifetime, when, after the formation of the United Arab
Emirates in 1971 and the final departure of the British from the Gulf, Iran, under the last Shah, Mohammed Reza
Shah Pahlavi, invaded the islands and occupied them. A very complex legal case ensued, with the Rulers of
Sharjah and Ras al-Khaimah asserting their historic rights to control of the islands; I will mention this again in
Chapter 9.
*
Trade was the mainstay of life in Lingah. People were free to get on with their own affairs, largely without
interference from the authorities. Duties on the trade conducted through the port were minimal, though at one
time the right to levy customs on trade through the town had been sold to Belgian interests, a form of taxfarming which was not entirely unheard of in Europe in earlier times. The pleasant circumstances of life in
Lingah had begun to change in the early years of the present century when the Persian authorities succeeded in
imposing Persian customs duties on Lingah’s trade, which had otherwise been free of such imposts. This
provided an important stimulus to Dubai’s early prosperity, which in no small part resulted from the migration
back across the Gulf of merchants who had been established in Lingah for at least two centuries. It was the
enlightened policy of the Dubai authorities to welcome the returning families, enabling them to re-establish their
lives on the Arabian coast after their long sojourn on the Persian littoral. It was particularly Shaikh Saeed bin
Maktoum, the father of Shaikh Rashid bin Saeed who was to influence my life so considerably, who invited the
Arabs from the Persian coast to return. An entire area of the town, Bastakiyah, became identified with the houses
of the Arabs of Persian origin.
One result of this transfer of people from the Persian to the Arabian shore was that amongst those who
returned were builders skilled in the construction of wind-towers (in Persian badgir, meaning “wind-catcher”,
from which the Arabic word barjeel is derived). The wind-towers have become one of the most familiar features
in all representations of Old Dubai; they were wonderfully effective in trapping any wind that there might be,
coming from any direction, in the dreadful humid heat of summer which was one of the curses of life along the
coast before the advent of air-conditioning. I suspect that few people, who lament their passing from the
architectural landscape of Dubai and some of our other towns, realize that they were in fact an invention of the
Arabs of the Persian coast.
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Some families living in Lingah owned lands outside the town itself. Thus, my wife’s grandfather, a rich and
rather fierce patriarchal figure, had farms outside Lingah worked by people who were little more than the
poorest of peasants. Unusually for the time, he had sent his son to Europe to be educated, particularly in France
and Belgium. In the first of these countries he had acquired a love of French culture and an admiration for the
democratic system which he saw everywhere around him.
When his son was of an age to begin taking responsibility for the family’s interests, his father dispatched him
to the estates at Dishgaan, the centre of Lingah’s rich agricultural lands, which lay some distance outside the
town. He was instructed to journey there to collect the produce which the farmers were required to hand over to
him, as the representative of the proprietor of what today we might call their smallholdings. His son, who would
eventually be my wife’s father, was greatly distressed when he saw the poverty in which the farmers lived and
the hardship which their children and womenfolk endured. They came to him humbly with the produce which
they were accustomed to hand over to the landlord.
This my wife’s father could not bring himself to take, insisting that they should keep it for themselves and
their children. On returning to Lingah, he was greeted by his father who asked why he had not heard the familiar
tinkling of the bells on the harness and fetlocks of the handsome white Bahraini donkeys which made up the
caravan which carried the produce from the poor farmers’ fields. My wife’s father confessed that he had not
brought anything back with him.
In a towering rage my wife’s grandfather flung his son into prison, from which, mercifully, he was eventually
rescued by some of his friends. They smuggled him out of the place in which he was confined and helped him to
flee to Bombay, where there was a substantial and prosperous Gulf community. There he prospered, joining
Rosenthal, the famous firm of pearl dealers, where his European education was appreciated. When his father
died he returned to Lingah where he was introduced to the carefully raised and educated girls of the leading Arab
families, like our own. In the fullness of time he met and married my wife’s mother, for which circumstance the
thanks must be to God.
*
When my own family returned to Dubai they settled on the shores of the Creek; this was the little town’s
most distinctive feature and had even earned it the occasional reference in the reports of European and other
travelers to our part of the world in times past. Dubai’s Creek was not the only one on this part of the coast but it
was certainly the most extensive, reaching deep into the desert. The town was sometimes called, perhaps rather
fancifully, “the Venice of the Gulf”.
My grandfather, my father, his brother and their families lived in a traditional merchant’s house, a large and
handsome building, with servants and all the modest luxuries of a family of our station of life; most people in the
town still lived in the barastis, the very ancient dwellings built of palm fronds. The large central courtyard of the
house, which is still standing, would have been full of the comings and goings of the family and of those who
had business with them.
On one side of the courtyard was the Long Majlis, the reception room in which the men of the family
received their guests. The majlis was often used by Shaikh Saeed bin Maktoum Al-Maktoum, the father of
Shaikh Rashid bin Saeed Al-Maktoum, with whose later career so much of my own life was to be bound up.
Here Shaikh Saeed was accustomed to sit, to hear disputes and to settle the cases which were brought to him for
judgment.
The connection here was that the mother of one of my father’s brothers (in the West, you would say “halfbrother”, for they were by different wives of my grandfather) was from Qishim island where the Al-Qasimi
family had been established since the 1760s, from which a number of the shaikhs of this part of the Arabian
coast had been drawn for many generations. Although my family were Arabs, they were not members of the Bath
Yas tribe, from which the majority of the Dubai and Abu Dhabi Arabs derive their affiliations.
My uncle was an important man in the town and much involved in its affairs. Life in Dubai was, so my father
told me, good, with time to enjoy their world, small though it was, as well as time to pray. The lives of the
people of Dubai at this time were bounded by the Creek, which marked, effectively, the limits of their world.
Beyond the Creek lay “the Big Sea”, the Arabian Gulf itself. Beyond that? Who could tell?
The town was criss-crossed by a maze of little streets and alleys; at night the only light came from the oil
lamps hissing in front of the more prosperous houses and the merchants’ shops. After night fall watchmen
guarded the shops, each of them observing some ten or twelve and shaking the shutters to make sure that they
were properly locked. Anyone walking in the streets at night might be challenged by the watchmen and asked to
make themselves known. The sound of the lamps’ hiss, their occasional splutter and the soft golden light which
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they diffused is a memory which everyone who grew up in Dubai in those days will recall, with all the
comforting glow of childhood. Like me, they will still hear the cries of the watchmen as they went about their
rounds.
Life in Dubai was generally tranquil but although the rate of crime was low, it was not entirely unknown.
There were people of various nationalities living in the town and every so often there would be trouble. On one
occasion which I remember, a man broke into a house one night. When he saw a woman inside suck ling her
baby, he went away. He was arrested, however, and then confessed to a number of crimes which had occurred in
the town in the recent past. He was cast into the town gaol, there to await the inexorable workings of Islamic
justice.
On a Friday he was taken to a prominent site in the town and lashed to an ancient cannon which had been
imported centuries before by the Portuguese, during the time when they were active in the Gulf. He was beaten
and then his left hand was cut off. It was tied around his neck, the stump having been thrust into boiling pitch to
cauterize it. For three days thereafter he was exposed in the souq.
Such measures were harsh but they did, without doubt, keep crime to a very low level in our towns. It was in
the midst of this placid time, however, that a catastrophe happened which blighted the lives of all the generation
to which my parents belonged, and which altered drastically the circumstances which awaited me when
eventually I entered the world.
I grew up during that ominous decade (according to the Gregorian calendar), the 1930s; it was then that the
Japanese, that diligent and industrious nation, discovered the cultured pearl.
*
The introduction of cultured pearls on to the world market effectively destroyed the way of life of the
fishermen, the owners and captains of the pearling fleets and the merchants like my father. They had made their
living by selling to buyers who came to the Arabian Gulf towns from all over the world, in search of what were
acknowledged to be the finest of all real pearls. Ports like Dubai numbered hundreds of boats which sailed in and
out of their waters during the pearling season; at the turn of the century Lorimer, in his Persian Gulf Pilot,
estimated that in Dubai alone 6,936 men were employed in the pearling fleets.
All along the Gulf, from Kuwait in the north to Ras al-Khaimah, close to the entry to the Arabian Sea which
is part of the Indian Ocean, the situation was the same. Hundreds of families depended upon pearling and in a
very short time their livelihood was entirely destroyed. The industry had been declining since the end of the First
World War, but it was the coming of the cultured pearl which sounded the death-knell of a way of life which my
friends who know about such matters tell me had survived for thousands of years, for the earliest evidence of the
adaptation of pearls for jewelry comes from the Gulf, from before 3000 BC
The worst year was 1929, two years after I was born, which really saw the end of Dubai’s trade. The previous
years had been misleadingly prosperous, encouraging many people to speculate in new boats. The consequence
was that the trade was greatly over-equipped when the lean years came. Indian moneylenders had advanced
loans with an annual interest as high as 36 per cent, and this crippled many families to the point of absolute ruin.
It may be difficult for people today to realize what devastation the collapse of the pearl trade caused in the
communities of the Gulf. In my own family, my uncle, who had been such a figure in the life of Dubai, could not
endure the change in fortune which the collapse of the pearling produced; he died tragically. Poverty, grinding
hardship, malnutrition and still higher rates of infant mortality became the lot of all the people living in the little
towns and villages, who had no other place to go.
*
It was into such conditions that I was born.
My arrival in the world was hardly auspicious. My mother was suffering from malaria when she was carrying
me; the disease at this time was endemic throughout the Gulf and much of western Asia. Consequently, I was a
sickly child, about whose prospects of survival little confidence could be expressed.
Not for me the simple childhood maladies which all children experience; in addition to the malaria which I
inherited from my mother, I suffered from trachoma, asthma, diseases of the spleen and every intestinal condi tion known to man, these last the result of drinking tainted water from the well which was our only source and
which was always liable to become infiltrated by salt. In the main, we had to rely on the supplies of drinking
water carried into the town in BP\fn{ British Petroleum} four-gallon tins, borne on the backs of uncomplaining
donkeys.
My body was covered with ulcers and my father used to take me to the Creek to clean them. This he did by
excising them with the sharp end of a big hen’s feather, rather like a quill which might have been used to
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illuminate some splendid manuscript. It was agonizing, and the pain was increased by the sulfur which he used
to disinfect the wounds; I bear the scars to this day. But though the treatment was harsh, it was effective, and
through the devotion of my parents I survived, although sometimes when I remember the sort of traditional
remedies to which I was subjected I wonder how I managed to do so.
Another therapy involved the branding of the patient with hot irons; I bear these scars also. More humane,
and also more successful, was a treatment said to have been recommended by the Prophet himself, for conditions
of the ear. This required applications of white honey to cure an infection and it worked very well for me.
Life was so harsh in our part of the Gulf when I was young that it may be wondered that any children
survived at all. Certainly, the incidence of infant and child mortality was very high and the prospect for any child
living to what would be considered, in the developed world, a normal life-span were poor indeed. My brothers
and I, however, were cared for by my mother who, despite all the privations which the family experienced,
always ensured that we had an adequate supply of fresh, nutritious food.
The mainstay of our diet as children was fresh milk from the two cows that were kept in the compound of the
house and which were taken out to graze on the sparse vegetation. They were also fed a meal made from date
stones and the dates which had become overripe for human consumption; to this was added a quantity of dried
doma, the small, sardine-like fish plentiful in the Gulf’s waters. Our servants milked the cows daily; my mother
made ghee\fn{Clarified butter} for her cooking from the milk, and yoghurt and butter, which she flavored with
herbs, creating in the process a delicious fragrance. The butter was also melted down and used as a salve which
was rubbed over the bodies of us children when we had been bathed, to keep our skin soft and supple.
We also kept chickens and my mother was careful to control the supply of eggs, taking some from those birds
which had too many and placing them under the birds which had none, thereby increasing her stock. Their eggs
supplemented our diet admirably and on Fridays, as a special treat, we might sometimes actually have fresh
chicken for our main meal of the day; for this purpose the cock birds were taken, the hens being preserved to
provide more eggs and stock.
Living on the shores of the Gulf, we were mainly dependent on the fruits of the sea for most of the year; thus
we had the benefit of what is probably the most nutritious of all foodstuffs, fish. We had a plentiful supply of
fresh dates, and for vegetables, beans and peas; later on, we would occasionally have tomatoes from India and
bananas, which were regarded so much as a luxury that if they were seen being taken into the house, the
observer would politely ask whether anyone was sick.
Another item in our diet were the almonds which came from India and were pounded—skin, stones and all—
into a highly nutritious and flavorsome mixture. All of these commodities meant that we children lived
surprisingly well and none of us suffered from any notable deficiencies as we grew to maturity.
I suspect that children’s instinct for survival ensured ours. I used to get into great trouble with my father when
he discovered me eating the gypsum plaster which coated the walls of some of our rooms. Instinctively, I had
realized that I needed calcium and somehow had discovered that the gypsum provided it for me.
Our living area was one large room, opening off the courtyard of the house. In the corner of the part where we
slept was a small partitioned area, raised above the level of the rest of the room, which served as our bathroom.
In it was located the samowar which heated the water with which we were bathed; the word is, I suspect, the
same as the Persian samovar.
*
The society of the Arabian Gulf (then, of course, always referred to as the Persian Gulf) into which I was
born was still deeply traditional, governed by the precepts of the Qur’an, and administered by traditional courts
and the families of the rulers who were supported by the leading families of merchants, on whom the pros perity,
such as it was, of the region depended. Our metropolis was Bahrain, which was to become the Gulf’s political
centre when the British moved their Residency, a sort of scaled-down viceregal presence, from Bushire on the
Persian side of the Gulf.
Britain was the self-proclaimed “protecting power” of the southern Gulf states, which comprised what had for
a century and more been known as the Trucial Coast, a term derived from the treaties which determined the
relations of the states with Britain and, through Britain, with the rest of the world. Strictly speaking, we were not
part of the British Empire; the states were considered to be sovereign entities which had delegated some of their
functions, such as defence and their relations with foreign powers, to Britain under the Exclusive Agreement of
1893.
As far as we in Dubai were concerned, the British presence was not especially obtrusive. Dubai had been
recognized as an independent shaikhdom since the early part of the previous century. Generally speaking,
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relations with Britain were good. Occasionally an official would come into the Creek to visit the shaikhs; more
frequently we were made aware of India, away to the east, from where traders, more junior officials, soldiers and
sometimes warships would come into our field of vision.
It had not always been so, however. An incident from the years when the British ruled India, which I suppose
is recorded somewhere in the margins of Britain’s imperial history, brought Dubai and the might of the Empire
into confrontation. The incident arose from an allegation that the Rulers of Doha, up the coast in what is today
the state of Qatar, had appropriated some horses which were being shipped to India.
Somehow, Dubai became involved. British ships moored in the “Big Sea” were attacked, with armed men
creeping on board, overpowering—in some cases, killing—the soldiers on watch and then slipping over the side
to swim away before their presence was detected. As a consequence of these events, the British bombarded
Dubai, though the men who had attacked their ships had long since melted away into the desert.
