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Ten years ago, when the Qatar Natural 
History Group was celebrating its 20th 
anniversary, I decided to find out what 
had prompted its founding. There were 
no personal computer records back 
then, and the QNHG's 'archives' 
consisted of half-a-dozen battered 
cardboard cartons containing dust-filled 
layers of loose papers, files and maps. I 
took a deep breath and began what 
amounted to an archaeological 
excavation. 
 
Two hours and a lot of sneezing later I'd 
dug deep enough to unearth the letter 
that began it all, dated 27 February 
1978. It was from British marine biologist 
Peter Hunnam to Jassim Zaini, the 
Director of the then Department of 
Tourism and Archaeology at the Ministry 
of Information. Although Peter had left 
Doha by the time my husband David 
and I arrived in 1985 I was familiar with 
his name, having read adventurer Tim 
Severin's account in his book The 
Sindbad Voyage of his journey from 
Oman to China in a replica of an ancient 
dhow. Peter Hunnam sailed on the first 
leg of that epic journey in 1982.  
 
Peter wrote: 'Dear Jassim, following our 
conversation this morning I have written 
down my ideas for a Qatar Natural 
History Club or Society.'  
 
He felt that there would be a lot of 
interest in the sort of activities he listed, 
and suggested that the first step would 
be to announce a general open meeting. 
He also hoped that the National 
Museum, which had opened earlier that 
year, would encourage and be involved 
in this sort of 'extra-curricular activity' 
and proposed the Museum library as a 
venue for the meetings.  

 
 

The letter from Peter Hannam to Jassim Zaimi 
that began it all, February 1978. 
 

Peter proposed that the aim of the Club 
or Group would be to bring together 
people with an interest in the natural 
history of Qatar and the Arabian Gulf, 
and to develop this interest through 
lectures, slide shows, film evenings, 
photo competitions and field trips, to be 
announced in a newsletter. He thought 
that membership should be open to all 
and that efforts should be made to 
encourage museum staff, university staff 
and students to join, as well  as, of 
course, members of the general public. 
Possible interests could include 
ornithology, marine biology, geology and 
geography, desert plants, wildlife and 
photography. He proposed the formation 
of a committee. 
 
Peter, who now lives in Brisbane, wrote 
to me recently that when he came out to 
Doha in 1975 the only Arabic phrase 
book he could find to take with him 
contained such useful sentences as, 'Do 
not be afraid, we are English soldiers,' 
and 'Take me to the head man of this 
village'!  Doha was a quiet and simple 
place to live in then, he says, compared 
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with the bustling metropolis it now is. He 
enjoyed his job, which was to establish 
the aquarium at the National Museum.  
 
Peter writes, 'By the end of the 70s, 
Doha‟s expat community had grown and 
individual families were staying longer in 
the country. There was great interest in 
the natural environment and in the 
wildlife living in the harsh desert 
conditions and in the warm productive 
waters of the Gulf. The local birds, 
plants, reptiles, mammals, fish and 
diverse marine invertebrates were all 
new and fascinating subjects, as were 
the local culture, lifestyles, architecture 
and their history. Informal groups formed 
around desert camping trips, bird-
watching, photography, star-gazing and 
diving and collecting trips for the 
Aquarium. The opening of the National 
Museum and the Aquarium provided a 
natural impetus to draw the informal 
groups together and organise the 
Natural History Society.'  
 
The next relevant document in the 
archives is an undated report, almost 
certainly written in the summer of 1979. 
It refers to the public inauguration of the 
Qatar Natural History Society, as it was 
then called, on Wednesday 8 November 
1978, in a special ceremony in the 
beautiful setting beside the lagoon at the 
National Museum. The founding 
President of the Society, Jassim Zaini, 
gave the opening address, in which he 
relayed the good wishes of H.E. Issa 
Ghanam Al Kuwari, who was Minister of 
Information at the time, that the Society 
should prosper. Strong support was also 
promised by the director of the National 
Museum, Darwish Mostafa Al Farh. 
Details of the Society's proposed 
activities were announced, and the 

meeting concluded with 'a delightful film 
about kingfishers.'  
 
The Society held monthly meetings and 
field-trips throughout the 1978-79 
season, the very first field trip being a 
shell-collecting sortie to a northern 
beach. Meetings were held, as now, on 
the first Wednesday of the month, and 
talks covered a wide range of subjects.  
 
