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CHAIRMANôS MESSAGE 
 

Dear Members,  
 

As the 2009/10 programme draws to a close I 
hope that you will all agree with me that this 
season has been one of our most active and 
successful.  
 

Our monthly presentations, always well 
attended, have included local and visiting expert 
speakers and my thanks go to them for their 
willingness to give their time and share their 
knowledge with us. Subjects have ranged from 
archaeology and plant and animal ecology of the 
region to the geology of Qatar and the MIA pearl 
exhibition. My thanks go out to Fran Gillespie 
and Orlin Lavallie for arranging and organising 
these talks.  If any of you have ideas for future 
speakers, please let them know. 
 

John Tribuna, ably assisted by Bronwyn and 
Mike Donaldson and Parag Parelkar, have 
organized many and varied rambles and 
camping trips, visiting a wide range of locations 
throughout Qatar. My only regret, like many of 
you, is that I didnôt manage to join in every 
weekend, although I did make it along to most 
and have learnt a great deal about Qatar in 
doing so. I especially enjoyed the several visits 
to the archaeological digs in the North at Zubara 

and Ruwaydha and we hope to renew our 
acquaintance with the dig teams next season.   
 

John hopes to organise at least two trips each 
month next season on both Fridays and 
Saturdays, which will start in mid to late October 
and run through April.  For next season, QNHG 
trips will be limited to members and guest of 
members, although new people are always 
welcome to sign up for membership on the day 
of the trip.  Safety is the main reason for this, so 
that we know who is on the trip and we can 
make sure everyone makes it back.  
 

Although the rambles have finished we still have 
two presentations and a film & dinner night to 
enjoy, details of which you will find in this 
newsletter. 
 

You may be certain that the QNHG committee is 
working hard to repeat their successes next 
season and I welcome some new volunteers to 
the QNHG team. Thank you also to all the other 
current Steering Committee members, who I am 
happy to announce, are continuing into next 
season:  Roeland Weisfelt for keeping us fiscally 
sound, Tissa Salter, who handled membership 
(and who we welcome back to Doha after her 
extended illness), Jane Hoelker our overseas 
trips coordinator, Mark Murase our librarian, 
Rose Dzugan our secretary, Mubarak Abdalla 
Al-Khulaifi our Qatari liaison, April Conkey our 
webmistess.  Special thanks to Louise Hunter 
for these amazing newsletters and for covering 
the vacant Social Secretary role and for 
organising our end-of-season evening event.  
Thanks to many others who have helped out 
and to those of you who have volunteered to 
participate on the Steering Committee next 
season. 
 

We hope to introduce membership cards in 
October and I invite the many photographers 
among you to send in entries to our photo 
competition, details of which are given on 
page 15. The winner may well see their 
photograph incorporated into the design of the 
membership card. All memberships will be due 
for renewal in October and I look forward to 
welcoming you back after the summer break to 
enjoy the new programme of activities. 
 

 
 
Michael Lesser 
Chairman, QNHG  
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NEWSLETTER EDITORôS MESSAGE 
 

Many thanks to the following for their 
contributions to the fourth newsletter of the 
2009/10 season: 

¶ Tobias Richter 

¶ Renee Richer 

¶ Mark Murase 

¶ Fran Gillespie 

¶ Brian Hunter 

¶ Dileep Kumar 

¶ Bronwyn & Mike Donaldson 
 
This issue of the newsletter is available on the 
QNHG website, together with previous issues 
which can be found in the archive section.  

The main theme of this issue, the last of the 
current season, is the archaeology of Qatar. I 
am very grateful to Dr. Nadia Durrani, editor of 
Current World Archaeology for granting QNHG 
permission to reproduce the article óThe Pearl 
Divers of Qatarô by Dr. Tobias Richter. The 
original article may be found in Current World 
Archaeology, Issue 40, pgs 28-36, www.world-
archaeology.com. The article reproduced here 
includes all the original text and the majority of 
the photographs published in CWA 40 and gives 
a wonderful insight into the lives of people living 
in Al Zubara at the height of the pearl diving 
industry. 

Some of you may have visited the 
archaeological site at Al Zubara earlier this year  

 

on one or both of the QNHG rambles, organised 
by John Tribuna and his team, where Dr. Richter 
guided members on a tour of the excavations. 
Hopefully, it will be possible to revisit the site in 
the next season to see how the excavations 
progress.  

The QNHG Newsletter needs your input!  If you 
have any announcements to make, information 
of goings-on in Qatar, news concerning natural 
history or any other item that you think members 
would be interested in, we want to hear from 
you. See page 20-21 for announcements from 
the Tuesday Ladies Group, the Museum of 
Islamic Art & the Doha Sub Aqua Club.  