A settlement was reached; it was agreed that compensation should be paid to the families of those who had
been killed in the engagement. There was, however, a dispute over the number of deaths, with the British
questioning the estimates of casualties provided by the local people. It was decided, finally, to count the number
of coffins in which the dead had been placed. This was done, but the British did not realize that the coffins were
being recycled, as it were, leaving the courtyard in which the British officials were sitting by one door and
returning by another, each time covered in a cloth of a different color. When it did dawn on them what was
happening, it was judged to be too late to do anything about it and a figure of compensation was agreed.
This was not the only occasion when the British had intervened in the life of the Gulf coast towns. In much
earlier times, in the 1820s, they had destroyed a number of forts in towns along the coast, including Dubai. My
family’s home town of Lingah was also shelled, but that turned out to be a mistake, for its people had taken no
part in the events against which the British were reacting, and compensation was paid to them.
By the 1830s, Dubai was recognized as an independent shaikhdom, its relations with Britain and the outside
world governed by the General Treaty of Peace.
The British prided themselves on ridding the coast of pirates. There are those who have suggested that the
main concern of the British in those days was to preserve the field for themselves, but at all events, the political
circumstances of those days brought them into the Gulf where they remained until 1971. But that belongs later in
this story, a good deal of which is concerned with the latter days of British influence in what was to be one of the
last vestiges of imperial history. The Ruler of Sharjah, HH\fn{ His Highness} Dr. Shaikh Sultan bin Mohammed AlQasimi, B.Sc., Ph.D., has written compellingly of this period of the Gulf’s history.
*
An unquestionable achievement of the British, when they began seriously to involve themselves in our
affairs, was their effort to eliminate slavery from the coast.
In Islam, slaves had a quite different status from that to which they had been subjected in the Christian world.
Slaves were protected by law, with clearly expressed rights; the Qur’an required slave owners to treat them
humanely, and in my own family I know that those servants who were bound to us were treated as part of our
family. When our fortunes were destroyed by the collapse of the pearl trade, the old servants, who would once
have been regarded as slaves, had nowhere to go and they remained with us until their deaths, cared for by my
parents.
The British could not perhaps be expected to comprehend the subtleties of Qur’anic law as it applied to
slavery; and assumed that the same injustices which had been perpetrated in the British, American and Spanish
colonies applied equally in the Moslem world. They regarded it as a duty to alleviate the condition of the slaves,
particularly in the nineteenth century, and one means which they employed was that any slave who sought the
protection of the British Crown would be granted his or her freedom.
The act which symbolized this was that the slave would grasp the flagpole in the compound of the British
Agency or Consulate, and by placing himself or herself under the flag’s protection would be made free. Each
slave so released was given a Certificate of Manumission, confirming that the British Government had effected
the manumission of the person named on the document and that “no one has a right to interfere with his/her
liberty”.
*
From my boyhood, two incidents recalling this more troubled past stand out in my memory. First, in 1938-9
there was a movement to establish a separate centre of government in Deira. It was widely believed that the
British were behind the action which was taken to restore Dubai’s control of Deira (which lay across the Creek
and was Dubai’s twin) for they evidently had fears about what they saw as the emergence of progressive
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tendencies demonstrated by the Deira separatists. In particular, they apparently disapproved of the establishment
of a majlis, an assembly which was actually representative of the community; this was quite different from the
ruler’s majlis and was indeed a return to a much earlier form of what was suspiciously like a democratic
structure.
It is interesting to reflect that an institution of this sort appeared in the Gulf more than half a century ago. For
the British, as the imperial power, it was far more acceptable to deal with established, traditional social and tribal
structures in the territories which they sought to control, than to have to cope with the more diffuse, less
predictable activities of popular assemblies.
For boys like me it was an exciting time, as Shaikh Rashid, who exercised many of the responsibilities of
ruler on behalf of his father, Shaikh Saeed bin Maktoum A1-Maktoum, took over the house of Abdul Kader
Abbas, which occupied the highest point in Dubai, to attack the separatists across the Creek; from the protec tion
of the house Shaikh Rashid and his men were able to fire across the Creek into Deira.
The bullets from their rifles cut directly across our house and courtyard and the sound of their passing was
fairly alarming. The Abbas house was protected by sandbags into which the bullets from the Deira side struck
harmlessly. We were captives in our house for a week and no supplies reached us; we had to make do with the
very limited foodstuffs and drinking water which were available.
The second incident occurred two years later when there was a territorial dispute with Abu Dhabi, over an
area called Khor Ghanadha. An expedition set out from Dubai by sea with the object of enforcing what were
considered to be Dubai’s rights. It was believed at the time that the then British Residency Agent in Sharjah,
Jasim Al-Kadhmawi (in those days the British representatives were often Arabs from other parts of the Middle
East, or Indians), had encouraged Shaikh Rashid to attack Khor Ghanadha, which lay off the coast of Abu Dhabi,
by sea. If this was the case then the British would appear to have misled Shaikh Rashid, for the fact that the
“invasion” was sea-borne gave them the excuse of intervening, effectively on Abu Dhabi’s behalf, arguing that
the action was illegal as their writ extended to all actions on the sea, as opposed to any on land, where the
territory would be under the control of the shaikhs.
I mention these incidents only because they marked interruptions in the otherwise even tenor of our lives.
Such events were characteristic of the Gulf in the past; mercifully, they have very largely disappeared today
because of the wisdom of the governments of the region and, in the case of our particular part of the Gulf, of
men like Shaikh Rashid bin Saeed Al-Maktoum and Shaikh Zayed bin Sultan Al-Nahayan of Abu Dhabi. The
creation of the United Arab Emirates and the Gulf Co-operation Council has further contributed to the stability
of the area, for whilst disputes still exist and no doubt will continue to do so, the mechanism now is available to
resolve them in a mature and equitable fashion. By one of those strange incidents of chance, many years later I
found myself taking part in discussions between the Political Agency and Shaikh Rashid over the same disputed
territory, after Julian Walker of the Foreign Office had demarcated a number of the Trucial States’ frontiers.
These events also demonstrated the growing antagonism in our part of the world, as in so many others,
against the continued interference in our affairs by the colonial power. The equivocal role which the British
played (or were alleged to have played, really much the same thing) in these two incidents contributed to the
sense of grievance which many people began to feel about what was effectively a colonial presence in our land.
The British did, of course, achieve much that was good in the territories which they ruled, but their readiness to
intervene, in pursuit of their own ends, in the management of our societies, despite the fact that the states
officially preserved their own identities, was greatly resented.
*
Such interruptions as these in the generally placid course of life on the coast were not frequent and the round
of days continued much as it had always done. Apart from such occurrences, the Empire was remote from the
general experience of our lives. However, India, the land from which all the trappings of Empire and the
presence of the British in our small territory derived, was itself to have a decisive influence on my young life,
wholly unexpected but nonetheless profound. It was an influence for which I have always been very grateful.
When I was old enough—I was probably about ten—I began to attend our local school, first at Al Falah,
which provided teaching at primary or infant level, and which was located on the Dubai side of the Creek, and
then at Al-Ahmediyya in Deira. This school provided the equivalent of secondary education in a traditional
Qur’anic background, where the emphasis of the teaching was on Islam and on what I came to realize were some
fairly basic forms of mathematics at which I, as a future banker and businessman, showed remarkably little
ability.
We were also taught history and I was fascinated and excited by the stories of the centuries when the Arabs
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were the rulers of a great empire, stretching from the Euphrates to Spain. I loved the stories of the lost land of
Andalusia, as the Arabs still call Spain. I have visited Granada on five separate occasions and each time I have
wept, as did Abdullah, Granada’s last Emir, as he turned to bid farewell to one of the most beautiful and civilized
cities in the world at that time.
Next door to the school was a handsome Arab house, once the home of a prominent local merchant. It so
happened that events in the world outside the Creek on which I was accustomed to spend my days had begun to
make the British take a much enhanced interest in our part of the world. With the outbreak of war in Europe,
Britain judged that it needed a more substantial operational base in the Gulf, which the military authorities
realized would become an important staging post on the route to India—which was, after all, the reason for their
having established their political presence there in the first place.
The merchant’s house was taken over and turned into a clinic. The doctor who looked after the RAF\fn{ Royal
Air Force} personnel in Sharjah, near Dubai, was Khansahib Dr. Mohammed Ayyub and he lived over the clinic.
One day during our break, I was doing what I often did (for even then I was fascinated by the evidences of
foreign ways), peering through the windows of the clinic and watching the doctor’s assistants at work. I was
particularly taken by the rows of different-colored bottles which stood on the shelves in what I came later to
know was the Dispensary. The people working there wore aprons, adding to their strangeness in my eyes.
On this occasion the doctor saw me and called me to him. I think he realized, for he was a shrewd as well as a
kindly man, that I was keen to learn something of the world beyond the rather narrow horizons which bounded
my existence.
Dr. Ayyub had seven sons and he was anxious that they should not lose their English; a wise man, he did not
want them to become isolated or bored and so he looked for some local Arab boys who could share their lessons
with them. He decided that I should, if at all possible, be one of them.
Dr. Mohammed Ayyub was, of course, a Moslem; it happened that he also spoke Persian and he first
addressed me in that language, of which I had some knowledge though of course Arabic was the language
spoken by my parents and family. Dr. Ayyub recognized that I was quick to learn; he approached my parents and
asked them to allow me to be educated with his sons and with the other Arab boys, who he thought showed
potential to become worthwhile citizens of the world awaiting us. He realized that a grasp of English would be
essential for any boy who sought to make his way in the world.
My father, for whom I had a deep and abiding respect, though it did not always prevent me from resisting his
more determined efforts to discipline me, strongly disapproved of the doctor’s pro posal. He was a deeply pious
Moslem to whom nothing was more important than the observance of the requirements of religion. He feared the
effect that exposure to Western influences would have on what he evidently saw as my mercurial temperament.
He refused to give his consent to the doctor’s kindly suggestion.
However, at this point my mother intervened.
She persuaded my father that my character was strong enough to withstand the temptations to which exposure
to the English language might subject me. Reluctantly, and I am sure with every sort of mis giving, my father
agreed, it being a condition of his consent that nothing should interfere with my attendance at the Qur’anic
school to which I had already been admitted. Thus, in the mornings I sat at the feet of my Qur’anic teacher,
learning the wonderful language of the Qur’an and the precepts of religion as well as mathematics and our
history, whilst the afternoons were spent with Dr. Ayyub and his sons studying the strange language of the
English, concealed in the even stranger shapes of the writing which I also had to master.
I devised a system of writing English words phonetically in Arabic, so that I could get an approximate sense
of their pronunciation, and then, painfully, transcribing them into English. By this means I was able to expand
my vocabulary each day by five or six words. This experience with Dr. Ayyub was probably the most important
in my young life, for which I have to thank my mother and the Indian doctor.
*
My education, though it was by modern standards pretty rudimentary, evidently did provide some sort of
intellectual stimulus, for when I was about twelve years old, I decided to write a book. It was to be called Life is
a Passing Show: The History of our Part of the World. Wherever did I find such a title?
I wrote it in one of my school books and it was progressing very well. One day I was sitting in one of the
shops in the town where they made the fish oil which the fishermen used to waterproof the timbers of their boats.
My father often deposited me there where I could be under the kindly eye of the shopkeeper, one of his friends, a
cultured, rather eccentric man with boundless energy and enthusiasm.
This was Sayed Hashim Al-Hashimi; he was what I suppose in English would be called a ship’s chandler. He
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was keen to help me extend my education during the long summer period when the schools were closed for four
months and, in particular, he made me practice my Arabic calligraphy; he himself had an espe cially fine hand
and wanted me to write the language as beautifully as the characters deserved.
I was sitting in the shop, a rather sickly small boy, wearing my little cap and reading what I had written, I
hope with satisfaction, when he came over to me and asked what it was that I was writing with such diligence, as
he suspected it was not always the texts which he had set me to copy. He took my book from me and began to
read.
An expression of deep dismay came over his face. In my book I had written, critically it must be said, about
the activities of the British Residency Agent in Sharjah, a Kuwaiti named Khan Bahadur Abdul Razzaq Razuqi,
and of his dealings with the shaikhs. He was a man greatly disliked in the town and my writing evidently
reflected this abundantly. Sayed Hashim read what I had written and immediately tore it to pieces.
“You will put us all in hell,” he cried.
I did not realize that what I had written was so subversive or so sinful, but it was the end of my literary career
until I began work on the book which you are now reading. Perhaps I was already becoming critical of British
involvement in our affairs, an attitude of mind which was to remain with me for many years; perhaps I simply
did not like Khan Bahadur Abdul Razzaq Razuqi. Whatever the reason, a wider world than that which I had so
far known was beginning to beckon.
*
At this point, I think that I should say something more about my parents.
My father possessed to the full that most characteristic and most admired quality of the Arab, unreserved
generosity. Even in the days of adversity, if he had 10 rupees in his pocket and encountered someone whose need
he considered to be greater than his own or who simply appealed to his kindness, he would give his last coin
away without another thought. My mother would sometimes reproach him, urging on him the needs of her
children before the needs of strangers. But that was my father’s way and nothing would change him. He was
certainly not indifferent to the demands of his family, but the tradition of giving was too strong for him to do
otherwise.
Later in life, when he who once had been a man of substance experienced real poverty, he wished to give a
present to one of his friends, Khansahib Hussain bin Hassan Emad, on the occasion of his building a new house
on the beach at Sharjah. He had no money with which to buy a present, so bleak had times become. Instead, he
turned his hand to making a gift and carved a beautiful inscription, a verse from the Qur’an, which he gave to his
friend. Now that gift has returned to me and I am proud to have set it up in the garden of my house in Dubai.
My father was admired in the Dubai of his day for two particular qualities, his unshakeable honesty and his
skill as an arbitrator. He was often called on to write the agreements which were designed to record the sale of
land; this was in the days before there was any sort of land registry. His standards were very high; sometimes, it
seemed to us in the family, almost too high. His contemporaries valued his judgment and he was often asked to
join in the negotiations for the sale of a consignment of pearls, for example. This he would do but if he were
asked to tell an untruth, to praise the quality of pearls above their value or recommend a deal that he believed to
be wrong, he would refuse to associate himself with the discussions.
He sometimes acted as a pearl broker, mediating between the buyer and the seller of pearls. For this service
he earned a few rupees or a payment in kind; in the days of our family hardship such earnings, though they were
meager, were important to us. My father’s probity, however, would not allow him to take any sort of payment
from some of the merchants with whom he had dealings whose sense of honor and honesty were not as his. My
mother, who had a loving concern for her family, would remonstrate with him but he would be unmoved
because, as he said, he knew that one day he would stand before God and be required to account for his actions.
During the years of my family’s greatest hardship my father constantly sought opportunities to provide some
degree of income, no matter how modest, to support us. He was a man who loved books and the wisdom they
contained. He took up bookbinding, a craft to which he brought the same determination and sense of purpose
that he brought to all his endeavors.
I remember him so clearly, with the great press which he used to stamp the softened leather used for the
bindings, impressing designs on them and their titles on their spines. He was very inven tive and to provide some
decorative elements in the designs he adapted the brass fittings on an old Indian safe which we had, turning the
screw of the press to stamp their designs on the cover of the book on which he was working. For each book he
might receive 10 rupees; not very much, it may seem, but it helped to feed his children.