Field trips in that first season included 
two visits to the oryx herd and two to 
experimental farms, plus expeditions to 
the Inland Sea.  
 

 
 
French archaeology director Jacques Tixier 
talking to the QNHG, 1980.  
 
At that time the Mission Archaeologique 
Francaise a Qatar, headed by Prof. 
Jacques Tixier, was investigating and 
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excavating a number of sites and 
members were conducted around by the 
experts. 
 

In October 1979 an elected committee 
was set up, headed by Major Tony 
Wray, a British Royal Navy officer. The 
suggested annual subscription was QAR 
20 and this remained unchanged until 
2007! By this date the meetings were 
being held in the Doha English Speaking 
School, where they have now returned – 
although not of course to the original 
building – after sojourning for various 
periods at the Ramada and Sofitel [now 
the Mercure] Hotels and the Doha and 
Al Jazra Clubs.  
 

 
 
Tony Wray at the electric organ, Carols in the 
Desert, December 1980. 
 

As a result of the bombing of the Doha 
Players theatre on 19 March 2005, 
which injured many and claimed the life 

of Jon Adams, an English teacher at 
Qatar Academy who was directing that 
evening's performance of Shakespeare, 
the DESS buildings sustained 
considerable damage, and QNHG held 
its meetings for some months at the 
Visual Arts Centre which allowed us the 
use of a room. 
 

 
 
Carols in the Desert, 1980.  
 

In 1981 Tony Wray left Qatar and 
Norwegian Dag Winding-Sorensen 
replaced him. Dag wrote to me recently 
about those early years: 
 

„I chaired the Society from 1981 to 1984, 
taking over from Tony Wray.  I recall our 
monthly field trips all over Qatar with 
pleasure, always starting out from the 
Tivoli Showroom, our monthly meetings 
at the Oasis Hotel and our annual family 
treasure hunts throughout the country in 
the spring and the Carols in the Desert 
at Christmas time. From a small group 
of not more than 10 – 15 people we 
expanded over the years to convoys of 
up to 70 cars on the most popular field 
trips. The Qatari police started to pay 
attention to our activity and sometimes 
followed us at a distance until we made 
an invitation through the Emiri Office for 
security officers to take part in the 
outings – which some of them did with 
great enthusiasm! Our cooperation with 
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the Qatari authorities was always 
smooth and cordial. Our relation with 
sister-organisations throughout the Gulf 
and beyond was always maintained. 
Particularly my experiences in Bahrain 
and the Oman are embedded in me with 
sweet memories, and so is our 
relationship with the Qatar National 
Museum‟.  
 
So began many years of Friday 
excursions to desert and shore in search 
of shells, ancient sites, insects, flowers 
and fossils. The Society's journals for 
1980-82 proudly record 'three film 
shows, thirteen talks, nineteen field trips, 
a treasure hunt, and a desert barbeque'!  
 
Member Vic Lynch describes the 
enthusiasm of the fossil-hunters in this 
charming ditty published in the QNHS 
newsletter in the early 1980s: 
 
The Gastropods of Qatar 
 
You may meet en elk, a whale or a 
whelk, 
Who is youthful to behold, 
But the gastropods of Qatar, 
Are sixty million years old. 
 
The smell of a snail might turn you pale 
Unless you're a Frenchman bold, 
But the gastropods of Qatar, 
Are sixty million years old. 
 
Now the gastropods, say the wise old 
bods, 
Once crept on the ocean floor; 
But through aeons of time, with the sand 
and slime 
They were buried, and moved no more. 
 
One was shown on a night at a 
gathering bright 
When the air and the drinks were cold: 

"Yes! The gastropods of Qatar 
Are sixty million years old!" 
 
Out everyone ran, and each woman and 
man 
Stripped the bare brown outcrops clean, 
While the desert rang to the vigorous 
clang 
Of their picks on the Eocene. 
 
Then home they went and with diligence 
bent, 
All their gastropods to groom, 
And now each has a place, in this year 
of grace 
In some charming society room. 
 
So when the Year Forty Thousand is 
here 
The memoirs may well be sold 
Of the gastropods of Qatar 
(By then it will not matter), 
Who will still be the rage at their ripe old 
age, 
Being sixty million, 
Thirty eight thousand, And fourteen 
Years 
Old. 
 

 
 

Searching for Fossils, 1981. 