Thank you to QNHG members who have sent 
articles for the newsletter, please keep them 
coming, without your input the newsletter would 
not be so interesting or informative!  

Please send any articles, information or 
announcements to newsletter-editor@qnhg.org 
or hunterlm95@yahoo.com and put óQNHG 
Newsletterô in the subject line.  Please send 
photographs separately and make sure to label 
them. Remember to check the website regularly 
for updates regarding our talks programme and 
other activities.  

Louise Hunter 

Newsletter Editor 

 

QNHG MEETING DETAILS 
 
QNHG meetings take place between October 
and June, usually on the first Wednesday of 
the month. They are held at 7.00 pm in the 
Multi-purpose hall of the Doha English 
Speaking School (DESS). [See location map].   
 
However, the location of meetings may 
sometimes be changed to the smaller 
gymnasium at DESS.  An illustrated talk follows 
any announcements, and there is a lending 
library of books available to members, with over 
200 books and journals to choose from. 
Refreshments are available before the meeting. 
Please pay any membership fees to the 
treasurer or other committee member.  
 
Please note that the dates for the last two 
presentations of the 2009/2010 season will be:    
 

 
May 5th & June 2nd.  Further details may be 
found on page 16. The first presentation of the 
new season will be October 6th. 

 DESS Location Map

http://www.world-archaeology.com/
http://www.world-archaeology.com/
mailto:qnhgnewsletter@gmail.com
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The Pearldivers 
of Qatar 
Excavations at Al Zubãrah 
Before oil and gas became the major economic driving factors in the Arabian 
Gulf, another natural resource was the primary export: pearls. But almost as 
fast as this trade boomed, so it bust. This story of wonder and collapse is 
illustrated at the abandoned Qatari city of Al Zubãrah. Tobias Richter explains.                                  
Photos: Alexis Pantos 
 

The Arabian Gulf boasts many more natural resources than just oil and gas. The seas that lapped its 
coasts were once one ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ Ƴŀƛƴ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ƻȅǎǘŜǊ ǇŜŀǊƭǎ ŀƴŘΣ ƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƻ an insatiable 
international appetite for pearls, from the mid 18th until the beginning of the 20th century AD, 
thousands of people in the Arabian Gulf were involved in the pearling industry. This led to the 
foundation of new towns and drove a thriving import and export economy. The ruins of the abandoned 
city of Al Zubãrah in Qatar offer a snapshot, as if frozen in time,  
of the most intense period in this Gulf pearling industry.  
While a number of written sources describe the fishing  
 of, and trade in pearls, new excavations at Al Zubãrah  
             are providing new insights into the bygone lives  

    of pearl fishers, boat captains, traders  
                and sheikhs during the times of  

                                       the pearl trade. 
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BELOW Town plan of Al Zubãrah,  
showing the screening walls and  
settlement at Murayr 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

An abandoned city 
Perched along a shallow bay, on the northwest 
coast of Qatar, lies a field of shallow 
earthworks. It is hard to imagine that, just 200 
years ago, the bustling city of Zubãrah once 
stood at this spot. Then it was over 100 hectares 
in size, with at least 3000 inhabitants, and 
defended by towers and walls. It contained 
markets, mosques, town houses of merchants 
and traders, and grand defended compounds 
ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜǊŜ ƻŎŎǳǇƛŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ ǊǳƭŜǊǎΦ 
 

First recorded as a small fishing village in AD 
1638, by 1766 families from Kuwait, the al-
Utubi, had settled in Zubãrah to pursue 
pearlfishing. This marked the beginning of an  
 

unparalleled rise of Zubãrah to a regional 
centre. Other settlements in the vicinity were 
gradually abandoned, while this city boomed. 
The driving force behind this development was 
the seasonal harvesting of the pearl banks in the 
Arabian Gulf. To maintain the extensive fishing 
and trading operation, the pearling fleets 
required large, stable land bases to resupply 
food and water, and where they could sell their 
goods. Zubãrah fulfilled this role, and its 
emergence, layout, development and demise 
were shaped by the fortunes of the pearling 
industry. 
 

BELOW View of the ruins of Zubãrah.
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However, just as quickly as Zubãrah was built, so 
its fortunes began to fade. By the late 19th 
century the city was a mere shadow of itself, 
and by the beginning of the 20th century only a 
few fishermen used the ruins of the town to 
maintain boats and nets. When archaeologist 
Geoffrey Bibby visited Zubãrah in the mid 
1950s, he found that the town was completely 
abandoned. 
 