My father was a man deeply learned in the Moslem sacred texts, the Holy Qur’an and the commentaries and
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other scholarly writings which had been compiled over the preceding 1,300 years. His study was not narrow,
however, for he knew about the religious faiths of non-Moslems, though of course he regarded the follow ers of
such faiths as irretrievably lost. I recall his advice to me once that, if I had to have dealings with Christians, I
should choose the Roman Catholics. My father’s reasoning was that, however misguided they might be, the
Catholics were the true Christians. The Protestants and other sects had been formed as the result of human
concerns, in the case of the Protestants because of Henry VIII’s search for a woman who could bear him a son.
In his eyes, the Catholics represented the authentic Christian tradition.
I was very close to my mother. She was a strong-minded person and like many Arab women she exercised a
powerful influence on her family. She supported me whenever she judged that a develop ment or an opportunity
presented itself which would benefit me. Often she was at odds with my father on such occasions, but, as we
have seen, she could always win him round.
My father sometimes found me a shade too independent for his taste; after all, in his time sons deferred
absolutely to their fathers and I was not able to do this when I knew myself to be in the right. However, towards
the end of his life he said of me to my mother,
“Listen to what this one says, for it will be he who will look after you.”
I have always tried to fulfill my father’s words. My mother, too, always treasured them, for when my brother
wanted her to live with him and his family, she refused, preferring to remain in the house which I had provided
for her, latterly in the grounds of my own house in Dubai. She said that she would go where I went, saying that
her husband had told her always to depend upon me.
I recall at least three occasions during my childhood when I saw with, as they say, my own eyes, examples of the
apparently strange powers which some people in small communities in the past often seemed to be able to
exercise. I suspect that this has always been the case in relatively isolated societies like ours. In Moslem
societies the role of such gifted people is well known; certainly I have encountered or heard of similar cases in
North Africa, Egypt, Iraq and Iran. I suspect that the phenomenon was widespread though no doubt the onset of
the modern world has eliminated all such out-of-theordinary events from people's lives.
Both my mother and my father possessed these abilities which, it should be stressed, were always employed for
good and with the Quran's benediction. Let me try and give some examples.
One day some of his friends came to my father in great distress, for a substantial quantity of gold had been stolen
from one of them. My father asked if they had suspects in the case; they mentioned the names of several. He
took a china bowl and round the inner rim inscribed the names of seven powerful angels. Below the angels’
names and between them he wrote the names of the suspects. Then he took his ring, tied it on a loosely plaited
Indian silk thread, which for such purposes was always green in color, and suspended it over the bowl, holding it
very firmly. In a subdued voice he began to read from the Holy Book.
After a while the ring began to move, its movements becoming more and more rapid until finally it stopped
before one of the names.
The gold was recovered. How it works, unless it be by the intervention of the angels whose names were
invoked, I cannot say.
On another occasion I was in Medina on Umra (the small pilgrimage) with a group from Dubai, including one
of the shaikhs from nearby Sharjah. By some mischance the man responsible for the organization of our
passports, tickets and money exchange suddenly found, when we arrived at Medina airport, that all of them were
missing. The police were told but offered little hope of their recovery.
I telephoned my mother who, I knew, had the faculty sometimes of being able to “see” the outcome of events.
She told me that I would recover my passport but not the cash which had been stolen.
The next morning the courier came to us in great excitement to say that the police had telephoned and that our
passports were at a small hotel in the town. There they were but as my mother had predicted, the money had
gone. We had our suspicions as to the identity of the thief but we were grateful to have recovered our passports.
This process is called Tahyoura, meaning a reading from the Qur’an.
One of my maternal uncles suffered from epilepsy; I remember vividly the distressing attacks which he used
to experience. It was decided to seek the help of a Yemeni Sayyed, who was reputed to be skilled in treating such
conditions. The Sayyed agreed to undertake the cure and named a night when the moon was full on which he
would carry out the necessary procedures.
The night came and the moon was riding high in the sky. All of the family were present and we children sat
like little dogs on the white sand, brilliant in the moonlight, completely absorbed in this strange spectacle. The
Sayyed (so called because he was recognized as a descendant of the Prophet) called for a bowl of boiling water
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and a dried lemon. He held my uncle’s head and read from the Qur’an. He began to sweat, both with the heat of
the boiling water and with the concentration which he was obviously exerting over my uncle.
Suddenly, the lemon began to move. It became agitated, as if it had a life of its own, and then began to look
as though it was itself boiling. All at once there was a great noise and the lemon was hurled upwards out of the
bowl, as if by some immense force. It vanished and my uncle never again experienced an epileptic attack.
Sometimes my father would be asked to cure a toothache. He was no dentist but he would ask the sufferer to
indicate which of his teeth was paining him. He then took a paper on which, he told me later, he inscribed the
name of a powerful angel, Faqatata, who was said to stand close to the throne of God. My father wrote the name
in his beautiful calligraphy and then gently began to hammer a nail into the loops and openings in the letters
which made up the angel’s name, whilst reading from the Qur’an.
The toothache was cured.
Sometimes, if the tooth had a particularly large cavity, my father would roll up the paper on which Faqatata’s
name was written and tell the “patient” to insert it into the now dormant tooth.
*
Now this sort of procedure may well have been psychological in its effects and the confidence which the
toothache sufferer had in my father’s powers may have achieved his release from pain. But the other cases are
less easy to explain; it may be that simple communities, living their lives close to nature and the world around
them, did have access to knowledge or skills which we have lost.
Yet these are true memories from my childhood and they are a part of the inheritance which I have drawn
from my years in my father’s house.
Another indelible memory, from/the time when I was very young, is of the occasions when my father would
take me with him on trips which, from time to time, he made to Ras al-Khaimah, to buy or sell pearls. This small
shaikhdom lay up the coast, to the north and east of Dubai. In the days of my childhood it was per ilous to
attempt to reach Ras al-Khaimah by land because the desert route, which in those days consisted only of rough
tracks across the sand, was frequently subject to attack by bands of marauding Bedu. It was safer, particularly for
a child, to go by sea. My father would take one of his shahuf—the slim, sharp-prowed craft which he himself
made and would sell to eke out our small income—and we would set out together on our voyage.
These journeys were magical for me because, although I suffered dreadfully from seasickness as our small
craft pitched and rolled in the choppy waters along the coast, I was able to absorb the wonder of the sea and sky,
the play of the waves and the clouds, to feel myself wholly part of nature and to look with amazement on the
multiple works of God. During the voyage—for such it seemed to me—my father would recite verses from the
Qur’an about the sea, the most majestic and the most mysterious of God’s creations. It was sheer enchantment.
When we arrived at our destination on the first occasion, to my delight we were taken to the garden (in those
days we did not have such things in Dubai) of the pearl merchant with whom my father had come to do business.
Suddenly I found myself in a paradise of Indian almond trees, figs, tall palm trees and everywhere the scent of
jasmine. My father's friend showed me a small pool which lay in the heart of the garden.
While he and my father talked I was allowed to sit and play in the pool. Never before had I known fresh
water on my body, for in Dubai I was always bathed in the harsh salt water which was all that could be spared.
Now I found myself in heaven, a foretaste of what it must surely be like for those fortunate enough to reach it.
The next morning we were awakened by another of the enduring sounds of my childhood, the bullocks
plodding patiently and drawing the mihale, the device which in our part of the world was used to raise the water
released into the irrigation channels to nurture the crops planted there. We heard the cocks calling us to prayer
(this is one of the duties of those busy birds) and we began the day by praising God and His works in the
wonderful language of the Qur’an. Then we breakfasted, surrounded by the beauty of the garden. According to
custom, we would remain the guests of my father’s friend for not more than three days; then we would begin the
journey home.
*
I was fortunate that, despite the hardship which my family suffered in these years, I was able to experience
our way of life as it had always been, in all its simplicity and dignity. Inevitably, I came to live between two
worlds as I grew up and the ways of the West have come to dominate my life as they have for all the people who
now live in the sort of society from which I came. But I treasure the memory of those times when life was lived
closer to the roots from which our Islamic and Arab culture grew.
I do not want to sentimentalize my childhood. In many ways it was exceptionally harsh; sometimes, indeed, it
was hateful. There was no sanitation, hygiene was minimal and medical attention was non-existent, at least until
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I was almost in my teens.
Life was also exceedingly tedious, the more so for an alert and inquisitive child. There was simply nothing to
do: endlessly we wandered in the streets or sat, watching the passing of the familiar traffic on the Creek.
Then there was the perpetual round of prayer-times, when what little activity there was, ceased.
Our education, outside Dr. Ayyub's house, was entirely by rote with no opportunity to express an individual
view or even to ask the questions which bubbled up in the mind of a boy who needed constantly to know the
answers to all the mysteries of life. Yet the love and concern of my parents and the awakening realization of the
wonders of the world around me, little though I saw of them then, impel me to recall those days with affection
and gratitude.
*
When he judged that I was beginning to grow up my father began to take me with him when he called on the
shaikhs or on his friends, the other merchants in the town. One day he announced that we were to join the ruler,
Shaikh Saeed bin Maktoum Al-Maktoum, when he called on a British Political Officer who was visiting Dubai.
As we walked along the shores of the Creek, passing the town’s main burial ground, an area pitted with sanddunes which now leads to the British Embassy compound, my father instructed me on my behavior on such
occasions. I was only to take a small amount of what was offered and I must certainly not reach out to grab
whatever food or refreshments were available. I was rather alarmed by all this unfamiliar formality.
The British official on whom Shaikh Saeed was calling was a Captain House, a tall, thin man with a small red
beard. I recall that he had pitched three tents where the British Embassy now stands, one green, two white. He
also had a little dog, to which he was much attached, called Wilhelmina.
“What sort of name is that?” asked one of the shaikhs.
“It is the name of the Queen of Holland,” replied Captain House, rather stiffly. There was a shocked and
astonished silence amongst Shaikh Saeed’s entourage. Were the British now so powerful that they called their
dogs by the names of kings and queens?
Wilhelmina was obviously quite unimpressed by the occasion and ran cheerfully about amongst Captain
House’s guests. She came up to me, I suppose to be friendly, but I was nervous of her. She ran up to the son of
one of the shaikhs and his father pushed her away with his foot.
Captain House was furious. He demanded that Shaikh Saeed should at once pay a fine to atone for so grave
an insult to Wilhelmina. Shaikh Saeed was obliged to hand over two rifles and a payment of cash before Captain
House was pacified.
As we walked away from the party, we came on two Persian “coolies” who were fighting. Shaikh Saeed
asked my father to find out what was the trouble and to quieten them.
“The Englishman will be sleeping,” he said, “and if he wakes up it will mean more rifles and cash which we
can’t afford.”
My father spoke to the coolies and asked about the cause of their dispute, which was taking place in front of
the BP depot, where the company stored its kerosene. The four-gallon tins, which when empty were also used for
carrying Dubai’s water supplies, were prominently marked “BP”. One of the Persians insisted that this meant
“Blessed be Pahlav”, the name of the dynasty which some years before had come to power in Iran. The other
Persian ridiculed this idea, knowing that BP meant British Petroleum.
My father gave them 5 rupees, telling them to be quiet and to let the Englishman sleep.
Peace was restored.
More than half a century later I recalled this incident when, in the same place, now the British Embassy in
Dubai, I received from the British Ambassador the insignia of a Commander of the Order of the British Empire;
a remarkable turn of the wheel of fortune for the little boy who had been sitting there so long before, hoping that
Wilhelmina would leave him alone.
*
During the years when I was growing up, the larger world began to penetrate our smaller one. The outbreak
of the Second World War had ramifications even in a place as distant from the centre of events as Dubai. In 1940
an agreement was reached with Imperial Airways, the forerunner of British Airways; as a result flying boats
began to land on the Creek and Western visitors became familiar if fleeting figures in our lives. We now saw
soldiers in strange uniforms and watched unusual degrees of activity, apart from the flying boats, in our
otherwise normally tranquil harbor.
In the majlis, the meeting place for the prominent members of our community, the talk, so my father reported,
was of great changes in the world outside, even, it seemed, of threats to the stability of the apparently invincible
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British Empire.
For my part, I continued happily with my dual education, Islamic and Western. When the English soldiers—
and especially the English air crews—started to appear on our streets and in the souq I realized that there would
be occasions when my newly acquired English could be put to good use.
The English forces seemed pleased to find a Dubai boy who could communicate with them. In particular,
through helping Dr. Ayyub, whose bag I often used to carry as he went about his duties, I became familiar with
the RAF personnel who were stationed in the Gulf, providing ser vices to aircraft flying to and from India. My
ancestral merchant background soon came to the fore and I discovered that there were many opportunities for me
to earn money from the foreigners, which made a welcome addition to my family’s income.
With one of my friends I acquired suitcases and filled them with ties, watches and other merchandise which
we bought in the souq. Often our customers would think that they had cheated us but we made a handsome
profit. Thus I became a juvenile merchant and greatly enjoyed the experience.
It was not all plain sailing, however. My partner in this enterprise was my friend Ahmed bin Matter Albdoor,
who shared in the newly found prosperity which came our way. One astute Indian trader saw our potential as
merchants and advanced us 2,000 rupees of capital, a substantial sum for those days.
We became more ambitious and despite some reservations on my part we began to “export” goods across the
Gulf to Iran. We brought back Persian carpets which we then sold to the RAF. Our profits swelled but as we did
not find it necessary to worry too much about permits or the payment of duties we were eventually found out and
our business was declared forfeit.
I managed to save three shirts and two pairs of trousers from the wreck of our hopes; these humble gar ments
were shortly to prove very useful.
My days of buying and selling in the souq perhaps laid the foundation for what was to be an important part of
my career in manhood. But that was still far ahead in time. Though I was still very young, Dr. Ayyub let me help
him in his Dispensary, which had been established in 1939 and which had gone some way to demonstrate to the
people of our town that sometimes the British imperial interest could bring positive benefits to those who lived
in its shadow.
At first I was only allowed to undertake small jobs, like washing the vessels and retorts in which he prepared
the medicines which he prescribed for his patients. Gradually, however, he let me take on more responsibility
until finally, after being examined by Colonel Rooney, the Chief Medical Officer from Bushire, I was able to
qualify as a “compounder”, someone who was officially authorized to make up prescriptions to the doctor’s
instructions; the term nowadays would probably be “dispenser”. This was, I think, in 1941; if, in my later life, I
have not had much occasion to use this skill, acquiring it gave me a sense of Western science and of the value of
such knowledge.
*
Another development occurred which was to have a profound effect on the future course of my life, though I
could not have realized it at the time.
The British had been keen to see a Post Office established in Dubai, mainly because of the presence of a
sizeable Indian population who wished to communicate with their homeland. This was also in 1941 and the Post
Office was to be the first in the Trucial States.
Now it happened that at this time Dr. Ayyub was about to be posted back to India. He was worried that
without the opportunity for continuing my English language studies, my father would wish to take me into the
family’s remaining pearling business, very small though it now was. Despite all the calamities which the pearl
trade had experienced, my father had kept one pearl boat and two of his old retainers who had nowhere else to
go. They continued to fish a small pearl ground some distance from Dubai, known as Ghose Al Gahha, near
Jebel All, but its output was meager indeed.