 
The government of Qatar is generous in 
allowing expatriates to wander freely 
and take photographs – a privilege not 
accorded them in all Arab countries. My 
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husband David and I have been 
members since 1985, and I recall one 
occasion in early in 1991, when because 
of the Gulf War police had been told to 
keep an eye on the activities of 
foreigners, a convoy bent on searching 
for desert roses was followed for almost 
20 km off road by the police, curious to 
know what we were up to. The 
guardians of the law sat staring in 
astonishment as upwards of 50 adults 
leapt from their vehicles and started 
digging holes in the sand. 'Are these 
things valuable?' they asked, when 
shown a desert rose. 'No? Then -- why 
are you digging them up?' Impossible to 
explain, and they drove off smiling and 
shaking their heads. 
 

 
 

 Digging for sand roses.  
 

 
Sand rose trophies, 2007. 

The police were equally tolerant on 
another, highly embarrassing occasion, 
when an expedition went over to the 
west coast in search of geodes: small 
balls of rock which when cracked open 
contain a hollow of glittering crystals. 
Seeking somewhere firm on which to 
rest their prizes as they cracked them, 
some people came across a handy 
pipeline. The hammering resulted in an 
alarm being activated in Dukhan, 5 km 
distant! The police arrived at speed and 
demanded to know what on earth we 
were doing. Far from being angry, they 
just laughed at our horrified faces and 
went away after warning us not to do it 
again. 
 
From 1979 to 1986 the Society 
produced an annual Journal, with an 
attractively designed cover featuring a 
map of Qatar and an osprey in flight, a 
motif which was adopted as the 
society's logo. The osprey features on 
some rather grand gold-printed slips 
produced in 1980: 'With the 
compliments of the Qatar Natural 
History Society.'  Current member Ellie 
LeBaron, who was a member when she 
and her husband were previously here 
in that year, recalls that these were 
inserted in copies of the journal which 
were sent to various official 
organisations. Evidently they did things 
in style in those days!  
 
The 1979 -1980 issue contains reports 
on field trips to sites at Huwailah and 
Murwab in the north of Qatar being 
investigated by the French 
Archaeological Mission, where they 
were fortunate enough to be shown 
round by the Islamic archaeologist Dr 
Claire Hardy-Guilbert or by the director 
Prof. Jacques Tixier. There were 
features on birdwatching, desert plants 
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and on a visit to a farm at Shahaniya 
and the following conversational gems 
culled from field trips:,  
 
Driver to navigator wife, who is gazing at 
the map: 'How far to the nearest petrol 
station?'  
Wife: 'About three quarters of an inch.'  
 
Geologist, explaining  to group of 
members the origin of Jebel Wakra: ' 
And if you were to go to the sand-dunes 
south of Umm Said in 4 million years, 
you might see the same sort of 
formation.' 
Bemused member: 'Er...I don't think my 
contract will last that long.'  
 
Articles in the second issue, published in 
1980, included one on field walking by 
members of an archaeological site near 
the village of Al Jumaliyah. A 
rectangular setting of stone slabs was 
discovered, and dated by Prof. Tixier to 
the Barbar period of the Bronze Age 
culture known as Dilmun.  Other articles 
included reports on desert plants, 
geology, and bird-watching by John and 
Mair Hutton, who were still recording 
birds and making a valuable contribution 
to international records, when we joined 
the QNHG, as it had by then become, in 
1985. Their work was continued for 
many years by Canadians Bob and 
Helen Nation, and then by fellow 
Canadian Andrew Hooper. In recent 
years interest in birdwatching and 
recording within the QNHG lapsed 
somewhat, but has now revived with  the 
arrival of several knowledgeable 
enthusiasts and the founding last 
November at the Friends of the 
Environment Center of the Qatar Bird 
Club.  
 

But the most exciting entry in that issue 
of the Journal was a photocopy of an 
article about the QNHS which had 
appeared in The Times of London on 20 
August 1980. Yes, the newly established 
Society actually featured in the 
international press!  
 
It resulted from the publication of an 
article by a Times journalist entitled 
'Putting the Oryx back in its Homeland', 
which laid the blame for the decline of 
the oryx in these regions on Qatari 
hunting parties but failed to mention the 
conservation efforts, pioneered by the 
late Sheikh Jassim bin Hamad Al Thani, 
which had been underway in Qatar for 
some years.  
 