Unlike many other cities in the Arabian Gulf 
littoral, which have since been built upon and 
developed into modern Arab cities, Zubãrah was 
simply left to decay and was buried by sand 
brought in by the ocean wind ς leaving us lucky 
archaeologists the well-preserved ruins of an 
entire city that developed on the back of the 
pearling industry. This gives us an unparalleled 
insight into the social, economic and political 
circumstances of the early modern period in the 
Gulf region; so, in 2009, the Qatar Museums 
Authority in collaboration with the University of 
Copenhagen launched a large-scale, multi-
disciplinary programme of archaeological 
research at Zubãrah and sites in the hinterland. 

The potency of pearls 
Everywhere, pearling and maritime life 
permeates ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ ŀǊŎƘŀŜƻƭƻƎȅΥ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ 
commercial areas, the houses of wealthy 
merchants and the ruling elite, to the evidence 
for Bedouin tents. Indeed, according to 
archaeologist Robert Carter, from the mid 18th 
to the beginning of the 20th century DC the 
pearling industry would have employed nearly 
half of the DǳƭŦΩǎ ƳŀƭŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΦ This was a 
seasonal activity, best carried out from mid May 
to early June, and mid September to early 
October. During the main diving season, large 
dhow fleets (the traditional sailing boats of the 
area) would descend on the pearl banks. 
 

BELOW The modern fort of Zubãrah, built 1937 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ABOVE Imported 18th-20th ceramics from the 
excavations at Zubãrah: a Dutch semiporcelain 
bowl, and blue-and white porcelain from China 
and Japan. 
 

These fleets harvested the communal pearl 
banks under command of an admiral, who was 
appointed by the local sheikh or emir. A system 
of taxation ensured a steady income for local 
rulers, while the trade in pearls provided a basis 
for a secondary service-based economy. Until 
the end of the 19th century the world lusted 
after these precious pearls, driven by a fashion 
for pearls among international royal families 
and high society. From the Persian Gulf they 
were traded to Bombay and other major 
redistribution centres along the Indian Ocean. 
Ceramics from our excavations attest to these 
trade links: fine wares such as Chinese blue-and 
white porcelain were imported from eastern 
Asia, while other ceramics originate in Turkey; 
others still, such as semi-porcelain, came from 
England ς and we even turned up pieces of 
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ABOVE Excavations in a commercial district in 
Zubãrah. 
 

porcelain bowls from the Netherlands complete 
ǿƛǘƘ ƳŀƪŜǊǎΩ ǎǘŀƳǇǎΣ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ 
traced directly to an original manufacturer. 
Some ceramics are of a more local nature, 
reflecting a regional economic trading system, 
with material from Iran and other countries 
along the Arabian Gulf coast. 

A city planned around pearls 
This was certainly a city planned around pearls. 
For example, towards the shore, in an area close 
to where ships and boats would have been 
pulled up on the beach, unloaded, resupplied 
and maintained, we are currently excavating 
part of what appears to be a commercial district 
dedicated to pearling. On the floors of several 
rooms in this area we found several dozen 
heavy, teardrop-shaped weights. These were 
used by divers to descend quickly to the pearl-

rich oyster banks, maximizing their diving time. 
Here we also uncovered a number of large, 
triangular limestone anchors, showing its close 
connection to the maritime industry. One room 
contained a series of parallel-running plaster 
channels, some 10-15cm deep. These channels 
ς called madabes in Arabic ς were used in the 
processing of date syrup. [Fig. 10] The syrup was 
the basis of the traditional Gulf diet and would 
have undoubtedly been one of those high-
energy staples taken by ships on their trips to 
pearl banks, as well as on the longer trading 
voyages. 
 

Imported goods would have been hauled from 
the boats and transported up wide streets, one 
of which we are also currently excavating. Fresh 
water and food were transported down the 
same road to resupply the dhows safely drawn 
up on ǘƘŜ ǿƘƛǘŜ ǎŀƴŘȅ ōŜŀŎƘ ƻŦ ½ǳōńǊŀƘΩǎ 
secluded bay. To the north of the street we have 
excavated a series of workshops and shop 
fronts. One was littered with fragments of 
broken, everyday-use pottery, probably 
representing the merchandise that could once 
be bought here . 
 

BELOW Date processing installation (madabes). 
These channels were first covered in palm tree 
leaves then sacks of dates were stacked up on top 
of the channels. Their weight squeezed out the 
date juice which was collected in the channels and 
diverted into an underground storage jar. Date 
juice was an important high-energy part of the local 
diet. 
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Next door we found a room filled with a bright 
orange deposit, which suggests that glass or 
metal production once took place close by. 
Rebuilding of walls on the same alignment along 
the road suggests that this passage was kept 
open over a considerable amount of time, even 
as neighbouring buildings were pulled down and 
re-built. This all points to a degree of urban 
planning and central organization in the layout 
and development of Zubãrah ς indeed, by using 
satellite imagery and mapping physical remains 
on the ground, we confirmed that certain areas 
of the town appear very regular and were 
therefore well-planned and probably built in 
one go. 

