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This is the first part of a multi-part presentation, 

 

 
 

Arabia Felix is the name previously used for the south west corner of the Arabian peninsula – Felix from the Latin 

(“happy, flourishing, fertile, blessed”). Unfortunately in 2020 it is in the midst of civil war and interference 

(political and military) from other countries.  Also flooding from torrential rain is causing loss of life across the 

country. When I visited in 1995, there were areas of tension but that did not prevent an amazing, memorable trip. 

 

 
 



 
 

In July 1995, a Canadian friend (Marilyn) who was about to leave the Emirates (where we were living) after her 

second stint teaching at the Higher Colleges invited me to accompany her on a trip to Yemen. I did not hesitate to 

accept. Marilyn’s daughter had studied arabic at a Language Institute in Sana’a and provided helpful information re 

the visit. 

 

Our visas were easy and quick to obtain, a surprise as we were traveling as unaccompanied women. 

 

On boarding the plane in Abu Dhabi, we found our seats taken and were told by the strewardess to hurry up and sit 

down – anywhere – or miss out on a seat altogether. To the majority of passengers it seemed seat numbers were not 

a consideration plus the airline tended to overbook in case of ‘no shows’. 

 

On arrival at Sana’a airport, we were to be met by a young Scandanavian man named Eric, a friend of Marilyn’s 

daughter. We found ourselves amid a tightly packed crowd of men and tried searching for Eric. After quite some 

time, and starting to worry about getting ourselves out of this tight throng of peope, I approached a man who 

looked like he could be a foreigner in Yemen and asked if he was Eric.  He backed away rapidly as Marilyn leant 

forward and said “Well, do you know Eric?” 

 

Eventually Eric appeared, had no problem picking us out in the crowd, and transported us to our rather unique 

hotel, the Golden Daar, in the UNESCO listed Old City of Sana’a.  The hotel is in one of the distinctive brown and 

white mud-brick houses of Sana’a’s historic neighbourhoods which date from before the 11th century. 

 

Our large room, accessed by a curved stone staircase with great variation in the height of the steps, had carpet and 

mattresses on the floor and a small bathroom built into the corner. An English friend, Susan, joined us on the 

second day and our adventure began. 



 
Golden Daar Hotel. Our room and view of old city from the hotel. 

 

Jamal, the Egyptian hotel manager, spoke Arabic, a little English and was fluent in French.  Fortunately so was 

Marilyn. 

 

We checked with him regarding our mode of dress - very conservative. Loose fitting pants, skirts below the knee, 

loose tops coverings shoulders and arms down to elbows. He told us we were fine “Just go and blend!” As we were 

much taller then most of the locals, and my hair has never been dark, blending was not quite possible. However we 

found that the Yemeni people we came across were friendly, curious, respectful, sometimes timid and unprepared 

to interact, but never hostile. 

 

We were advised which stall in the souk (market) offered the best money exchange rate, not necessarily an official 

money changer. We converted $US into Yemeni Rial. As 10 $US was thousands of Rial, we received thick bundles 

of notes and needed large pockets.  



 
 

Maree, Marilyn and another guest from the hotel on a bridge over a wadi which separated the old and new parts of 

the city of Sana’a. 

 

A wadi is a valley, ravine or channel that is dry except in the rainy season when it can fill rapidly with water 

rushing down from mountains or higher ground. 

 

Below is a picture of the wadi when we visited in 1995.  Today it is underwater as is much of the city of Sana’a.  

The flood waters are damaging the beautiful old houses, taking lives, ruining crops and rendering many people 

homeless. 

 

 



Once we had explored the old and new areas of Sana’a, the souk and surrounds, we arranged to hire the hotel’s 4-

wheel drive vehicle and Ali the driver. 

 
I will endeavour to explain more about each place visited and the amazing people that we met along the way, with 

photographs, further on in this article.  Permission was always asked, and usually happily given, before we 

attempted any photography of people or places. 

 

Our trip south took us from Sana’a to Ibb, Jiblah and Taiz. We then travelled northwest through Yemen’s western 

coastal plain stopping to admire the Mustapha Pasha Mosque in Zabid and then on to the port of Al Hudaydah on 

the coast. 

 

Our driver Ali was from the mountains and did not feel comfortable with the people or humidity in Al Hudaydah 

so it was a quick overnight stop in what could be considered a 2 star  hotel.  I might add that Ali’s English and our 

Arabic were about on par –scant. 

 

We encountered many roadside checks, sometimes army (various factions) other times village sentries. Ali tried 

making things simple. At one road block, he would nod towards the three of us and say British, at another we were 

all Australian and another all Canadian. If we had been asked to show passports, I guess he would have declared – 

all the same to him. 

 

And so we headed to the Haraz mountains, past the village of Manakhah to Al Hajjarah, with a much happier Ali 

(this was his home territory). How the homes were ever built on the top of the high outcrops is a real mystery. 

 

After that incredible 6 day trip, we returned to Sana’a for a quick break, or so we thought, but found ourselves 

doing a day trip next day to Al Hajjah 127 km northwest of Sana’a and the place of one amazing fortress. 

 

Three days later, we were on the road to Sa’dah, north and closer to the border with Saudi Arabia. We had been 

warned that, although an attractive area with houses like sandcastles, it was very unsettled so the gunfire we heard 

in the middle of the night came as no surprise. 

 

 
Sana’a 



Sana’a souk 

 
 

The top left picture is of a man making jambiyas (curved daggers).  In Yemen, the jambiya is usually worn by 

males over the age of 14 as an accessory to their clothing.  Originally a weapon it is generally used nowadays for 

ceremonial purposes.  In other Middle Eastern countries, it is known as a khanja. 

 

The other stallholders are selling hats, traditional walking sticks and handmade carpets. 



Street scenes in Old Sana’a 

 



 
Top photos – carpentry area. Lower left: woman selling bread. Her face is covered by a patterned red and black 

material which is actually very easy to see through. Lower right: gourd seller in main square. 



Children in Sana’a 

 
Girl with hookah, sometimes called shisha or hubble bubble. 

 

I doubt that the girl would smoke the hookah herself, probably collecting it for a parent. 

 

A hookah is a water pipe that is used to smoke sweetened and flavoured tobacco.  It consists of a water chamber, a 

tobacco chamber and one or more flexible tubes stemming from it that allow multiple smokers to inhale at the 

same time.  These pipes have been in use for around 400 years. 

 

 



 
Many families are unable to purchase manufactured toys and so the children make do with anything available like 

old bike or vehicle tires, old tins and (as seen here) a beetle on a string. 

 

 
Selling gourds in the souk. 



Houses of Sana’a 

 
 

 
 

The UNESCO heritage area of the Old City of Sana’a is characterised by unique traditional architecture. The 

houses are three or more floors made of stone and mudbrick.  The facades are very ornamental with windows 

surrounded by white plaster decoration, many topped with curved features containing coloured glass, known as 

Qamaria windows. 

 

Although the outside façade cannot be altered, inside some of these homes have been stylishly renovated either in 

traditional fashion or the latest ultra modern designs.  



 

 
Examples of Qamaria windows. 

 

 
Maree in majlis (room for meeting guests). Home of Sabri owner of the Yemeni Language Centre Sana’a. 
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