The accusations were promptly refuted 
by the Qatari ambassador in London, 
Rashid Al Khater, who pointed out that 
there were now two major breeding 
herds of oryx being developed in Qatar. 
QNHS Chairman Tony Wray, unaware 
of the ambassador's letter, also wrote to 
The Times along the same lines. This 
resulted in an article by the same 
journalist entitled 'The Full Life in Qatar' 
in which he fully acknowledged the 
contribution of the Qatari authorities 
towards preserving the oryx from 
extinction, and then turned his attention 
to the fledging Natural History Society. 
He wryly observed that 'with the 
undifferentiated energy characteristic of 
infancy, the society seems to have 
crammed an improbable number and 
variety of activities into the immediate 
post-natal period.'  
 
At the end of 1981 Major Tony Wray and 
his wife left Qatar. Tony was a very 
active and popular chairman, judging by 
the affectionate tribute to him and his 
wife in the Journal for 1981: 
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'Tony and Liz Wray together conceived, 
gestated and gave birth to our Society. 
They nurtured their offspring through its 
first three delicate years, and with their 
task more than successfully 
accomplished, they handed over the 
thriving youngster to its new guardians.'   
 
In this year for the first time a small 
committee was established. 
 

 
 

 Farewell for Liz and Tony Wray 1981. 
 

The Journal reports on a visit to Qatar in 
February 1981 by 28 members of the 
Bahrain Natural History Society, and 
there was a return visit by the QNHS to 
Bahrain in April 1982. These visits to 
neighbouring states lapsed for many 
years but were revived in 1996, again 
with a weekend in Bahrain, and took 
place annually for several years.  
 

 
 
Courtyard of Sheikh Isa’s House. QNHG 
weekend trip to Bahrain, 1996. 

 

 
 
Weekend trip to Bahrain, 1996. Chairman Ed 
Lewis in patterned shirt in the centre of the 
group. 
 

Trawling through the assorted 
correspondence of the QNHS in the 
1980s, I came across a flattering 
request from a librarian at the Natural 
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History Museum in London, asking for 
copies of the journal to be sent to the 
museum whenever it was published.  
 
Austrian Hans Morth took over from Dag 
Winding-Sorensen as interim chairman 
in 1984, to be followed by Brian 
Eccleston in 1985. Hans and his wife 
Lotte were enthusiastic and popular 
members of the Natural History Group, 
as it became around this time, and it 
was amateur astronomer Hans who 
founded the annual December star-
gazing event. This was at first separate 
from the holding of 'Carols in the Dunes', 
when people barbequed and gathered to 
sing around a bonfire at [where else?] 
the singing dunes, but after some years 
the two combined to become the much-
loved Starry Night in the Dunes. For the 
last four years the QNHG has combined 
with the Doha Players to organise Starry 
Night, and Santa Claus now delights 
youngsters with his annual visits. 
 

 
 
Santa Claus with his assistant elf and two young 
visitors to Starry Night 2006. 
 

No one who was present at the Morths' 
leaving party in November 1986 in the 
desert south of Al Wakra, attended by 
most of the QNHG, will ever forget it.  
Hans had elected to depart in style. He 
had had a whole sheep roasted in a  

 
 
Starry Night. Chairman Leslie Butler dispensing 
cheering drinks, 2006. 
 

local hotel, and was completing the 
process by spit-roasting it over a large 
fire, but just as supper-time drew near 
the heavens opened and a truly 
torrential quantity of rain and hail-stones 
descended: hail-stones later described 
by broadcaster Nick Kelly on the local 
radio as 'the size of Mars bars.'  The 
guests could not abandon their host and 
take shelter, as he doggedly continued 
to baste his sheep while the lightning 
crackled around him. So people held 
their umbrellas over the sheep while 
Hans carved. In the few seconds it took 
to dash to the cars with plates of mutton 
and rice, they were brimming with icy 
water! 
 
In 1985 Dr William George arrived in 
Doha to take up his post of head of 
dermatology at the newly opened 
Hamad Hospital, and quickly became a 
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regular attender at QNHG meetings and 
also on field trips. Bill was a much-loved 
character and a good friend to the 
QNHG; he had no fewer than ten ready-
prepared talks, including several sound 
and light shows on ancient Egypt, one of 
his passions, and could always be relied 
on to step into the breach if a speaker 
let us down at the last minute, as 
sometimes happened.   
 
In 1996 he retired but remained in Qatar 
and devoted his time not only to his 
army of cats, both at his home and 
outside the gates of Rumaillah Hospital 
where dozens lined up to be fed every 
morning, but also to animal welfare in 
general. He was instrumental in Qatar 
becoming, in 2001, a signatory of CITES 
which aims to prevent the trade of 
endangered species. Bill George was a 
man of many and varied talents – a 
musician, a talented gardener, a keen 
photographer and a painter – and when 
he died of cancer in June 2002 he was 
sadly missed by many, including all his 
friends in the QNHG.  
 