Pearls permeate all quarters 
The houses also demonstrate just how far the 
pearl trade involved the entire community at 
one level or another. In addition to the 
crewmen, shipbuilders, craftsmen, and traders 
who relied on the pearl fishing and trade, there 
were secondary and tertiary economies 
providing services to the traders and the 
essential infrastructure to keep the trade going.  
Involvement in these economies allowed people 
to accumulate personal wealth. This is well 
illustrated by a large house, located almost in 
the centre of the town, set back from the 
harbour and beach area.  
 

In traditional fashion, it was organized around a 
central courtyard with rooms around the 
outside. Over time, the owners added rooms 

and subtly changed the layout of the compound, 
reflecting their increase in wealth. 
 

  
ABOVE: Room with numerous pottery fragments. 
40 
Along its southern wall we located a room filled 
by a dark organic deposit rich in animal bone 
and charcoal. Cut into the floors were multiple 
tabuns ς traditional Arab ovens made out of 
burnt clay ς as well as an enormous storage jar. 
This area must have been a kitchen, and the 
animal bones suggest that fish formed an 
important component of the diet. Next to the 
kitchen we found a room with a raised floor, 
which was probably a food storage facility 
designed to keep rodents out. The installation of 
multiple en-suite water closets in some rooms, 
and the use of nicely decorated pieces of 
masonry above doorways, demonstrates that 
the owners commanded sufficient wealth to 
 

BELOW: Courtyard house under excavation 
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ABOVE: Depiction of a dhow, the traditional sailing vessel of the  
Arabian Gulf, incised into a plaster wall in one of the rooms of the high 
Status courtyard house. 
 

embellish their home and display their status. 
Evocatively, incised into the plaster walls of one 
room we found a large depiction of a sailing 
dhow with its mast resting across the deck just 
as it would have been anchored in the bay. This, 
plus the remains of a ǿƻƻŘŜƴ ǇŜŀǊƭŜǊǎΩ ōƻȄΣ 
ǎƘƻǿǎ ǘƘŜ ƻŎŎǳǇŀƴǘǎΩ close connection with 
maritime life. They were probably involved at 
the higher end of the pearl trade - perhaps they 
owned a number of sailing dhows, were traders, 
or appointed by the local sheikh or emir to an 
official position. 
 

At the other end of the spectrum, pearl fishing 
also involved what might be considered the 
lower strata of society. We know from written 
sources that the dhows were manned by 
seasonal workers who sailed to the pearl banks 
during the main harvest season. The pattern of 
the main pearl harvesting season during May 
June and September-October, fits in well with 
pre-existing patterns of seasonal migration that 
Bedouin groups had practiced over centuries. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ABOVE:  En-suite water closet in the 
courtyard house. 

 

When the major grazing season came to an end 
as the summer heat in the Gulf depleted water 
resources and burnt away vegetation, Bedouins 
would flock to the major pearl fishing harbor to 
crew the pearling dhows. 
 

This new economic stimulus undoubtedly had a 
marked impact on patterns of annual migration 
in the region. While this is generally known from 
written sources, our excavations at Zubãrah 
offer tantalising evidence for this seasonal 
labour: inside the town walls one of our 
excavation areas revealed a series of 
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superimposed, thin occupation surfaces 
accompanied by post-holes and tabuns. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ABOVE Series of post-holes of temporary tent 
camps under excavation. 
 

Since these occurred in an area without stone 
built architecture, were these posts erected to 
support tents for seasonal camp sites? It is 
tempting to think that these were the homes of 
migratory pearl fishers who came to Zubãrah to 
work on the dhows and make a living from the 
richness of the oyster banks. During the winter 
months, when pearl fishing was not viable, they 
would have moved off again taking their animals 
to grazing spots around the hinterland of 
Zubãrah and further afield. 

Sheiks of the pearl trade 
But who controlled Zubãrah? Its urban layout 
and plan shows that it was designed and 
executed in an organized manner, its road ways 
were maintained and kept open, and middens 
(or waste dumps) were placed at first outside 
the outer town wall. The walls and towers 
defending the town likewise indicate that there 
was a central authority at work, organizing and 
paying for the labour to protect the town. 
Traditionally, this role would have been fulfilled 
by the sheikhs and emirs at the top of Arab 
society, who headed large families. While their 
power derived from the respect and allegiances 
within their tribe, their wealth came from the 
pearls of the Arabian Gulf. By taxing the pearl 
harvest and trade they were able to accumulate 
personal wealth, which they used not only to 
ensure that the pearl fishing continued by 
providing essential infrastructure, but also to 

construct large, fortified compounds housing 
their immediate family. 
 