Dr. Ayyub knew that if I were to be drawn into the pearl trade I would have no occasion to use my English—
which was already beginning to be quite fluent—and he suggested that I seek employ ment at the newly planned
Post Office. Such an appointment would be made on the recommendation of British officials and from time to
time such officials would visit Dubai, from the British administration in Bahrain. Dr. Ayyub wanted to arrange
for me to be around when the British official came to tea and for me to make a good impression. The fact that I
could speak Persian, as well as Arabic and English, should count in my favor.
However, the Residency Agent in Sharjah, Sayed Abdul Razak Rezuki, dismissed the idea of my being
appointed to the Post Office. He was, I suspect, prejudiced against me because of the Persian origin of my family
and also because he had a candidate of his own whose interests he was anxious to advance. I knew that Dr.
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Ayyub was determined that I should get the job; he and Sayed Abdul Razak Rezuki had a heated argument, to
which I have to confess that I was eavesdropping, crouching under the window of the room in which they were;
when I thought that I was about to be discovered I ran away like a little dog.
Sayed Abdul Razak Rezuki invited Dr. Ayyub to his house for dinner; I think he may have been worried that
Dr. Ayyub would report him to the Imperial administration in Delhi. He also invited me to stay and eat with them
at his house near the British Agency in Sharjah. I tucked myself away discreetly and ate with the most refined
manners of which I was capable.
But Sayed Abdul Razak Rezuki was unimpressed and he refused to support my application for the job. Dr.
Ayyub and I left the house; we were both very depressed.
“Should I try on my own to change his mind?” I asked Dr. Ayyub. He obviously felt that nothing could be lost
by my doing so.
I took a taxi from the old fort in Dubai where the taxis waited, shared with a group of Indians. I walked along
the beach in Sharjah to the Agency. Sayed Abdul Razak Rezuki was not at home. I asked when he would return
and was told that it would be at about 4 p.m., so I went back to the fort. It was very hot and although the people
there kindly offered me food I declined and only took some water.
I waited until about 3 p.m. and then walked back to Sayed Abdul Razak Rezuki’s house; my head was
throbbing with the heat and the glare of the sun. Eventually he returned, in his large American car. He continued
to dismiss my attempts to secure the position in the Post Office, saying that such an appointment was appropriate
only for an Arab. I insisted that my ancestry was purely Arab but he remained adamant. I walked home, very
unhappily.
Later Dr. Ayyub saw me and realized what had happened. At the first opportunity he warned Sayed Abdul
Razak Rezuki that if he persisted in this attitude he would report the matter to the Government of India, which
should be aware of such racial prejudices being voiced in its dominions.
Now it happened that one of the officials from Bahrain arrived unexpectedly and came to Dr. Ayyub’s house
for tea. Dr. Ayyub arranged for me to be present and told the Englishman of my ambition to join the Post Office
and of my suitability for the job. The Englishman enquired whether I knew the equivalent of my name, Easa, in
English. When I assured him that it was Jesus I felt home and dry.
However, he then expressed reservations on the grounds that I was too young and too small for such
responsibilities. I realized it was time for some quick thinking, so I added two years to my age and declared that
I had been born in 1925; in those days records were not kept of the births of children in traditional Moslem
societies, so my deception could not be discovered. My date of birth still appears as 1925 in all official records
but I am in fact two years younger than they assert.
Twenty-four hours after this meeting at Dr. Ayyub’s house I was offered an appointment at the Post Office for
a salary of 25 rupees a month, approximately £2.00. Again, my father expressed considerable reservations; not
only would I be involved with non-Moslems but it would be intolerable for a member of our family to be at the
beck and call of the sort of people who were the Post Office’s customers. Again, it was my mother who
persuaded him and so I found myself an employee of the Dubai Post Office.
*
This turned out to be a more fortunate circumstance than I could ever have expected. My career had begun.
Most of the people who made use of the Post Office were Indians and Persians, the merchants based in Dubai
and their employees. My job included delivering the mail to the addressees, but I quickly decided that this was
not at all appropriate for the son of a leading Dubai merchant family, despite the fact that our prosperity was not
what it had once been. I let it be known, therefore, that I would stamp the incoming mail with such determination
that it could be clearly heard in the souq, which was located under the Post Office building. At the sound of my
energetic stamping the clerks from the merchant firms would gather and I would distribute the mail to them from
the window of the Post Office, calling out the names of their employers from the letters addressed to them.
The Post Master was a man to whom the practice of religion was more absorbing than the everyday concerns
of his office; most of his day was devoted to reading the Qur’an. I was therefore able to take over many of the
responsibilities which would not have come to me so soon in the normal course of events, and I was quickly able
to learn a great deal about the business of managing a Post Office.
Sometimes, however, my duties called for different skills.
One day we received a brand-new but unpainted post box, sent to us by the Government of India with
instructions that it should be fixed to the wall and painted red. I was deputed to arrange this. We had been given
a pot of red paint and for the purpose I hired the services of an Indian painter. When the work was done,
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observing that something like half the paint still remained, I suggested we should give it to the painter, as a sort
of reward.
“Certainly not” said the Post Master, “it is the property of the Government of India.”
We decided then to paint the shelves in the office; still some paint remained and again I was instructed that it
was undoubtedly the property of the Government of India and could not be lightly given away.
I was running out of available surfaces to paint. I gave instructions for all the window frames to be enriched
with the Government of India’s remaining red paint. Still a little was left.
Inspired, I decided to emblazon “V for Victory”, which I was aware was a code much favored by the Allies,
on the central leaf of the Post Office’s door. When he saw it the Post Master was overjoyed.
“Oh, goodness me,” he said, “the British soldiers will be very pleased.”
I made one final attempt to reward the painter. I suggested that we should give him the paint tin, which by
now was entirely empty.
“Certainly not,” said the Post Master, once more, “it is the property of the Government of India. We shall use
it to hold the small change from the sale of stamps.” Thus was the property of the Government of India
resolutely protected and put to full and rewarding use in one of its more distant outposts.
*
I did not find my work at the Post Office particularly demanding and I was able to make the best of any
opportunities which presented themselves to increase my experience and knowledge. One such occasion
presented itself when the British authorities sent an expedition to Sharjah and Dubai, staffed principally by
Indian experts, to control the annual infestation by locusts, one of the scourges which afflicted the already
meager prospects of the farmers on the coast.
These appallingly destructive creatures can wreak havoc in a matter of minutes over a wide area. The
statistics are enough to demonstrate how catastrophic a locust infestation can be. In a few weeks a swarm of
locusts can multiply itself 900 times. A swarm can cover a distance of 100 miles a day; a locust eats its own
weight each day and its potential devastation may be appreciated by the fact that a swarm can have a total weight
of 100 tons.
The coast was known to be a potent breeding area and in 1944 the team was sent from Cairo and worked in a
number of the towns and villages in our area, to attempt to control and destroy the swarms of insects.
Accommodation was limited and the Post Master –on the instructions of the Political Agency in Sharjah—
invited the Indian staff of the locust team to stay on the floor of our building above the Post Office.
This was divided into cubicles, where visiting, favored merchants were accommodated, when they had
business in the souq below. Of course I got to know them quickly. I was interested in the scientific methods
which the team employed to control and eradicate the locusts; they used to take me with them on their
expeditions into the desert and I bombarded them with questions.
I was their interpreter throughout their stay. I enjoyed my time with them greatly and I hope that I was of
some help to them generally whilst they were in Dubai. I took them to the souq and arranged for them to be
entertained in my father’s house, which I think they enjoyed.
The recollection of these events was brought back to me when Mr. B. G. Shabbir, one of the leaders of the
expedition, came to see me in Dubai and we talked of these times. The last time that he had seen me, he
remarked, I was a teenager, “with a lean and thin body”. It was a long time ago.
By now I was handling virtually all the Post Office’s affairs. Working there had also given me the chance to
improve my English considerably; so much had it improved, indeed, that it was decided I should be transferred
to our regional headquarters, in Bahrain. For this purpose I was interviewed by the Chief Inspector, a very
distinguished gentleman who, though an Indian, seemed to me to be the very model of an Englishman.
To my disgust he appeared to be addressing me as “lady”; naturally enough I refused to respond to this form
of address. I was reassured by the Post Master that he was calling me “laddie”, pre sumably because he had heard
British people using this rather patronizing term. My interview with this imposing official was successful,
however; I was offered an appointment in Bahrain at the handsome salary of 140 rupees a month, vastly more
than I had been paid in Dubai.
Once again, my father had to be persuaded to allow me to go. He not only had ideas of making me a pearl
merchant, but he also had an extremely unfavorable view of Bahrain, towards which destiny seemed to be
drawing me. Amongst my father's contemporaries Bahrain was considered to be a place of notorious license and
altogether deplorable freedom of behavior. The omens were not good; it took my mother four months to
persuade my father to allow me to go.
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“Let him be thrown into the sea,” she said. “Let him meet men that he may become a man. If he proves to be
useless, let him be gone and then it will be he who will suffer all his life.”
I have always remembered these words, which were spoken in my presence; I believe that they are the reason
why I have been so keen to work hard all my life.
With what I am sure was every misgiving my father finally consented; he described me as “the Ataturk of the
AI-Gurg family”, thus, however reluctantly, acknowledging my revolutionary spirit. But one final confrontation
between father and son was still to be played out.
It was the custom in our part of the world for boys and men to have their heads shaved; my father shaved the
heads of my brothers and myself every three weeks. I realized that I was going to look very strange if I arrived in
Bahrain hairless, so I let my hair grow in the hope that my father would not humiliate me by insist ing on shaving
me. To my father, however, it was an article of faith that men shaved their heads and allowed their beards to
grow. He discovered my plot and I was soundly beaten—for the last time, as it turned out.
At last I set off, leaving my family and my home town for the first time in my life; my father stood on the
deck of the British India Steam Navigation Company’s ship, the Barala, on which I was to sail up the Gulf to
Bahrain, praying for my safe return.
For the first time “the Big Sea”, which up to this point had marked the end of our world, became a reality.
I was introduced to knives and forks and other wonders of Western culture and technology.
In the confines of my second-class cabin I was setting out on a journey into the unknown. …
125.41 Pleasures Of The Night 2. Smiling As Large As Life 3. Video: Three Short Stories\fn{by Muhammad al-Murr
(1954/55- )} Dubai, Dubai Emirate, United Arab Emirates (M) 10
1
Jasim stopped his car by the Golan cafeteria and sounded the horn. The Indian boy asked him what he wanted
to order. Jasim asked what there was. The Indian boy began to run through a list of juices—grape, cocktail,
orange, pineapple, mango, banana, pomegranate—Jasim stopped him and said, “Give me some pomegranate
juice.” He had eaten a heavy dinner, for his wife had cooked him a thick chicken broth which he loved. And from
the house of a neighbor where the daughter had just got married they had had some harisa and grilled meat with
rice flavoured with saffron, cardamon and cinnamon and other spices. One of his friends had told him that
pomegranate juice was good for the digestion for it helped heavy meals go down.
As he was waiting for the juice he saw in front of him a white Toyota. Its driver, a young man, had got out and
was showing his mates the many extras that had been fitted on and which made the car like one of those space
rockets he had seen on television. The young driver had long hair that came down to his shoulders and which was
cut in the style of Michael Jackson. How that young man must get tired of washing and combing it. Either that or
he would be suffering from a scabby scalp. When the pain of scabs was added to long hair then God help him
with the huge job of washing and cleaning it.
Jasim switched the car radio on. The local radio station was broadcasting a program for music fans. An ugly
voice hit his ear and he switched over to another station broadcasting a program of hints for farmers. He turned
the radio off and put on a tape. The voice of Umm Kulthum came over, quietly exuberant, strong and tender. It
harmonized opposites and made the heart dance. He thought of his wife who loved the songs of Umm Kulthum.
She was in the eighth month of her pregnancy and was an unfamiliar shape. When she wore her flowing maternity
dresses, decorated with many colors, and walked with her hands behind her back she looked like an enormous
ball. His friend, Abdullah, told him that he had fallen for a pregnant woman in Sanadiq suq. She had been
responsive and he had gone on seeing her after the confinement. Abdullah had not been in touch with him for a
while, certainly not since the time the rent for the flat was due. Three friends had clubbed together to take the flat,
each paying three thousand dirhams every six months. It was Abdullah who paid the sum to the landlord,
organized the furniture and the cleaning and kept the fridge full of food and drink.
The Indian boy brought the pomegranate juice. The glass had a strange shape and looked like some laboratory
equipment that Jasim remembered from his schooldays.
Jasim did not use the flat as much as the others. Pleasures of the night cost a lot of money. Jasim did not like to
spend and use up his money buying presents. He once bought a gold watch for a fleeting girlfriend that cost two
thousand dirhams. For long afterwards he suffered from remorse for that lapse. Abdullah had a girlfriend who
loved him but did not demand presents, but often bought him valuable gifts. Khalifa had lots of girlfriends but he
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was a spendthrift and threw money away to please them and to keep their affection for him.
He finished the pomegranate juice and saw three boys seize a small dog and try to cut off the end of its tail
with a knife. The dog was yelping with pain and terror. Jasim could not bear to watch. He switched on the ignition
and quietly left the place.
He drove to Burj Nahar Roundabout and did a complete circle around it. He went back to the streets of
downtown Deira. At one corner he saw a young woman coming out of a side street, walking slowly. He slowed
down until he was alongside her. He became bold all of a sudden. He said in a voice that tried to be both strong
and gentle,
“Can I take you anywhere?” She stopped walking, turned towards him, came up to the car window and said in
a strange voice,
“Is there anybody with you?” He was taken aback by this question, especially as his car was a small sports
model with only two seats, but he replied,
“No. Do get in.”
Jasim leant over to open the passenger door. The girl got inside. Jasim set off at speed. He was thrilled at how
easy it all was. There was a strong smell of perfume. There was no doubt that she was on the game. Not that it
mattered. It had been a dull evening and he would pay her. He would not pay a lot but he would pay what she
wanted so long as it was reasonable. She would not make any excessive demands for she could see that his car
was a modest one, that he was wearing a cheap Japanese watch and did not have a gold ring studded with
diamonds and expensive jewels. These girls were intelligent and were able to sum up the value of a client with a
glance at the car and the clothes. Jasim set off for the flat feeling very pleased with himself.
*
As they drove along, the young lady did not say much. She observed,
“There’s a lot of cloud about. It’s going to rain soon.” Jasim replied,
“I hope so. We haven’t had any rain for a long time.”
Jasim stopped at the traffic lights by the Fish Monument Roundabout near Claridge’s Hotel. She said,
“These fish have died in spite of all the water around.”
Jasim did not know what to make of this odd remark. He tried to think of something polite to say and replied,
“Umm Kulthum says in her song from the Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam, ‘Oh, my Lord, are you content with
this thirst while all around me water is pouring down in torrents?’” She said with a smile,
“I’m thirsty.” Jasim replied,
“We’ll go to the flat and you can drink whatever you want.” She said, her face anxious again,
“After that you’ll take me home?” He replied quickly,
“Of course. Of course.”