Brian Eccleston was a member of the 
QNHG from 1979 onwards and took 
over as chairman from 1985 to 1990. He 
has sent some notes on his memories of 
those years:   
 
„My diaries for the years 1979 to 1990, 
when I left Qatar, have many references 
to meetings hastily rearranged when the 
speakers and even the venues, were 
whisked from under our feet at the last 
minute. 
 
Our first meetings were held in the 
autumn of 1979 at the Qatar National 
Museum, under the auspices of Dr 
Darwish al Farh, but we soon moved on.  
We met once at the Doha English 

Speaking School, then the Oasis Hotel, 
the Doha Club, the Ramada Hotel and 
sometimes, when all else failed, in 
private homes. 
 
Each move was precipitated by a 
request from our „hosts‟ for a fee which 
we were adamant we would not ask our 
members to pay, and so we moved on 
again. 
 
Field trips were most rewarding when 
members, who had never watched birds 
or collected fossils before, suddenly 
found that there were more aspects to 
life in Qatar than they had ever 
expected. 
 
One memorable occasion, I took the 
wrong desert track at the head of a 
column of some 30 assorted vehicles, 
en route to search for sharks‟ teeth.  At 
an appropriate turning point, on a stony 
bluff, I turned round and started back the 
way we had come.  It was surreal to see 
two columns of vehicles, passing one 
another in opposite directions in the 
resulting clouds of dust.  The cars at the 
back of the column duly went up to the 
turning point and came back again.  
What is more amazing is that no one 
was lost and no one complained. 
 
We produced a publication in those 
days, we had photo competitions, we 
had star-watch barbeques in the desert 
and the inevitable film shows. 
 
Fish, Flora and Fossils were our regular 
features but descriptions by Prof. Tixier 
of the French archaeological 
excavations at Al Khor, were true 
highlights‟. 
 
In 1990 Edward Lewis assumed 
leadership of the QNHG from Brian 
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Eccleston, and ran the group very 
efficiently for 6 years. He writes of his 
memories of those years: 
 
'I've had a look through my files: first 
time in 12 years! My first newsletter 
is dated September 1990; it presents 3 
talks and 3 fieldtrips including ' Starry 
Night in the Dunes', an annual favourite 
attracting up to 100 vehicles to the new 
site, about 6 km inland from Al Wakra.  
The carols were led by Keith & Louisa 
Turvey, and there was a virtuoso violin 
solo by music teacher Ian Dick at the 
camp fire.  These three teachers at 
DESS became Starry Night's annual slot 
for a while.  
 
Overnight camps for QNHG members 
were David Gillespie's speciality.  
Myself, I undertook hazardous treks 
to the 'lost city of Murwab'. Memorable 
was the occasion when, in my red 
Daihatsu Rocky, I led 50 vehicles from 
the start, following the wrong path, 
wrong direction; nothing for it but to turn 
round and head back to start again, 
passing on the other side the convoy 
which was following me. Not a whisper 
of comment was there! [There certainly 

was, but we were too polite to let him hear 

it! Fran] We eventually reached safe. 
 
We were very fortunate to enjoy several 
years' free use of the Doha Club and its 
excellent facilities: their resident artist 
was also at our disposal. I would design 
plans for posters and these would be 
expertly produced, ready for me to hang 
in the foyer - no charge! Towards the 
end of 1995, Doha Club policy changed, 
and we had to look for an alternative, 
which Dr William George found for us: 
the Al Jasra Club just by the Emiri 
Palace.‟ 

 
 
 Doha Club QNHG  poster, early 1990’s. 
 

„Talks in my six years as Chairman 
ranged from 'The Great White Hell of 
Antarctica' by Robin Regester [long ago 
returned to Australia]; 'Mountaineering in 
the Peruvian Andes', by John Nixon, the 
deputy principal of Doha College, the 
memorable sound and light shows of Bill 
George's travels in Egypt, Sudan and 
Pakistan; and Doha's leading twitchers, 
Bob and Helen Nation, also intrepid 
travellers, and now home in Canada, 
with talks on the Sahara, Namibia and 
the Yemen. 
 