One such compound, in fact the largest inside 
Zubãrah, is now under excavation by our team. 
Initial mapping of the remains of this 11,000m2 
structure revealed that it consists of a rectilinear 
perimeter wall with a tower at each corner, 
which is sub-divided into several courtyards. In 
plan it has the distinct appearance of ŀ ΨŎƛǘȅ 
ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀ ŎƛǘȅΩΣ Ŧǳƭƭ ƻŦ ŀƭƭŜȅǎ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎŎǊŜǘŜ 
structures. On all four sides the structure is 
separated from the surrounding buildings, with 
open spaces to the northwest and northeast. 
Our excavations have already begun to produce 
some significant insights. The outer walls of this 
compound are quite substantial and capable of 
providing sufficient defensive capability, as well 
as support for at least one upper storey. In one 
room, a raised plastered floor certainly once 
belonged to a second level. Fragments of plaster 
decorated with geometric patterns were 
recovered from the collapsed rooms in the 
western corner of the compound. Here we also 
revealed the remains of a large, circular tower 
that occupied the corner of the building. The 
tower, upper storey and decorated plaster show 
that this was a high-status building, designed to 
be both defensive and impressive.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ABOVE Plan of the ΨǇŀƭŀŎŜΩ ƛƴ ½ǳōńǊŀƘ ς the largest 
fortified compound inside the town. 
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This compound undoubtedly belonged to an 
important family who had risen to the upper 
echelons of ½ǳōńǊŀƘΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΦ 

Wider impacts 
The pearling industry did not just shape the 
social, economic and political relations between 
the townspeople and Bedouin, but it also had a 
remarkable impact on the local landscape. Any 
city depends for its success on the resources its 
hinterland can provide. One of the most crucial 
resources for Zubãrah was water. Zubãrah sits 
on a shallow knoll of sand that formed as the 
sea receded and settled at its current level 
5,000 to 6,000 years ago; however, being so 
close to sea level, Zubãrah lies too low to have 
any access to fresh groundwater ς the principal 
source of water in the region. This meant that 
all water had to be brought from elsewhere, 

namely vŀƭΩŀǘ aǳǊŀȅǊΣ ŀ ǎŜǘǘƭŜƳŜƴǘ ŀōƻǳǘ 
1.5km east of Zubãrah, across a salt-encrusted 
inter-tidal marsh (sabkhah in Arabic).  
 

aǳǊŀȅǊ ǿŀǎ ŦƻǳƴŘŜŘ ǎƘƻǊǘƭȅ ŀŦǘŜǊ ½ǳōńǊŀƘΩǎ 
emergence. Written sources indicate that 
Murayr was built outside Zubãrah because the 
al-Utubi family refused to pay taxes to the 
Sheikh of Zubãrah were they to settle inside the 
town. Murayr lay into smaller units organized 
around central courtyards. Two low screening 
walls, dotted with towers, run east from 
Zubãrah and across the intertidal marsh to 
Murayr, connecting the two sites. Their function 
was to protect and direct the supply of water to 
the town from the wells at Murayr. In addition 
to wells, water was also collected and stored in 
underground cisterns. We excavated one such

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Zubarah as a world heritage site 
 

In March 2008 the site of Al-½ǳōńǊŀƘ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜ ƘƛƴǘŜǊƭŀƴŘ ǿŜǊŜ ǎǳōƳƛǘǘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ vŀǘŀǊΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ 
¦b9{/h ²ƻǊƭŘ IŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ {ƛǘŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎƛǘŜΩǎ ƴƻƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘǎ ǘƘŜ ƻǳǘǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǾŀƭǳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ½ǳōņǊŀƘ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜΦ 
This traditional pearling settlement is now one of the few surviving complete 18th-19th century town-plans of its type in the 
Arabian Gulf, and as such it is a unique resource for learning more about the lives of the fishers, pearl divers and traders who 
exploited these waters for hundreds of years. 
 

The process of nomination includes a number of steps. The most important is the development of a Management Plan detailing 
how the site will be used and protected. Like many archaeological sites, Al-Zubãrah is at constant threat from erosion, 
degradation and human impact. Before the site can be accepted onto the World Heritage list these issues and their solutions must 
be addressed. Therefore, developing a sustainable approach to the conservation and presentation of archaeological remains is at 
the forefront of the current work of Qatar Islamic Archaeology and Heritage Project. The ultimate aim is that the site can be 
utilised and enjoyed as an archaeological resource, now and in the future.  
 