There was a short silence. Jasim looked at her face, quite firm, her lips slender and her eyes sweet, her dress
modest. She could have been an ordinary girl who wanted a bit of an adventure, who wanted to break the routine
of the life she led or to escape from some tyrannical stepmother. He reproached himself for imagining that she
was a lady of pleasure. Up to now she had made no demands on him. She had not put those practical questions he
was accustomed to hear from such women. She must obviously be merchandise of a different sort, something new
which he had not come across in his life before, an interesting diversion for the night. Jasim was filled with
feelings of happiness and was anticipating delights ahead of him. He put his foot on the accelerator and drove off
at over a hundred kilometres an hour, something he had not done before. He switched the radio on. The news was
over and the announcer was wishing her listeners a good night. The girl stretched out her hand and switched the
radio off and asked,
“What’s your name?” The question took him by surprise and he replied mechanically,
“Jasim.” He regretted his answer later. Why did he not give her some other name as he usually did with women
whom in the past he had casually picked up in order to relieve boredom? She asked him,
“Do you dream much?” He was taken aback by the question but answered,
“No. I only rarely dream and then not much.” She said, looking into Jasim’s face,
“I dream a lot. When I dream I see lots of birds and beasts and fish. Last night I dreamt that I was on the beach
and a great whale came and swallowed me up. In his huge inside I found a bed and some armchairs and a
television. After a long while it spewed me up on the beach of one of the islands and there an enormous eagle
carried me on its back and flew ever so high. We passed over seas that were yellow, green, red and gray. After a
while he set me down on the top of a white mountain. I then came down from the summit to a forest swarming
with snakes that invited me to live with them. One of the snakes was mottled in color and had three eyes. It did
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not welcome my presence and cursed me. When I wanted to answer back my mother woke me up.” Jasim said
with a laugh,
“If your mother had not woken you up that mottled snake would have bitten you.”
The girl did not laugh at this remark. She remained silent. They were almost at the block where the flat was.
Right from the beginning Jasim had not been happy about its location. It was in the middle of the Hamriya quarter
where a lot of families lived. Jasim would have preferred it to have been in one of those quarters inhabited by
bachelors and foreign workers. But Abdullah had insisted. He said it belonged to a friend of his who had looked
after their interests as far as the rent was concerned. The flat was spacious and had large bedrooms. It overlooked
the sea and they were able to enjoy watching the waves of the Gulf.
They reached the buildings. There was no light on in the flat but Jasim wanted to make quite sure and said to
the girl,
“Wait here a couple of minutes, please, while I check there’s nobody in the flat.” The girl said,
“But I’m thirsty.” Jasim replied enthusiastically,
“Just two minutes and then we can drink ourselves silly.”
Jasim went to the lift. It was out of order. He used the stairs. The flat was on the third floor. He got there,
panting, opened the door and put on the lights. A smell of lingering cigarette smoke gave the flat a stale
atmosphere. He raced to the kitchen, took the air freshener and sprayed all the rooms and especially the bedroom.
The bedding had not been changed for some time and there were some large stains on it. Jasim stripped the bed
and put the bedding in the wardrobe, replacing it with a fresh counterpane and pillows. He adjusted the large
cushions in the sitting room and checked that the fridge was full. He went down the stairs quietly to avoid rousing
the neighbours. Before he reached the car the sound of Umm Kulthum came blaring out from the car cassette
player. He ran to the car, pounced on the player and switched it off and said in confusion,
“Why did you put that on so loudly?”
“I was bored. You were taking such a long time.” He said warily,
“My dear, we are in a residential area and don’t want any problems.” He smiled and added,
“Now let’s go up to the flat for a drink and make ourselves at home.”
*
When they got into the flat the girl tossed her aba’a casually on to one of the cushions on the living-room floor
and went over to the television and switched it on. Jasim felt reassured because she was behaving so naturally as
if she was at home. He took off his ghutra and iqal. The girl’s eyes were glued to the television screen. The
heroine in some series was talking with her lover who was promising marriage. Jasim asked her,
“What would you like to drink?” She replied without turning her head,
“Pepsi Cola.”
He went to the fridge and opened it. There was no Pepsi Cola, only Double Cola. He took one out and also a
can of beer. He placed them on a tray with a couple of glasses and also one plate of nuts and raisins and another
with pieces of cheese and some olives. When he took the tray back into the living room he found the girl in tears.
He put the tray on the floor and asked her with some anxiety why she was crying. She wiped the tears away with
her hand and said,
“Adil isn’t going to marry Lalla. He’s given in to the pressure of his hard hearted brother.” Jasim was puzzled.
“Who is this Adil?” She replied with some surprise,
“Adil in the TV serial. Didn’t you know that?”
Jasim smiled at this reply. His smile turned to loud laughter and he spluttered a reply.
“You got me worried a bit with your crying. I thought it was something in real life.” She gave him a look of
astonishment and said indignantly,
“You’ve got no heart.” He answered, trying to justify himself,
“But the TV series is just play-acting.” She replied in all seriousness,
“But Laila was crying with real tears.”
Jasim did not want to carry on an argument on the subject. He reached out for the beer and the girl asked,
“What’s that?”
“A can of beer.”
“I want one like yours.”
Jasim smiled, got up and went to the kitchen. After a moment he came back with another can of beer and gave
it to her. She opened it and poured it into a glass until it was half full. She then opened the can of Double Cola and
poured that into the beer until it reached the top of the glass. Jasim watched with some surprise and said with a
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mixture of bafflement and disapproval,
“You should drink beer by itself without mixing it with other drinks.”
“Who says so?”
“It’s well known. Everybody drinks beer like that. You mix whisky with water or something else.”
“I want to drink beer the way they drink whisky. I’m free to drink as I please.”
“Yes, but—” She interrupted him by asking,
“Where’s the bathroom?” He showed her where the bathroom was and said,
“The light switch is just to the right of the door.”
Jasim began to go over in his mind what the girl had said. Some of her remarks were strange—and also her
behavior. What was the reason for that? Was she one of those feminists—he had seen one of them talking on a
television program. He reckoned she had been one of those Amazonian warriors who hated men. Perhaps she was
a drug addict. Khalifa had told him that a girlfriend of his had been an addict, but that she was an amazing girl and
very compliant. The world had become very strange. Nobody knew what to expect from women or from men.
The girl came out of the bathroom. She had let down her hair which had been pinned up at the back of her
head. It now poured down on to her shoulders. This flowing black cascade took away all Jasim’s apprehensions
and restored his optimistic expectations for an interesting and pleasurable night. She came and sat down next to
him. She took his hand and placed it in her palm and said with a laugh,
“Your hand is small and your fingers are tiny. My hand is bigger than yours.” Jasim said, smiling,
“My father’s hands were small.” She saw the cassette player by the television, got up and went to it and said,
“Have you got any of the songs of Ali al Rawgha or Muhid Hamad?”
“I’ve got tapes of Umm Kulthum, Abdul Wahhab, Abdul Halim and Warda and I suppose there’s an old tape of
Ali al Rawgha.”
She rummaged among the tapes. After a while she found something she wanted and put it in the player and
turned the knob to full volume. The flat vibrated with the noise of flute and drum and singing. Jasim leapt to the
player and quickly turned it down saying with some annoyance,
“What on earth are you doing? Do you want to draw people’s attention to us?”
“Why should people be bothered about us? Darling, aren’t we free agents in our lives?” He replied less angrily,
“True, but—”
“We’ll get married shortly and take our honeymoon in India.”
Jasim was bowled over by the reference to marriage which was quite out of the blue. He did not know what to
say. The girl went on talking.
“Would you prefer India or Cairo? When my auntie got married she went to Cairo.”
Jasim’s calm was very much disturbed by such talk. The girl went on talking on the same theme.
“I don’t want to get pregnant in the first year. My sister did so and she was sick and dizzy for months on end.
Do you love children?” The question took Jasim aback and he answered,
“Kids are sweet.”
“I will have a lot of sweet children for you to love.”
Jasim did not know whether the girl was being serious or whether she was making fun of him with talk like
this. He took her right hand and said,
“Don’t you think talk of marriage is a little premature?” She quickly withdrew her hand from his and said
angrily,
“You want to abandon me just like Adil did to Laila. You men are all the same. Betrayers and deceivers.
You’ve got no conscience and no idea of fidelity.”
She was choked by her tears and began to cry distressingly and noisily. Jasim was embarrassed by the tears.
She suddenly stopped crying and said,
“It’s hot in here. Why don’t you put the AC on?”
“But it’s January.”
“That doesn’t matter. The heat is suffocating. Switch the AC on.”
“All right, all right.”
He went to the air conditioning and turned it on. At least the noise would drown her crying and her loud voice.
She stood up and said,
“I haven’t had a bath for a whole month. I’ll just take a quick shower.”
She disappeared into the bathroom. Jasim was overcome with confusion and anxiety. He began to go over what
she had said and what she had done. She was certainly unbalanced. She was schizophrenic or hysterical. What
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was he going to do now? He would have to do his best to let the night pass peacefully. A little later she appeared
at the door wrapped in the huge towel that had been in the bathroom. It had on it the picture of a nude woman.
The girl’s hair was wet. The shower had washed away her makeup and face powder but the kohl that seemed to be
very thick still traced dark lines down her cheeks. Her face looked like that of a clown he had seen in the World
Circus Programme on television. She came up to him and said,
“Would you like me to dance in front of you naked?”
Had this suggestion been made in any other circumstances Jasim would have been overjoyed. He would have
pounced on the cassette player to put on a tape of oriental dance music. But on this occasion he was scared at the
suggestion. He said in a tone that betrayed his anxiety,
“No. I don’t want you to do that.” She said with surprise,
“Why not?” He said, stuttering,
“Your head is wet and the AC is on. You’ll catch a fever.” She came straight to him, kissed him on the head
and said,
“Oh, my love, you’re worried about my health.” He said, full of embarrassment,
“Yes, my dear. I’m worried about your health. Go and get dressed.”
“OK, darling. Yes, my husband.” She ran off to the bathroom.
What a ghastly situation. Husband again. What could he do in this crisis? He was crazy. Why did he stop for
her in the first place? Why did he bring her to the flat? Why had he not taken his pregnant wife for a walk by the
Creek? The gynecologist had said that walking was good for her. Why did he not go and call on his mother? He
had not seen her for a long while. He was not a very dutiful son. His brother Salim went to see her ever day. What
was he going to do now? He had to act calmly. It was up to him to persuade her that the party was over and that
they must leave the flat. She appeared from the bathroom and had put her dress on. She had dried her hair a bit but
her face was still stained with lines of thick black kohl. She asked,
“Where’s the kitchen?” He replied in a tone of alarm as he thought of the knives there.
“What do you want in the kitchen?” She quietly answered,
“I want to cook us some dinner.” He said uneasily,
“What, you want to cook—”
“Yes. I’m hungry and you’re hungry and it’s the wife’s duty to cook for her husband.” He said, trying to put
her off.
“But there’s no meat in the fridge. There’s a chicken that has been frozen for a long time and I don’t suppose
it’s fit to be cooked or eaten. You have to boil it a long time before it’s all right … and we haven’t got any spices
… and there aren’t any—” She cut him off with the words,
“I love chicken and we can wait.” He glanced at his watch with exasperation,
“It’s a quarter to one now.”
“It doesn’t matter. And we can borrow some spices from next door.” He interrupted her and said,
“I will not let you borrow spices from next door.”
“Never mind. I’ll cook without spices.” He said, trying to sound calm and affectionate,
“My dear, I don’t want to trouble you with cooking and its problems. Let’s go to a restaurant and take away a
nice tasty meal and after that we’ll go to the road by the Creek and have our meal quietly and watch the lights of
the buildings reflected in the water.” The girl smiled and said,
“My love, you are sensitive and poetic. Let’s go.”
On the stairs down she whistled loudly. Jasim hoped that none of the neighbours could hear this disturbing
noise. When they settled into the car, she suddenly said,
“I’ve left my aba’a in the flat. I’ll slip back and get it.” He said, pleadingly,
“Please, stay here in the car. I’ll go and fetch it.”
After a couple of minutes Jasim brought back the aba’a. The engine started up and Jasim breathed a sigh of
relief.
*
Jasim went to one of the restaurants in the Manama district. He stopped the car and sounded the horn. An Arab
lad who worked there came out and said,
“Welcome, welcome friends. Your presence brightens up the restaurant. My hands are at your service.” The
girl laughed aloud and said,
“We don’t want to eat your hands. I shouldn’t imagine they’re very tasty. Maybe your brain. Ha ha ha! My
husband and I want a roast chicken. Ha ha ha! But without the feathers or fluff. Ha ha ha!” The lad said,

25

“Fine. Fine. Fine. At your service.”
Jasim was cringing with embarrassment at the girl’s words, but what the hell! The people working in the
restaurant did not know him. The lad went to his colleague who prepared the take-away orders and said
disapprovingly,
“Nowadays women get drunk. Wine is OK for men but it’s not the thing for women.”
Jasim switched the radio on. It was broadcasting an old song of Suad Muhammad. The girl said,
“This is Umm Kulthum.” Jasim did not want any argument, so said,
“Yes. It’s Umm Kulthum.”
He looked at the car clock which said half past one. His wife was sure to be very anxious about him being late.
Maybe she would get in touch with his brother Salim or with his friends Abdullah or Khalifa. And who knows?
She may contact the police. She was a woman as crazy as this girl who was gazing at the lights of the restaurant.
Women were all completely crazy but they were crazy at different levels. The lad was taking his time bringing out
the chicken. Jasim sounded the car horn. From the restaurant the lad put his hands and spread out all his fingers to
indicate that it would take ten more minutes. This was a frightful restaurant. The ten minutes stretched to twenty.
His companion stared at the restaurant lights and would now and then surprise him with one or other of her
disconcerting observations:
“Did you know you can get cancer from eating carrots?”
“They say the Municipality is going to pull down all the houses in our quarter except our house.”
“I don’t like green cars.”
“Did you know I love reading picture magazines?”
“My aunt is younger than I am and has been married for two years.”
Jasim made no comment on these remarks beyond gruffly mumbling a few broken words. Finally they brought
the chicken, bread, salad and humus. Jasim drove the car quickly towards the Creek. Ten minutes later they
reached the road by the Creek just by the Town Hall. He stopped the car near the sailing boats, the dhows and the
small craft moored to the right bank of the Creek. There was nobody about. Most of the sailors were asleep aboard
their craft and others were sleeping on the quayside.
The girl opened the paper bag they had brought from the restaurant. There was the aroma of grilled chicken.
The girl tore off one of the legs and dunked it in the humus and started to chew at it. Jasim dipped a piece of bread
in the humus and ate it slowly. He looked at the still waters of the Creek and then at his car clock. It was after two
o’clock in the morning. He was overcome with feelings of misery and despair. His eyes filled with tears which
poured down his cheeks and became mixed up in his mouth with the bread and humus.
2
Saqr returned home, his body worn out by fatigue and exertion. He went into the courtyard of the house and
called out to his wife,
“Give me the rifle.”
