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Agenda

We welcome submissions of 
calendar items related to 
cultural events of interest 
to travellers in the Middle 
East and North Africa.

Please send tips to: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

Beirut:
Through May 31st

Oriental Nights at Feb30 cel-
ebrates oriental Arabic music 
every Tuesday from 9pm 
until 2am at Feb30, Alleyway, 
Hamra.

Marrakech:
June 1st-30th

One of the oldest festivals in 
Morocco, the Marrakech Festi-
val of Popular Arts and Folklore 
showcases Moroccan tradition-
al, music, dance and costumes. 
Visitors are invited to attend 
concerts, exhibitions and street 
troupe performances.

Dubai:
June 2nd-4th

The Merry Wives of Windsor by 
William Shakespeare will be 
staged at Dubai Community 
Theatre and Arts Centre. Pro-
duced to mark the 400th anni-
versary of Shakespeare’s death, 
the play follows the antics of 
larger-than-life Falstaff, who 
tries to swindle money from 
two prominent housewives in 
Windsor only to find himself 
being outwitted.

Beiteddine:
July 8th-August 9th

Beiteddine Art Festival in 
picturesque Beiteddine in the 
Chouf mountains, includes a 
variety of performances from 
opera and concerts to theatre 
and art exhibitions. The festival 
welcomes more than 50,000 
visitors, as well as numerous 
star performers. Buika, Seal 
and Kadim Al Sahir are to per-
form at this year’s festival.

Carthage:
July and August  

The Carthage International 
Festival is one of the most 
compelling arts and cultural 
events in North Africa, draw-
ing a mix of local and interna-
tional performers to Tunisia 
over a period of several weeks. 
It takes place at the Carthage 
amphitheatre.

Byblos:
September 8th-12th

The Lebanon Latin Festival 
takes place in Edde Sands 
with more than 90 artists from 
around the world. Dance work-
shops will be given in Salsa, 
Bachata, Kizomba, cha cha cha, 
hip-hop, Samba, Lambada, 
Oriental, Dabke and Afro-
Cubano. Performances are also 
scheduled.

Essaouira:
October 14th-16th

The natural setting for the TV 
series Game of Thrones in Es-
saouira, Morocco, is the back-
drop for the first MOGA Festival 
of electronic music and culture. 
Festival-goers are invited to 
performances, educational 
workshops, beach parties, 
digital video installations and 
other events.

Sur, home of Oman’s 
millennium dhow building 
Khaled Abdel Malek

Sur, Oman

T 

he sound of hammers on 
teak and the whiff of co-
conut oil invade the sens-
es when visiting Sur, the 
same way it did for visi-

tors of the Omani coastal town cen-
turies ago. The sounds and smells 
come from the last remaining fac-
tory that builds Oman’s traditional 
wooden boats, the dhows.

Boats have been built in Sur, on 
the shores of the Gulf of Oman, for 
thousands of years. The dhows, 
some capable of carrying up to 600 
tonnes of cargo, sailed across the 
Persian Gulf, the Indian Ocean and 
even reached China.

Dhows are no longer used for the 
trade that led to Oman’s prosper-
ity in ancient times and Sur’s boat 
builders no longer produce the gi-
ants of the dhow family.

“The shipyard belongs to the 
family whose members have been 
building dhows for hundreds of 
years,” explains boat builder Jumaa 
bin Hassoun, one of the last oustaz 
(Arabic for “master”), a name used 
to designate lead carpenters in the 
old days.

“Nowadays, all the boats we are 
building are smaller and go to the 
tourism sector as well as some pri-
vate buyers, notably for wealthy 
Qatari businessmen, like this one 
you see here ready to hit the sea,” 
bin Hassoun said pointing at the 
vessel with its timbers curved to-

wards the upswept prow, a shape 
reminiscent of an Arabian sword.

The wooden ships are built with-
out referring to sketches or blue-
prints, he said. “All the plans for 
construction are in here,” he add-
ed, pointing at his head. “Inshal-
lah, my son Mohamed will take 
over our ancestors’ knowledge 
and skills after me to continue the 
legacy.”

Seafaring and trade is at the core 
of Oman’s history. Located at the 
tip of the Arabian peninsula, Oman 
had maritime trade links with the 
ancient cities of Ur and Sumer in 
Iraq and the Indus valley in India 
due to its excellent boat-building 
capability and its sailors’ naviga-
tion skills.

The dhow yards in Sur, however, 
have rapidly declined as the de-
mand for the vessels plummeted 
in recent decades.

“Now people prefer to build fi-
breglass boats because they are 
much cheaper to make and easier 
to maintain,” bin Hassoun said, 
fearing that Omani dhows may 
soon be relegated to a museum as 
a symbol of Oman’s past.

In the last 12 months, bin Has-
soun had only two orders for 
wooden dhows. This is hardly suf-
ficient to sustain his business, 
which employs 15 workers, almost 
all Indian carpenters, he said.

Old seafarers remain deeply nos-
talgic about the time when dhows 
were Oman’s main means of sea 
travel.

“It used to take us sometimes 
two months to reach the island 
of Zanzibar (off the coast of east 
Africa) with the dhows,” recalled 
Nasser al Alawi, an elderly captain 
from Sur.

“In order to get there, we used 
to go first from Sur to Salalah 
(south of Oman), then to Yemen 
after which we crossed the Red Sea 

and sailed along the African coast 
down south to Zanzibar. It was a 
long and tough journey especially 
when we had no wind but we used 
to enjoy it so much,” he said.

Dhows, which have one or two 
masts supporting triangular sails, 
are built from the keel up with teak 
imported from India. In the past, 
wooden planks were sewn togeth-
er without nails or glue. Now they 
are laid side by side and secured 
with long nails.

More traditionally, coconut-fibre 
rope was threaded through holes 
in the teak and the holes were 
plugged with fibre or cotton soaked 
in sesame, fish or coconut oil.

The keel and hull are made from 
teak but the ribs of the dhow, 
which are added after the hull has 
been completed, are usually from 
locally grown timber.

Builders use modern saws and 

electric drills but the yard still 
contains awls, bows and caulking 
irons, the same tools that would 
have been used when Marco Polo 
sailed past 700 years ago.

Although it no longer retains its 
prominence in the trade industry, 
Sur continues to be the best in 
building the wooden ships, at least 
in the Gulf region. A couple of cen-
turies back, the town built ships 
for clients in China, India, Iraq and 
other prominent trade destina-
tions.

One remnant of the bygone era 
in the vicinity of the dhow yard is 
the lighthouse built by the Portu-
guese during the 16th century to 
guide the bustling sea traffic that 
went in and out of Sur during those 
days.

Khaled Abdel Malek is an Arab 
Weekly contributor in Oman.

The wooden ships 
are built without 
referring to sketches 
or blueprints.

Sur, on the Gulf of Oman, is where Oman’s majestic dhows have been built for centuries.

A dhow built for a Qatari national in the shipyard 
of Sur in Oman.

A worker at the site of dhow building shipyard of Jumaa Bin 
Hassoun in Sur, Oman.

Jumaa Bin Hassoun shipyard in the city of Sur in Oman.