Monitoring the environmental impact on the site is critical. For this purpose we are setting up weather stations across the site to 
record the variations in temperature and moisture accurately. This will allow conservators to identify the causes of structural 
erosion and understand how best to prevent further damage. In the past excavated walls and exposed features have been 
consolidated using a variety of different methods including concrete plastering. Unfortunately, all attempts so far to preserve 
ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǎǳŎŎǳƳōŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǘǊŜƳŜ ŎƭƛƳŀǘƛŎ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘŜΩǎ Ŏƻŀǎǘŀƭ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ - a highly saline atmosphere, 
fluctuating ground water, intense heat and fearsome winds. We have begun a series of trials using wall plaster and traditional 
local construction methods, to research a method of consolidating excavated architecture in a way that is more suited to this 
particular environment. In the future a continuous programme of conservation and maintenance by a master craftsman trained in 
traditional building techniques aided by a small work crew will have to be put in place. 
 

Human impacts have also had a detrimental effect on the archaeology. Strong tides washing onto the historic harbour beaches 
deposit vast amounts of bottles, bags and detritus which have been cast into the sea. Tracks from tourists and heavy vehicles 
criss-cross the undulating mounds, wearing away the fragile beach-rock walls beneath the sand. In conjunction with the Qatar 
Museums Authority, we are in the process of assessing this impact by mapping the extent of archaeological remains around Al-
½ǳōņǊŀƘ ŀƴŘ aǳǊŀȅǊ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴŘǳŎǘƛƴƎ ŀ ǊŜƎƛƻƴŀƭ ǎǳǊǾŜȅ ǘƻ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜ ǘƘŜ ǿƛŘŜǊ ƘƛƴǘŜǊƭŀƴŘΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜ ǎǘǳŘȅ ǿƛƭƭ ŜƴŀōƭŜ 
government authorities to fence archaeologically sensitive areas, and re-route traffic away from the current tracks through the 
site. 
 

Gaining World Heritage Status will promote a significant increase in tourism at the site: a potential threat to delicate fragments of 
vŀǘŀǊΩǎ Ǉŀǎǘ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ŀ ŎƘŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘŜ ƛǘǎ ǎƛƎƴƛficance to a wider audience. By reconciling these opposing factors it will be 
possible to continue to explore the rich culture that inhabited Al-Zubãrah and its part in the shaping of the modern Arab world. 
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cistern and found it to be over 2m deep and fed 
by a plaster-lined channel.  
 

Murayr clearly shows the dramatic impact pearl 
fishing had on the local landscape. The wells at 
the settlement did not just supply the town of 
Murayr with fresh water, but they also supplied 
the pearling fleets. Pearling probably put a 
heavy demand on these resources, as local 
population levels increased during the pearling 
season. This demand would have been 
particularly severe since it occurred during the 
hot summer months when water was likely to 
be in short supply anyway. 

From boom to bust 
Ultimately, Zubãrah was simply not sustainable 
as a base for pearling. While the town saw a 
rapid rise, it declined just as rapidly toward the 
later 19th century. The reasons for its decline 
were multiple. Its lack of water put it at a 
disadvantage with other harbours where 
freshwater was more readily available. 
Moreover, its shallow harbour would not have 
allowed large vessels to anchor close to the 
shore, especially at low tide. This increased the 
time, and therefore cost, it took to resupply and 
unload pearling dhows. Politics also played a 
deadly role.  
 

In the 1780s members of the al-Khalifa family 
began to launch raids on the nearby island of 
Bahrain and eventually established a base there. 
Gradually, over the next few decades they 
resettled in Bahrain, where they remain the 
ruling house. Given the loss of one of its 
important families and its economic problems, 
Zubãrah was eclipsed by other settlements. For 
example, the al-Thani family, rulers of Zubãrah 
and eventually all of Qatar, established their 

new base in 5ƻƘŀ όvŀǘŀǊΩǎ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭύΣ 
where they too continue to rule to this day. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

ABOVE A cistern at the nearby settlement of 
Murayr ς it brought much needed water to 
Zubãrah. 
 

Although never forgotten, Zubãrah was 
gradually abandoned, its houses falling into ruin. 
The story of Zubãrah is therefore not unlike 
those of the Gold Rush towns of the American 
West. Its rapid establishment was followed by a 
similarly rapid decline when pearl diving was no 
longer economically viable.  
 

Today the site is off the beaten track and the 
casual visitor will see little of the fortune the 
thriving pearlfishing economy brought to the 
ǘƻǿƴΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ½ǳōńǊŀƘΩǎ ŀōŀƴŘƻƴƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ also 
a stroke of luck for archaeologists. As if frozen in 
time, Zubãrah retains the original town plan, 
layout, and architectural and artefactual history 
of the most intense period of the pearling 
industry. It is perhaps the only place in the 
region where archaeology is able to tell us more 
about the daily lives of the wonderful 
pearlfishers of the Arabian Gulf.  
 