“Why?” his wife asked in an anxious voice.
“I’m going to kill this wretched monkey!” he shouted.
“What’s she done this time?” his wife wondered.
He sat down and began wiping the sweat from his brow. The monkey started to mimic him, and he slapped her
on the hand with a bitter laugh.
“You wretched creature, do you want them to put me in prison?” The monkey withdrew into a corner and
pretended to be angry.
“I tied her to the leg of the big chair outside the shop as usual,” Saqr continued. “When I went out and didn’t
find her, I thought she was wandering in the back lanes and she’d come back to the shop before nine o’clock when
I lock up. I waited till ten o’clock, and when I’d nearly given up hope, the telephone rang. A friend of mine, a
police officer, summoned me to the police station to collect this stupid monkey.”
“What did Um Kamil do?” his wife asked.
“This isn’t Um Kamil,” he said angrily. “This is Um Mujrim, Um Harami, Um Majnun.\fn{ “Mother of a Criminal,
Mother of a Thief, Mother of a Lunatic.” } When she slipped out of the chain tying her to the chair, she slunk off through
the lanes and alleys and streets, and went into the Hyatt Regency Hotel, to the great banqueting hall that was
crowded with a big wedding party. Can you imagine the uproar at the party because of this wretched Um Kamil
honoring it with her presence?”
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Saqr’s wife sympathized with him, but she couldn’t help smiling.
“Yes, laugh!” her husband said. “Suppose it had been the wedding of one of your sisters or daughters? The first
thing she headed for was the big cake, which she overturned and started trampling on. The bridegroom ran away,
with his cloak left behind and his head-cloth and headband fallen off. The bride was frozen to the spot with fear.
Then Um Kamil headed for the bridegroom’s chair, sat down on it, and took the veil off the bride’s head and put it
on her own. The women and children screamed their heads off, the waiters and orchestra and relatives of the
bridegroom and bride tried to catch her, and she turned the hall into a circus. She started dodging and weaving
away from them, over the tables and under the tables, grabbing hold of the dresses of the women and throwing
plates of food and glasses full of drink at them. It took a big squad of policemen to catch her, after endless effort.
By the grace of God the officer in charge of the police station was one of my best friends. If it had been an officer
I didn’t know, he would have handed me over to the court and there would have been a big case over it.
“But Um Kamil’s very funny,” his wife said with a laugh.
*
Saqr and his wife were fond of animals. They had a goat, a duck, a tortoise, a parrot, dogs, and cats. The year
before Saqr had been wandering with his wife and small son around shops that sold animals, birds, and fish. In
one of them he saw a female chimpanzee cracking peanuts. The owner of the shop had put a blue and white
sailor’s hat on her head and tied a red ribbon round her neck. She shook hands with Saqr’s son, who liked her and
insisted on his father buying her. His father asked how much she cost, and the owner of the shop replied that the
price was five thousand dirhams. The father changed his mind when he heard how high the price was, but his
son’s screaming and crying and his wife’s pleas and entreaties persuaded him to buy the monkey, which his wife
called Um Kamil.
With Um Kamil’s arrival at the house, the problems began. On her second day in Saqr’s house she climbed
onto the roof of the neighbors’ house, opened the water tank, and went into it for a refreshing soak in the summer
noon. Saqr had to pay a high price for the bath the pampered monkey had enjoyed. He bought his neighbors a new
water tank and paid for it to be installed in place of the tank that Um Kamil had polluted.
Um Kamil became a constant terror to the grocer next to their house. When she escaped from her wooden cage
or the chain they used to fasten her to the large almond tree, she’d head straight for the grocer, and the moment
she entered his shop, the customers would flee and he’d be glued to the spot. She’d open the refrigerator, throw
the bottles and cans of drinks on the ground, and eat some pieces of cheese. She’d climb onto the shelves of the
shop, throw cans of foodstuffs, children’s toys, and soap onto the ground, and select a particular kind of biscuit to
take to Saqr’s son, of whom she was very fond. Then she’d leave, followed by the whispered curses of the
shopkeeper, who’d rush to add up his losses after Um Kamil’s treacherous attack. He’d write these losses down on
Saqr’s bill, and Saqr would pay extra each month to satisfy Um Kamil’s whims.
*
A month after the famous hotel episode, Saqr came in one evening, dragging Um Kamil behind him and hitting
her on the head.
“We’ve got to get rid of this monkey,” he said angrily to his wife. “We’ll sell her, we’ll give her to one of our
relatives on the other side of the creek, we’ll put poison in her food. We must get rid of her somehow!” Saqr’s
wife rescued the monkey from him and released her in the courtyard.
“She dared to go into God’s house,” her husband said in exasperation. “She got away from her chain, climbed
the wall of the mosque near my shop, and surprised the congregation when they were performing the evening
prayers. They were alarmed and stopped praying, and some of them ran out of the doors and the rest jumped out
of the windows. When the imam noticed the noise and turned to look behind him, he saw Um Kamil heading
toward him. He ran up the pulpit to get away from her, and she climbed up after him, so he jumped off the top and
broke his right leg. I got enough curses from the congregation and the imam today to keep me in hell forever. Do
you think that sort of thing’s right?”
“But she’s a dumb animal,” his wife said, trying to make excuses for Um Kamil, “and your son loves her, and
she amuses us. Today I’ve cooked meat broth with okra for you, and I’ve grilled the shrimps you bought this
morning.”
The mention of food calmed Saqr down.
“When they told me she was in the mosque,” he said smiling, “I rushed there and found people all over the
place and the imam limping outside. Inside it was quiet. Um Kamil was standing on the pulpit. She’d put on the
imam’s cloak and started chewing the wires of the microphone.”
Saqr and his wife considered Um Kamil’s tricks and escapades over the year she’d spent with them. They
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laughed and concluded in the end that it would be better to keep her than get rid of her. So Saqr reiterated to his
wife the need to build a strong iron cage for her inside the house; and when she was taken outside, she’d have to
be fastened with an iron chain specially made for her, so she couldn’t slip out of it whenever she felt like it.
When they went into the family room, Um Kamil was sitting with their son asleep in her lap. The Ceylonese
maid was looking at them and smiling.
*
When Um Kamil had her first menstruation, Saqr was surprised and took her to the vet, who explained the
matter to him. He went back to his wife, and they joked and chatted about the need to find Um Kamil a husband.
Two months after that Urn Kamil disappeared. Saqr thought she was with one of the neighbors and that she’d
come back the next day, but when two days passed and she didn’t return, they became worried about her and they
informed the police, who circulated it to all the police stations; but no trace of her was found. Their son cried at
losing her and had a slight fever.
They published an advertisement in one of the daily newspapers about the loss of their monkey, accompanying
it with a photograph of her that Saqr had taken six months before, when she was putting spectacles on her eyes
and smoking cigarettes. They promised a reward of five thousand dirhams to the person who found her. One
person brought them a sick monkey, totally unlike a chimpanzee, and when they showed him her photograph said
irritably,
“All monkeys look the same.”
They went to a clairvoyant in the Satwa quarter, who was known for finding stolen objects, searching for
people who were lost, and casting spells for sick people and lovers. After taking two hundred dirhams from them,
he told them,
“A toothless old woman, who lives between the water and the dry land, has taken her.”
They searched everywhere. They even went to the zoo, thinking that instinct might have led her there in search
of a male monkey. The employee in charge told them they weren’t the only ones who came to the zoo looking for
their lost animals. The fact was that animals escaped from the zoo, they didn’t come to it.
All their efforts to find Um Kamil failed, and after a year all that remained of her was stories of her deviltry
and anecdotes about the devastation she’d caused.
*
When Saqr went at the end of the year to pay the annual rent for his shop to the owner, the owner told him he’d
sold it to Ahmad ‘Abdallah and that he should go to him to reach an agreement about it. When Saqr heard the
name of the new owner, his memory took him back more than twenty years, to the time when they were both
smuggling gold for a big merchant. They often used to go to the Indian city of Bombay and contact Indian
smugglers. Those years they spent together had been full of danger and adventure, but even so they used to have
late nights getting drunk and quarreling over pretty girls and women of pleasure.
After they stopped smuggling, they lost contact with each other, but Saqr heard that his accomplice had
become rich through contracting, government tenders, and the construction of working-class housing. He asked
for his address and was shown a large building overlooking the creek. In the headquarters of the company, which
occupied three floors of the building, he saw Indian accountants, Pakistani engineers, and Arab secretaries, and he
told Ahmad ‘Abdallah’s secretary that he wanted to see him.
He felt confused and unsure of what would happen. Would his old friend know him? How would he receive
him? Would he want a high rent for the shop? The secretary went in; and soon afterwards Ahmad ‘Abdallah carne
out, embraced Saqr, and kissed him.
“My Bombay friend!” he said, with real or pretended joy, Saqr wasn’t sure which. “God damn the world! How
many years has it been since the smuggling days? Twenty, thirty years? Don’t remind me; we’ve got old, our
hair’s gone gray. God, what a world!”
They went into the office, sat down on luxurious black leather chairs, and raked over a few old memories of
Bombay and their smuggling days. The secretary came with glasses of tea and cups of coffee. Ahmad asked his
friend Saqr how things were going with him, and Saqr replied by extolling his comfortable situation. His crony
laughed.
“All your life you’ve been easily pleased about money,” he said. “All the other people who worked in
smuggling have become owners of big companies, and you’re still in a small shop.”
Saqr was surprised at his friend’s comment. He’d thought of himself as a successful merchant, moderately
prosperous, with a Mercedes car, a fine villa in the Humriyya quarter, and a little over a million dirhams in his
bank account. But when his gaze wandered over his friend’s luxurious office, and he saw the pictures of the
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buildings and projects his company had created hanging on the walls, he realized what an enormous difference
there was between his modest achievement and his friend’s great success. Saqr turned the conversation to the rent
of the shop.
“The rent can stay the same as before,” Ahmad said in a friendly way. “And if you’d like me to reduce it for
you, I’ll do it gladly. This evening you’ll have dinner with me. We’ll go to my house in half an hour.”
Saqr wanted to excuse himself from accepting his friend’s invitation, on the grounds that he had to close the
shop and take his Indian employee home. Also, he hadn’t told his wife he’d be dining out. But Ahmad wouldn’t
accept any of these excuses.
“We’ll send one of my employees to close the shop and take your Indian employees’ home. There are four
telephones here. Use anyone you like to contact your wife and tell her you’re having dinner with us.”
Half an hour later Saqr and his friend Ahmad were getting into a vintage car. Saqr was surprised at its
appearance and age, but Ahmad laughed.
“This car’s worth 300,000 dirhams,” he said. “It’s an old, rare model that was made in America in the 1940s.
There are only six of them left in the whole world, and this is one of them.” On the way to the house Ahmad
complained about his poor health.
“Life’s full of problems,” he said. “If you have money, you don’t have health. Don’t be deceived by my fat
cheeks and plump stomach. I’ve got all the illnesses there are. I’ve got mild diabetes, mild gout, slightly high
blood pressure, mild arthritis, mild allergy, and slight problems in my stomach and intestines.” He moved his
head-cloth slightly back from his temples and added, smiling,
“Don’t be deceived by this black hair either. Most of it’s as white as candy floss; the credit belongs to modern
dyes. Would you believe I use the same hair dye as my wife does?”
They arrived at a large villa in the middle of the Rashidiyya quarter. Ahmad pressed a small gadget in his hand,
and the door of a garage large enough for four cars opened. They stepped out of the car, and Ahmad led his guest
to the large hall for visitors, which was built beside the main villa. Saqr’s feet sank into the carpet. He was
dazzled by the chairs, the sofas, the curtains, and the many works of art in the hall. He sat on one of the chairs,
catching his breath. Everything was shining: the chandeliers, the crystal, the tables, and the cabinets.
“I don’t like a lot of furniture,” Ahmad said, “but what can I do? It’s what my wife wants, she’s the one who’s
collected all these strange, shiny things that don’t go together.” Saqr looked to the right-hand side of the room,
and saw a complete set of iron armor of the sort European soldiers used to wear in the middle ages and that
covered a soldier with iron from the top of his head to the soles of his feet.
Ahmad pressed a bell, and an Indian servant came in, dressed in a uniform like a hotel porter or waiter’s, with
a cap on his head and brass buttons on his jacket. Saqr looked at the servant’s clothes in astonishment.
“This is one of my gracious wife’s wishes too. When I moved to this house, she insisted the servants should
have a single uniform like the staff of restaurants and hotels. Her father was a fishmonger and mine was a sailor,
and she wants to make aristocrats out of us!”
Saqr looked to the left-hand side of the room, and found himself staring at an amazing, unbelievable sight.
Um Kamil was standing behind the chair! His mouth opened wide in astonishment, and Ahmad turned to
where Saqr was gaping, realized what had attracted his friend’s attention, and laughed.
“That’s Sabaho,” he said. “Some workers in one of the buildings the company’s putting up saw her and
brought her to me. My wife was delighted with her, the children liked her, and my wife arranged for a servant to
look after her. She was a clever, amusing monkey, but she was very lazy. By the time she’d been with us for a
year, she’d become so lazy she didn’t move from where she was, and then she stopped eating. We called a vet, but
he couldn’t cure her. The house was one big funeral parlor when she died. My wife insisted she wanted to keep
the darling monkey forever as a precious memory. So we sent her to Bombay with some Indian engineers and had
her stuffed there. There she is in front of you now, smiling as large as life!”
3
Hamdan bin Khalfan was a cautious fellow who did not like being hasty or rushing into things. He left his
intermediate school only after failing the intermediate certificate three times. When he took a job in one of the
departments of local government, he stayed on working there after many of his colleagues had moved on to join
federal ministries and earn better salaries. When he finally decided to leave, he realized that there were no longer
any vacancies in the federal ministries, least of all for people who held lower-level school certificates. So he had
to work in another local government department on only a slightly higher salary.
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Hamdan did not get married until he was thirty years old when most of the pretty girls of his quarter were
already married. He had to marry a girl who was nearly as old as himself and who came from another Emirate. On
his wedding night he was taken aback when he saw that two of her teeth were made of gold.
He did not agree to starting a family until he had been married for three years and then only when his wife
threatened to ask for a divorce if they did not have a family. He continued to live in the same quarter after
everyone else had left and the houses were occupied by people from the Indian subcontinent. He finally moved
out as a result of pressure from his wife, who warned that if he did not take her away to a new quarter, she would
take the little girls and go back to her own family. One of his wife’s endless complaints really annoyed him.
“Everybody else has a video machine. The driver Ulwa has got one in his house. My family has got one. Why
can’t you relax with one, the same as everybody else?”
His argument that video films were the same as television programs fell on deaf ears. He put up resistance for
two whole years but then gave in to his wife’s pressure and bought a video machine. Without him knowing, his
wife took out a subscription at one of the video rental shops. When he heard about it, he was no longer able to
offer any objection, especially as he was becoming an addict of video films, especially for old Arab films and
cartoons.
At the office where he worked, his colleagues knew he had bought a video machine. One colleague, Khalifa,
offered to lend him a porno film. Hamdan, as usual, was against it.
“I don’t think it’s a very good idea,” he said. “These films are immoral.”
His colleagues laughed at him. Khalifa talked at great length about the porno films he had seen. Hamad, the
best educated of the group, justified it all, saying,
“This is sexual education. We learn everything at school except the subject that’s important in the life of every
person.” Hamdan continued to disapprove.
“This is poison from the West. They want to undermine our morals.”
Khalifa took no notice of Hamdan’s feeble disapproval. He described what had happened in the last porno film
he had seen. The film had been clear and the colors were sharp and well defined. This was not the case with most
of the porno films you could find in the souk.\fn{The general marketplace, where there are open stalls, as opposed to closed and
lockable stores.} These were of poor quality because of the many times they had been used for copying. When he
started to describe in detail what had happened in the film, Hamdan buried his head in the pile of invoices that
were in front of him. He busied himself going through them, but his attention was distracted by what Khalifa was
saying.
Over the next few days his colleagues, and above all Khalifa, went on talking about porno films. At the end of
a month Hamdan’s curiosity was roused. One day, as they were leaving the office, he said rather coyly to Khalifa,
“Can you lend me one of those films of yours?”
“Certainly, certainly,” Khalifa smiled. “As many as we’ve got.” That afternoon Khalifa called at Hamdan’s
house and handed over a tape wrapped up.
“Make yourself comfortable,” he said with a laugh. “This tape lasts three hours. It’s got Swedish, German, and
American films. Three hours of pure artistic enjoyment.”
Hamdan gingerly took the cassette and stammered his thanks. He went into the house and locked himself in the
bedroom. He felt awkward. He closed the windows and drew the, curtains, even the two little windows at the top
of the wall. He checked that every window was fastened and then felt a little more relaxed. He put the cassette
into the machine and sat down and watched. He was not aware of the fact that his little five-year-old daughter,
Hamda, was asleep in her cot in the room, wrapped up in her blankets.
After an hour and a half he switched the video off. He felt dizzy after these strange, arousing films that he had
been watching for the first time in his life. He took out the cassette and carefully concealed it under the wardrobe
opposite Hamda’s bed, a dusty corner that even the maid never got round to cleaning.
He went outside to get a breath of fresh air. He felt that he had been tarnished by these films and their subject
matter. He saw three of his daughters in the yard, Khulud aged nine, Amal aged eight, and Hana aged six. They
were playing boisterously. He asked the maid about his wife. She told him that she had gone to the wedding party
of a friend of hers. He recalled that she had told him about this the previous evening and that she would not take
the girls, not even the older ones, Khulud and Amal, because the hosts had stipulated on the invitation that there
would not be any children present.
He remembered when he was young. Weddings were minor celebrations for the children, who would play and
have fun. Curse this modern life! Children no longer had the right to listen in to wedding parties as their
predecessors had done.

30

He changed and went out. He went to the sports club of which he was a member. He did not think much of the
conversation that was all about the English football season. He had not seen any of the games.
He went back home early. He wanted to finish watching the cassette after he had had dinner. He was back
home at eight o’clock and asked the Indian maid to prepare some food. He asked how the children were. She told
him that they had been playing for an hour in the bedroom and had not gone out. He went to the bedroom. The
door was ajar. He pushed it and went in.
The girls were sitting quietly watching the cassette he had borrowed from Khalifa. It was almost finished now.
125.46 The Hymn\fn{by Salma Matar Sayf aka Maryam Abu Shubab (1961- )} Ajman, Ajman Emirate, United Arab
Emirates (F) 3
“If I ever see you with that damned woman again, I’ll slaughter you like an animal in the cattle pen,” my
grandfather said, bearing down on my neck joint heavily with his big thick foot. The more emphatic he became,
the harder his foot pressed. Then he stepped away, leaving my body throbbing as if it were one large heart. Lying
there, I felt as if I were withering, a desert plant sizzling under the heat of the sun. Approaching my mother when I
had recovered, I looked up into her eyes and asked,
“Is he forbidding me because she is a black woman?”
“Your grandfather cannot bear anyone crossing him. He has the heart of a skipper of one of those pearl-diving
ships; he cold-heartedly buries his dead sailors by tossing them overboard. Ah, I doubt he is capable of feeling any
reaction to the pain you suffer under his foot—just don’t stir up his hatred for the woman.”
I wondered about the reason for his hatred. Ever since Dahma had moved next door to us, I had noticed how
distraught he was. He had no appetite and he rarely left the house. I became accustomed to seeing him lying
prostrate on his side, with gloom clouding his harsh face. I would always get up several times during the night and
hear his cough and smell the smoke from his pipe. It seemed something was bothering Grandfather so much it
was making him deathly sick, and this change had definitely come over him with the arrival of our new neighbor.
When he discovered I had visited Dahma, he flew into a rage, exploding in front of my mother and throwing me
to the floor with such cruelty I couldn’t believe I was his own flesh and blood.
I went back to visit Dahma again, urged on by Grandfather’s hatred of her. I was completely perplexed about
his feelings, as I didn’t see anything about her to fear. One might only be afraid of staring too long at her—she
was so beautiful. Youthful and firm, with a body formidably built like one of the mythical goddesses invented by
Babylonians and Sumerians, she was fascinating in the way that bustling refined cities are fascinating to the
repressed. Her palms were incredibly wide and her rocklike head as round as a dove’s.
When I looked closely, I noticed that her brown neck was brutally scarred—it looked as if she’d been severely
beaten by someone with no human mercy. During our strange visits she never broke her silence except to
communicate with that broad smile she flashed from time to time when she met my wild and fascinated gaze. I
was desperate for her to speak. Being in her presence made me feel insatiably thirsty.
“Mother, what is Dahma’s story?” When I asked about Dahma, my mother too would start as if I had burned
her.
“Mother, I’m going over to Dahma’s, and Grandfather can do as he likes with me!”
Taking my hand, she sat me down beside her. She was shivering like someone with a fever.
“This woman has a bad reputation, and—”
I went over to Dahma’s. Her eyes were haunted by dark shadows like clouds that hang heavily in the sky but
shed no rain. I examined her up and down, every aspect of her. Her body did not look like one likely to throw
itself down for whoring. I saw it somehow mythically, standing tall like a tree, recreating itself while standing,
growing, and being. Oh, I really felt my mother’s eyes were missing the truth.
“Mother, what is the woman’s story?”
Her face turned strangely pale. Swallowing hard, she begged,
“Your grandfather will show you no mercy! Give the woman up!”
“Mother, I’ll ask Grandfather about her—” Looking at the floor, Mother roared,
“The woman that fascinates you so is nothing but a carousing drunkard! Just look at her eyes!”
The next dawn I visited Dahma and stared straight into her eyes. I saw the traces of what my mother had
mentioned. Her eyes were bloodshot, but they were not the red lines of alcoholics; to me they looked like the
signature etched by fire, or the result of insomnia, or tortuous memory.
“Grandfather, why do you forbid me to go to Dahma? Is it because she is black? She is beautiful … I have
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come to love her.”
Grandfather gripped my hair, pulling it hard from the scalp. This was how he communicated with me.
“You are disobedient and unruly, damn you! I’ll pound this head of yours to a pulp! Are you asking about this
whore? Ask about her ten bastard sons!”
I waited until it was time for Grandfather to leave for his frequent rendezvous with the men in the village
market square, then I rushed next door. I didn’t understand what intrigued me so about our neighbor; Grandfather
said she had ten bloody bastards, but to me she seemed like a lone woman living in silence. Still, the mystery
about her caused him to beat me severely. What astounded me most was how Grandfather grew weak at the
mention of her name.
When I entered, I found she was not alone. Sitting beside her was an elderly poet whom I knew well. I often
saw him in the streets and alleys and heard his voice at dawn singing with frightening passion as if, out of
madness, he were rejecting the world and everything in it, dedicating himself to one thing only—possibly a
woman or some obsessive belief. Now, beside her, he was relaxed and peaceful. I thought perhaps this madman
explained her secret and I could ask him. But when she drew me near to her, I caught a whiff of a smell emanating
from her. She smelled like a palm tree. When I observed her closely, I perceived this was not the right time to talk
to her and that asking the poet what he knew about her would not give me any more satisfaction. She patted me
gently without uttering a word.
Back home, I tearfully asked my mother about Dahma again. Mother pulled away from me to seek out
Grandfather, but he wasn’t home.
“She is a mentally deranged woman who has no sense of things. Her mother was a lunatic who would go out
into the streets and into houses naked, refusing to cover herself with even a stitch of clothing … people here
stoned and beat her.” Staring hard at me she added,
“Then she was found murdered in one of the ruins.”
I noticed my mother’s brow furrowed in fear. Turning to me like a wounded animal, she went on,
“People here were dying from starvation. The sea brought them nothing but tragedy. Therefore they fell back
upon their black slaves.\fn{Only recently have slaves in the Gulf area been freed; historically, female slaves were regarded as being
the lawful sexual property of their masters; and the numerous children of these unions now live in the Middle East as free and equal
citizens.} Everyone did that, the poor and the powerful. They began selling them for very low prices. Dahma’s

mother heard that her owner was going to sell her, so she shut herself up in a tent where she remained a long time.
Then her anxiety made her go mad.”
“But why does Grandfather hate Dahma?”
Mother did not answer. I began to understand the different ways people react when searching for a way to save
their own skins by trafficking in other people’s bodies and souls. Perhaps Dahma was eternally silent because of
her mother: perhaps she was hemmed in by the immorality of the world. Whatever the reason, I felt a hatred
toward my grandfather. I became more and more sleepless, twisting and turning the whole night facing a wall that
opened wide to reveal the face of the woman clothed in silence, wearing her uneasy smile. One morning at dawn
when Dahma drew me close to greet me, I sniffed the scent of dust wet with dew.
“Don’t pester your poor mother,” she murmured. “Your grandfather is merciless.”
Later, staring at my grandfather, I realized his features could only be described as the features of a cruel
skipper who grew powerful by sucking the blood of his sailors. But why was Dahma silent, while my grandfather
openly declared his hatred for her? Had he realized that I was so attracted to her, he might have stifled the life out
of me.
Simply, I enjoyed the woman’s mysterious presence. She filled me with new ideas with which to view my
frightening future. Yet her presence in our alley was causing Grandfather to waste away.
One night there was a full moon. The mad poet tapped on my window with a stick and took me with him next
door. Dahma had lit a fire in the middle of her house that she was keeping blazing with sticks of firewood. Her
limpid eyes seemed more brilliant than stars over the desert at night, and her movements as she fed the flame were
graceful and strong, filled with the peace that follows suffering. They were like a dance in which joy and pain,
words and ideas, silence and speaking, are all united. The poet and I sat at a distance. Under the full moon I was
overcome with emotion. I had never seen anyone more beautiful, yet my mood was alternately jubilant and
depressed.
“Who is this woman? Why does my grandfather hate her? Is she a whore?”
“Her mother went mad, and the villagers killed her because she went around naked,” replied the poet, patting
my leg. “Dahma stayed with her master as an adolescent. Her beauty, as you can see, was enough to topple an
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upright man, let alone a shameless one. Under cover of darkness he would take himself to her bed, empowered by
the fact that he was her legal master and she his slave. The first night, spreading her legs apart, he tied each leg to
a bedpost. He repeated the same thing night after night, sobbing with savage delight, until the girl’s belly began to
swell and his wife realized what was going on. Filled with cruel resentment against Dahma, she ordered the girl to
jump down from a height so the fetus would abort; she also beat her on the neck and stomach. But the fetus stayed
curled in its place like a letter protected inside its envelope. She finally threw her out.”
I looked at Dahma, who was still gracefully bending over and straightening up to feed the fire. I noticed she
had a drum in her hand.
“She lived alone in a shelter made of stripped palm fronds. I used to bring her food and in due time she gave
birth. Intoxicated with joy, Dahma sang heartrending hymns as she nursed her son. The day came when she
refused to let me bring her food and went out in search of work. One day she returned home from work to find her
son’s throat slit.”
Dahma had begun beating her drum lightly, but now the beat intensified and the fire flared up like red birds
vanishing into space.
“After her son’s murder I took her under my wing. She was changed: she no longer spoke. Her silence was a
terrible silence. One morning she moved her tent into the heart of the village. I didn’t realize what was going on
until the men of the village, losing their self-control, swarmed around her tent like flies around honey.”
Dahma, her face lit by moonbeams and night shadows, was hugging the drum close to the cleavage of her full
breasts as she beat upon it. Her head was thrown back like an animal when its jugular vein is being severed.
“Even the wealthy, beside themselves with rapture, lost their reason.”
“Does she have ten bloody bas—”
“She would choose the men. If one of them took her to himself, she would cleave to him for days on end till
she felt her belly swelling. Then she would shut herself up in her tent avoiding all the men. But the chosen man
would still hover around the tent like a dog. When the child was born, the echo of her hymn singing could be
heard permeating the houses and alleyways and creeping into the hearts of everyone in the village. The song
would continue until she weaned her baby, at which time she would carry him to his father’s house. The father
would cover the baby’s face to hide its resemblance to him, but all the children had skin the color of Dahma’s.
Then the man would become worse than a rag soaked in water.”\fn{ Which is not even useful as a torch.}
Dahma began to sing. Her voice rose in its hymnal cadences like the voice of a woman having labor pains.
“She did this with ten men.”
“She has ten sons.”
“She has hundreds of songs. She never stops singing while the village silently screams. I heard one of the men
tell quite openly the truth of what happened to him with Dahma. He was crying like a child. Dahma was the earth
that turned the seed into a tree.”
“Why does my grandfather hate her?”
“Your grandfather was one of the men.”
Rising to her feet, Dahma sang, and the mad poet sang with her. I approached Dahma with a spinning, swelling
sensation throbbing inside me. I clung to her and echoed her hymns.
Later my grandfather beat me, his cruel skipper’s heart pounding, and he screamed at the top of his voice,
“This child is demented, touched! I’ll flog her till I drive this strange spirit out of her! She’s touched!”
167.90 1. The Irony Of Fate 2. I Never Lose: Two Short Stories\fn{by Laila Shabir (1992- )} Al-Ain, Abu Dhabi
Emirate, United Arab Emirates (F) 5
1
It is said that man always dreams, and aspires for what seems almost impossible for him. And it is often seen
that man, in his unawares, often loses the most precious and the most valuable things in life, in search for more.
Dalia had a dream. She aspired to be someone, not just “anyone”. She didn’t want to live in that murk forever.
She wanted to be rich and successful someday, and she was dead optimistic about her plans. After completing her
secondary schooling, she wished to fly to the States to pursue her studies. And she was impatiently waiting for the
right time to express her wish to her parents, not caring how and where they would arrange for her expenses. She
didn’t care. Not a damn. She was so much so intoxicated by her ambitions and her dreams, which she believed
would definitely come true in the States.
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*
Time flew, and Dalia was in her secondary. Still one more year left. And Dalia was yet the same, stubborn and
impudent young woman she used to be.
The moment of trial arrived soon, when Dalia declared her future plans to her parents, and questioned them if
they were letting her go or not, lest she should think of other ways. Yes, she said that. It was an easy task for her,
but for Dalia’s parents, it was a big issue, of course. They couldn’t just answer in a yes or a no. After much
consideration, her parents decided to settle her with studying in Karachi, though they themselves hadn’t seen the
place in their whole lives.