BELOW The screening walls of Zubãrah, which 
connect the town with its water supply at Murayr.                                                                                        
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LETTER TO THE EDITOR 
 

Printed below is a letter to be published in the next issue of Current World Archaeology from Fran Gillespie 
of QNHG to Dr. Nadia Durrani, editor, in response to the article by Dr. Tobias Richter. 
 

The Editor 
Current World Archaeology Magazine 
Church Street 
London W4 2PD 
 

Dear Nadia,  
 

As a long-term British resident in Qatar I am delighted to see Dr Tobias Richter's article on The Pearl 
Divers of Qatar in the April/May issue of CWA. It is very rare that the archaeology of Qatar gets any 
publicity abroad! There are several teams of archaeologists now working in Qatar and things are really 
moving at long last; this goes hand-in-hand with Qatar's ambitious plans for a galaxy of new museums 
designed by international award-winning architects. The National Museum in Doha, designed by Jean 
Nouvel will, when it opens in three or four years' time, include a section devoted to the archaeology of 
the country.    
  
I am a member of the Qatar Natural History Group, founded in 1978. We are an international group 
interested not only in the natural history of the country but also in its history, culture and archaeology. 
Last month Dr Richter guided some of our members around the excavated sites in the city of Al Zubara. 
There is a common impression here, held by locals and expatriates alike, that until the discovery of oil 
Qatar was a poor country, but the article clearly illustrates that in its heyday the citizens of Al Zubara 
enjoyed a relatively affluent lifestyle.  Elsewhere the pearling industry gradually declined in the 1930s, to 
disappear altogether by 1950, but Al Zubara is unique in that its decline and abandonment partly 
resulted from natural causes in the late 19th century, leaving the ruins half-buried beneath the drifting 
sand to await the coming of the archaeologists.   
 

Kind regards, 
Frances Gillespie   
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QNHG LIBRARY NEWS 
 

Qatar Natural History Group has its own library covering a wide range of natural history subjects 
focussing on the Arabian Gulf -especially Qatar.  

 

 A full inventory of all books and publications held in the library, some 200+ items, is available on the 

QNHG website and may be found by using the following link www.qnhg.org/library/inventory. Many 
thanks to all those people and organisations for their generous donations to our library, if you are leaving 
Qatar and would like to make a donation please contact Mark Murase or any other committee member.  
 
All publications are gratefully received! 
 
Mark Murase 
QNHG Librarian 
librarian@qnhg.org 
 

ETHIOPIAN HEDGEHOGS 
 

QNHG member Dr Nobuyuki Yamaguchi [known to many 
of us as Nobby] of the Department of Biological and Field 
Sciences at the University of Qatar is currently working 
with his students on a project study of Ethiopian / Desert 
Hedgehogs Paraechinus aethiopicus using radio-tracking 
(the first ever on terrestrial mammals in Qatar). The study 
is being conducted at the Qatar University Farm in the 
north of the peninsula. Dr Yamaguchi has offered to make 
arrangements for small groups of our members to visit the 
farm at night and observe at first hand the work being 
done. The students are radio-tracking 6 hedgehogs at the 
moment, and foxes are often seen, says Nobby. Anyone 
interested should contact him on yamaguchi@qu.edu.qa    

 

BIRDING NEWS FROM THE QATAR BIRD CLUB 
 
The spring bird migration continues to flow through Qatar. Bird 
numbers tend to be variable depending on weather conditions. 
Familiar European species such as Swallows, Chiffchaffs and 
Hoopoes have been joined now by some of the later phase of 
migrants such as the brightly coloured European Roller and 
flocks of Bee-eaters which are often seen in the sky over Doha. 
April has been a good month for Buntings as the late rains have 
sustained some of the ground cover vegetation favoured by 
these species - so far we have had good numbers of Ortolan 
Buntings joined by occasional Cinereous Bunting, a first record 
for Qatar of Chretzschmarôs Bunting, and a third record for 
Black-headed Bunting. We should expect to see the first Hobbys in the next week or so as the flow of 
migratory birds moves in to its final stage. 
 
Brian Hunter 
Photograph of Blue-cheeked Bee-eater by Dileep Kumar 
 

QATAR BIRD CLUB NEWSLETTER 
 

The Qatar Bird Club has recently published the second issue of the QBC Newsletter. Visit the QBC page 
on the QNHG website to download your own copy www.qnhg.org/qbc   

http://www.qnhg.org/library/inventory
mailto:librarian@qnhg.org
mailto:yamaguchi@qu.edu.qa
http://www.qnhg.org/qbc
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QNHG SOCIAL ï JUNE 4th 
 
An end of season social event has been planned for QNHG members on Friday June 4th. We will be 
holding an informal film and dinner in the clubhouse of Palm Beach Residences, West Bay Lagoon. 
Starting at 5.30pm, we will have the opportunity to watch two films by well-known UAE wildlife 
photographer Yusuf Thakur. Yusuf runs a film company in Abu Dhabi called VFX [Visual Effects and 
Production] which produces a range of films. 
  