But the unsuccumbing girl wouldn’t listen. Rather, she threatened her parents if they wouldn’t let her go, she’d
find some other ways of reaching there.
*
Dalia did reach States. She did get admitted in a reputed university, too. Her parents had to yield to her
demands, after all.
But they had to discontinue her three younger sisters’ education. They had to sell their house, their land, and
live with their relatives for a time. Her mother had to sell her only possessions—her wedding gold ornaments,
which she had so keenly kept aside for the four girls’ marriages. The little savings that the family made, also had
to be done with.
And for the first time in her life, Dalia felt thankful to her parents. But even then, she had this feeling in her
mind that she actually deserved all that.
“No big deal!” she thought.
*
But the sad fact is that, Dalia wasn’t doing what she was supposed to. She had found a more convenient and a
more pleasurable path to reach her aim, her goal in life. There was this guy she was going out with. For the first
month, everything was fine. Dalia attended the university, dreamt amazing dreams, and made a lot of friends until
she found “the man of her dreams”.
Look, I have no clue where or how she found him. All I know is that she had been with him, oh, let me put it in
the typical way, she had been “dating” him from the very second month she landed in States.
Glen. Glen was his name. And Dalia considered him just the ideal man for her for he had all she wanted—
wealth, good looks, fame and he too was an ambitious person. She loved him, and so did Glen—at least that’s
what she felt.
So, here, Dalia’s attention began diverting from her studies. She found it difficult to concentrate. She couldn’t
“live” a single day without meeting Glen at least once in a day. She didn’t mind her grades falling like a pack of
cards with a slight breeze.
*
Dalia married Glen. She had a wonderful daughter from him—Stephanie was one. Almost two years had
passed since Dalia had last spoken to her parents. Their existence or extinction made no difference to her. She had
this feeling in her heart that her parents had never wanted her to be happy. She felt so because two years back,
when she had told her parents about Glen, they weren’t pleased at all. They had asked her, rather requested her
with great humility as not to marry him. He belonged to another religion. He was a Non-Muslim.
“Just because Glen’s a Non-Muslim, you don’t want me to marry him!?” Dalia had asked in utter
astonishment. She felt that it was the most irrational reason one could think of.
“They don’t want to see me happy. They don’t love me.” She had concluded. And that was when she had
decided never to look back at her past, to forget her parents, her siblings, her previous life. She had decided to
start anew. Anyhow, Dalia was incredibly happy with her new life.
*
Dalia’s life had changed drastically. More than five years had passed since Dalia and Glen had got married.
But Dalia wasn’t as happy now as she used to be a couple of years back. She missed the excitement in her life.
She could feel the cavity inside her. Something was missing in her life.
Stephanie was four now. Dalia had awakened to the harsh realities of her life. The tainted character of her
husband. She couldn’t bear his drinking any more. Glen was a hard alcoholic. She was tired of his late arrivals in
the night, drunk, and then at times he even used to shout at her for no reason. Glen also stayed out for several
days, and refused to answer when questioned about his disappearances. He no longer seemed interested in her.
She wasn’t the recipient of his love and affection anymore. Instead, she suspected him of other affairs.
They used to have frequent fights over trifles. Yes, Dalia was sick of him, though she never admitted that to
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herself.
“Never mind” she thought. There was still enough money Glen had, and he never stopped her from spending it,
nor he stopped her from doing whatever she wanted to. She had the absolute freedom which she once craved for.
She had everything she wanted, all the luxuries she had dreamt of.
But somehow, she wasn’t contented.
*
Dalia was on her way to Pakistan. Fuming, she got into the airplane. She had just divorced Glen. Dalia had
received a call from her younger sister in Pakistan. Her dad had had a heart attack and was in a very critical
condition. She didn’t know why, but she couldn’t resist the urge to fly to her family at the very instant. Perhaps
Glen was responsible for her misery. Yes, he was.
And that was when Dalia realized, it was her parents, her family that she missed. It was their caring, their
affection, that she missed. Despite her unruly behavior and the irreverent way she had spoken to her family that
day, exactly eight years back, they had called her up to inform her. She could feel guilt take over her mind.
Glen wasn’t letting Dalia go Pakistan.
“Stay with me, or fly back to your parents. The choice is yours,” Glen had seethed.
Dalia knew exactly what she had to do. She divorced him on the spot, and decided to fly back to her parents.
She couldn’t believe she would have to see such a day. Stephanie was with Glen. He didn’t let her come along.
Tears misted Dalia’s eyes as she regretted her decision of marrying Glen.
*
Dalia sat there frozen, her eyes moist, her mind and body absolutely numb. Right in front of her lay her dad,
motionless. He was no more. Dalia couldn’t have a last word with him. He’d been waiting for her for so many
years, but could wait no longer. Not even a couple of minutes. She was late. Too late. She had no idea where to
go, what to do. She had failed in her life. Life had mocked at her.
She had been an unsuccessful daughter, an unsuccessful wife, and an unsuccessful mother. She had lost the
battle of life. As tears flowed out of her hazel eyes, she held her father’s cold hand and all she said was,
“Dad, I’m the most ill-fated woman in the wider world. When I had wealth, I never cherished it. Now that I’ve
lost it, I wish I could have changed myself earlier. Dad, I wanna tell you that I love you. Dearly.”
But he never heard those words.
Parents are your most precious possession. Love and value them before you lose them. You might be a great
person tomorrow … you might be nothing tomorrow. But whatever you’ll be, you’re all because of them.
2
I was about to reach the finishing point.
The last few seconds seemed unending. By now, the crowd was roaring. I was in the lead. I had to run the last
lap in 10 seconds. I kept running, compelled by an unknown force and there! I had reached the finishing point! I
felt like an exploded flashlight. I had set a new record in the 200 meters race for women in the 2000 Olympics. I
had made it!
My victory had been possible only because of a bet. Umair, my classmate, had challenged me to it five years
ago, when I was in class nine.
I tried to recall those days. That day in the stadium
“Ahan? Muskaan you think you can do it?” Umair had said with a laugh.
“Yes I jolly well can!” I had replied.
“Okay then it’s a bet!” Umair had said in a challenging tone. And I had accepted the challenge.
Umair had always wanted to win over me. But poor guy, I had not once given him a chance. I had never
accepted defeat in my life, and was determined never to. I had always managed to score “A” grades in all the
subjects. I was pretty good at athletics, too. I was the fastest runner in the school. I loved challenges. Someone
had to throw a challenge at me, and I would accept it and win it, too!
Once after winning the championship trophy at the annual athletic meet at school, I had expressed my wish to
participate in the Olympics and become the fastest female athlete in the world. As soon as Umair came to know of
it, he started teasing me. Finally, it had ended in the bet.
After class 10, I had left secondary school and moved to Switzerland. I had completed senior school from
there. That was how I could train well and participate in the Olympics. And there I was.
*
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When I came out of the maze of memories, I found myself on the victory-stand. I stood tall, with the silver and
bronze medallists beside me. I bowed a little as the chief guest placed the ribbon with gold medal round my neck.
I had worshipped this medal for the past seven years. I proudly looked up at the crowd, savoring the moment, as
cameras clicked. I could hear the crowd going wild. I wished my parents were alive to see this moment.
I got down the victory-stand and advanced towards the exit with my coach. I was overwhelmed by the
adulation from the crowd. Everyone was congratulating me on my big success. I thought of Umair all the time. He
ought to have witnessed this moment. Umair and I had been in touch with each other through e-mail. He was still
in Dubai, the place I had spent the happiest and the most precious years of my life. I was planning to fly there on
Friday. It was already Tuesday.
I reached my hotel room and flopped on my bed. I didn’t know when I dozed off.
*
I woke up the next day feeling refreshed. I felt like calling Umair, just to know his reaction. I knew he would
have known of my victory through the television, ’coz I was the toast of the athletic world. Also, I knew my
pictures would definitely be splashed across Khaleej Times. Umair was sure to have seen the papers.
I opened my diary for Umair’s number. There it was on the first page: 9714-736431. I dialed the number only
to be told that Umair no longer lived there.
“How mean!” I thought. He had not bothered to inform me about it. I thought of sending him an e-mail. I
mean, I had waited to win this bet for so long and now that I had won it, I had to tease Umair. I had to throw his
words back at him.
Just then the phone rang,
“Hello!” I said
“Hi!” It was Umair.
“Oh what a pleasant surprise! But I don’t want to talk to you.”
“Why?????”
“Umair, you nut,” I said with mock anger. “Your telephone number has changed and you haven’t had the
decency to inform me.”
“Sorry, Muskaan!” he said, “Actually, you see, I didn’t think you’d ever need my number, ’coz you’d never
call.”
“What do you mean, I’d never call?” I protested. “I tried calling you just now.”
“Oh! Thanks, Mus, but why??”
“Hey listen … did you watch the news?”
“No, why?”
“Humph … fine. Did you read today’s newspaper?”
“No, why?”
“Nothing! Okay, I’m hanging up.”
“Why so soon? It’s been such a long time.”
“I gotta go.”
“Muskaan!! I did watch the news, and I also read today’s newspaper. Hearty congrats!”
“You knew it?”
“Yeah, I did.”
“Then why did you lie???”
“Just kidding yaar!”
“You’ll never change!!”
“Hey, but listen, Muskaan, I need a party for it!”
“Yeah sure. I’ll be coming over to Dubai this Friday, and hey! You gotta give me a treat, I won the bet, right?”
“Sure, Mus, I’ll come over to the airport to receive you. What time is the flight?”
“Thanks, Umair! It’s the Emirates flight, arriving at seven in the morning.”
“See you then. And hey! Congrats once again!”
“Thanks!” I said and hung up.
*
Friday arrived and I was packed and ready to leave. At the airport,. I bought a smart watch for Umair from the
duty free shop, and got into the plane. After what seemed like ages, the plane landed, and I was in Dubai.
At the airport, a small boy came up to me with an autograph book. This was the first time someone had asked
me for an autograph. After signing my name I asked him,
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“Do you know who I am?”
“Yes, you are Muskaan, the fastest female runner in the world.”
Oh God! It felt good. I was famous now! Many more youngsters flocked around me with autograph books.
Now this is gonna be a problem, I thought. I moved out of the crowd as quickly as possible. All eyes were on me.
But mine searched for Umair. Since I couldn’t spot him, I began to wheel my luggage out.
“Hello!” said a voice at the entrance. Thinking he was one of those autograph-hunters, I pretended to ignore
him.
“Muskaan, welcome to Dubai!” he said.
“Umair?!” I said, staring at him.
“Yeah! Have you forgotten me so soon?” he said with a grin. “Okay, let me introduce myself. I’m Umair. We
were in the same school.”
“Oh! shut up, Umair, and help me with my luggage.”
“Ha, ha! I was just joking, yaar!”
“You’ve changed a lot!”
“I know. Everybody says so.”
“Here we are,” he said, and parked the car.
We got into his smartly decorated flat. I freshened up as he ordered breakfast from a restaurant. After breakfast
we sat down for a chat.
*
“So you won the bet, eh?” he said with a smile.
“Yeah, I told you I would,” I retorted. “You know I never accept defeat.”
“Don’t I know it? But haven’t you ever lost?”
“No way! I’ve never lost. The word defeat isn’t there in my dictionary!”
We laughed. We chatted long about the good old days.
“Hey, Umair! I had better leave. I have to go to my aunt’s place.
“Okay, I'll drop you there,” he said.
*
We reached my aunt’s house soon. I got down from the car and bid him goodbye.
“Take it easy now, and I’ll see you in the evening,” said Umair. “We’ll plan something interesting.”
My aunt embraced me with delight. I was happy to be back in Dubai. In the evening, over a cup of tea, I began
thinking about Umair. He had changed so much! He looked better than before. Really different from “the old
freckled snoot” as we used to call him. He looked tall, handsome and confident.
I smiled. My attitude towards him had changed, too. I think I had begun to really like him, not so much as a
good friend, but as someone who aroused in me a feeling of love.
Just then, the doorbell rang. It was Umair.
“Hi!” he said. “What’s up?”
“Just came to take you for an outing,” he said.
“Okay, but lemme tell aunt first.”
Umair chatted with my aunt, as I got ready. In the car I asked him,
“Where are we heading to, Umair?”
“Hmm … let’s go to City Center,” he said. We did some shopping and had ice-cream. When we returned home,
I remembered the watch I had bought for him. I invited him in, and went to my room to fetch the watch.
“I bought this for you from Australia,” I said, as I handed him the box.
“Oh! Thanks,” he said. “Actually, you know, I should’ve given you a gift, ’coz you won the bet, right?”
I smiled.
“And I haven’t forgotten it,” he said, taking out a small pouch from his pocket. “I bought it for you long back.”
I opened the pouch while he unpacked the gift I had given him. It contained a gold chain.
“It’s so beautiful! How come your choice is so good?” I said, giggling.
“Hey, this watch is broken!” he said.
“What? Broken?” I snatched the watch from him. He laughed.
“I was joking, yaar! It’s very good. Thanks again.’
My aunt asked him to stay over for dinner. He left after midnight.
*
The next morning, the ringing of the phone woke me up.
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“Hello.”
“Hi! It’s me, Umair.”
“So early in the morning? Hey, you woke me up.”
“Yeah, I know.” Umair said, “But I wanted to invite you over to my place this evening. I want to tell you
something extremely important.”
“All right, I’ll come.”
“Bye!” said Umair, “I’ll pick you up at six.”
“Bye!”
I’m sure he wants to propose to me, I thought. My answer would, of course, be positive. He was successful and
witty. I liked his company. And it was time I settled down.
*
In the evening, as we entered his house, a girl almost my age, greeted me. I sat down and asked impatiently,
“So what’s the important thing you wanted to tell me?”
“Muskaan, first let me introduce you to Nadia, a very, special friend.”
“Hi, Nadia!”
“Hi!” she said.
“C’mon, Umair, I’m growing impatient. Tell me “
“Okay, okay, the thing is, Nadia and I are to be engaged soon.”
I was taken aback. All my dreams were shattered. But I tried to keep a fake smile on my face. I congratulated
Umair and Nadia and said:
“Why didn’t you tell me about Nadia before? I would’ve bought something for her. Anyways, Nadia, congrats.
So when is the engagement?”
“Next week,” said Nadia. “And we want you to attend the ceremony. I mean, imagine having a celebrity on the
occasion!”
“Of course she will,” said Umair. “She’s my best friend.”
I smiled
At last, I had accepted defeat.

The Jumeirah Mosque, Dubai, United Arab Emirates
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The Grand Mosque, Abu Dhabi, United Arab Emirates

The Al Otaiba Mosque, Al Majaz, Sharjah, United Arab Emirates
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The Grand Mosque, Al Safia, Ajman, United Arab Emirates

A mosque in Umm al-Quwain, United Arab Emirates

40

The Shaikh Zayed Mosque, Fujairah, United Arab Emirates

The Sultan Bin Saqr Al Qasimi Mosque, Ras Al Khaimah, United Arab Emirates
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