Abu Dhabi -- Home of the Legendary Mermaids - This film is based on the research on 
dugongs conducted by the Environmental Agency Abu Dhabi [EAD] and subsequent conservation efforts 
to protect and preserve the population of these seldom seen, shy marine mammals in the waters of Abu 
Dhabi. The film includes rare footage of dugongs in the wild. Running time approx 30mins. 
  
Jewel of the Mangroves - A film about the famous White Collared Kingfishers inhabiting the mangrove 
forests of Khor Kalba in the UAE. The film covers every aspect of the life and breeding behaviour of 
these birds. To make this detailed study, Yusuf Thakur filmed for 12 hours a day over a period of 6 
months. Running time approximately 30mins. 
 
The films will be followed by an Indian buffet dinner. Bookings must be made in advance by anyone 
wishing to attend, together with a payment of 75QR per person, children 30QR, to cover the cost of food 
and soft drinks. Please make your booking and payment at either the May 5th or June 2nd presentations. 
 
 

QNHG PHOTO COMPETITION 

 

 

QNHG is planning to introduce membership cards from the start of the 2010/11 season. 
We are looking for a photograph to incorporate into the design.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
How to enter: 
 

-           Entrants must be a member of QNHG, maximum of two entries per person  
-           The photograph must have been taken in Qatar 
-           The photograph should reflect an aspect of the motto included in the QNHG logo ï óNature, 
People, Cultureô 
-           Photos must be in digital format, maximum file size 5 megs 

-           All entries should be sent to Mike Lesser, Chairman of QNHG, by 28th May. Email: 
QNHGPhotoContest@gmail.com 

-           Photos taken by Mike Lesser are ineligible 

-           By entering the contest the entrant gives the QNHG the right to use the photograph on 
its membership cards and to publish the photograph on its website or in its newsletter.  All other 
rights to the photograph are retained by the entrant. 

-           The winning entry will be announced at the presentation on June 2nd 
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LECTURE PROGRAMME 
 
Please note new meeting time of 7:00 pm. 

   
All are welcome, please feel free to bring along 
friends and guests to the presentation. 
 
Please note that the dates for presentations for 
the next two months will be: May 5th & June 2nd. 
 
On May 5th our guest speaker will be Dr. 
Andrew Petersen, Director of Research in 
Islamic Archaeology at the University of Wales 
Lampeter. He has carried out fieldwork in many 
parts of the Islamic world including Iraq, Oman, 
Jordan, Palestine, UAE and Qatar. His current 
research interests include Islamic urbanism, 
pilgrimage routes and fortifications. For the last 
two years he has been working on the 
archaeology of coastal settlement in northern 
Qatar in collaboration with the Qatar Museums 
Authority and the Qatar Islamic Archaeology and 
Heritage project. 
  
The title of his presentation to the QNHG is: 
Research on an Islamic period settlement at 
Ras al-Shairig in Northern Qatar 
 

 
 

Islamic archaeologist Dr Andrew Petersen 

Andrew will discuss the results of an intensive 
season of fieldwork at the Islamic site of 
Rubaigha located on the western side of the 

 
Ras al-Shairig peninsula, south of Zubara on the 
NW coast of Qatar.   The site, which measures 
more than 300 metres north to south, includes a 
number of structures which have been identified 
as a fort, a mosque and at least three large 
courtyard houses as well as  a number of 
smaller ancillary buildings. In addition to the 
structures there are a large number of burnt 
mounds or middens containing pottery, glass, 
animal bones and shell. Preliminary examination 
of pottery suggests that the settlement ceased 
to be occupied in the mid to late eighteenth 
century.  Mapping of the site suggests two 
distinct areas of settlement:  a southern area 
comprising the fort and adjacent structures and 
a northern area containing the mosque and the 
large courtyard houses.   
 

 
 

Date press 
 

In June our guest speaker will be Dr. Renee 
Richer, visiting assistant professor at Weill 
Cornell Medical College. The title of her 
presentation to the QNHG will be: Desert 
Deviants: Qatar's most unusual plants. 
 

Dr. R.A. Richer will present the most unusual 
plants in Qatar.  This will include species that 
can't seem to decide if they are gymnosperms or 
angiosperms, those that segregate the male and 
females, and the water plants that make the 
desert their home.  Be prepared to encounter 
the stunningly beautiful and bizarre forms of 
plant life making their home in Qatar. 
 

Dr. Renee Richer joined Weill Cornell Medical 
College in Qatar in January 2007 where she 
teaches introductory biology.  She received her 
BA in biology from the University of Chicago and 
her PhD in biology from Harvard University in 
2004, where her dissertation focused on climate 