An exceptional newsletter entry for 
January 1991 reads: 'Escalation of the 
Gulf Crisis by Iraqi President, Saddam 
Hussein, on Jan 17/18, caused the 
postponement of the field trip 
'Westwards from Shahaniya', which will 
now be on March 15th (Saddam 
allowing).'   Incidentally, he did loose off 
a couple of Scuds towards Qatar: one 
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landed in the sea, the other narrowly 
missed a chicken farm up-country. I took 
a photo of a young Qatari who chanced 
to be visiting the spot at the same time, 
who obligingly stood in the crater 
shaking his fist northwards. 
 

The main innovation of those years was 
a weekend excursion to Bahrain, 
organized by Fran Gillespie in 
collaboration with archaeologist Dr Jane 
Moon, who flew to Doha in February 
1996 to give a talk to the QNHG on 
Dilmun and the ongoing excavations at 
Saar, a recently discovered settlement. 
Fran booked 28 of us into the Dilmun 
Hotel in Manama for an archeological 
weekend.' 
 
 

Ed was a one-man band: he dispensed 
with a committee and his wife Jenny 
undertook secretarial duties. He had a 
real talent for finding good speakers, 
and led many an enjoyable expedition, 
even if they occasionally went astray!  
Under his leadership there was no 
formal membership and no 
subscriptions, simply a mailing list and a 
QAR 5.00 per vehicle levy which paid for 
the newsletters. Names were entered on 
the mailing list only after you had been 
vetted by Ed; he ran it like a private club 
and if he didn't care for the look of 
someone, their name was simply not 
added to the list. There were complaints 
from aggrieved people who said that 
they never received newsletters 
although they had requested them! 
 
This autocratic state of affairs could not 
go on, with Qatar's expatriate population 
continuing to expand and more and 
more people applying for membership. 
When Ed Lewis retired and left Qatar in 
1996, John Bell took over and he set up 
a working group of volunteers  along the 

 
 
Chairman Ed Lewis and his wife Jenny with 
natural history specimen, 1995.  
 

lines still in place today. John was an 
ex-RAF pilot with years of organisational 
experience, and was accustomed to 
working with a team.  
 
The QAR 20.00 annual subscription was 
reinstated, with a QAR 10.00 per vehicle 
contribution on the Friday excursions, an 
increase on the previous QAR 5.00. 
With this augmented income it was 
possible to purchase a few useful items 
for the group such as a tent [still in use 
as Santa's Grotto on Starry Night!], a 
new screen for presentations, a 
telescope and a First Aid Kit. The GIS 
Centre donated a set of laminated up-to-
date maps. The Group had been holding 
its monthly meetings in the Doha Club, 
but when in 1995 the Doha Club 
proposed the introduction of a charge for 
the use of the room other quarters had 
to be found. 
 
For a while meetings were held in a 
small upstairs room with tiered seats in 
the Al Jasra Club: an all-male Qatari 
club, where access to the room was via 
the magilis, a little awkward for female 
members. So John negotiated a return 
to the Doha English Speaking School, 
where we have been made welcome 
ever since. With larger and better 
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facilities, membership soared. In 2008 
QNHG donated half the cost of the new 
sound system for the DESS gymnasium 
where meetings are held. 
 
John Bell, reminiscing about his 
memories of those years, writes about 
an interesting discovery in SW Qatar, at 
a place named Jarr Umm Tuwaim, of 
the only known non-coastal petroglyphic 
site in the country:  
 
' I was due to leave Qatar in March 2008 
to take up an appointment as Visiting 
Professor of Aeronautical Science at 
Western Michigan University in the USA, 
and decided that, as a swansong, we 
should organise a major field trip to 
examine an apparently unrecorded set 
of rock carvings on a jebel outcrop 
which I had stumbled upon while 
searching for fossils in the remote south 
west corner of the country.    Sub-
groups were formed to examine the rock 
carvings, the flora and fauna of the area, 
various archaeological remains, and the 
bird life in this interesting remote area of 
the desert.    A small marquee was 
purchased and the group leaders 
camped out the night before setting out 
boundaries and preparing blank reports 
for the sub-group leaders.  Overall it was 
a most rewarding experience.  The 
various reports were submitted and 
compiled into a large report by Fran 
Gillespie.'  
 
With modest funds in the bank it was 
possible, for the first time, to invite 
speakers from overseas. In 1996 the 
QNHG invited Jane Moon, Co-director of 
the London-Bahrain Archaeological 
Expedition, to visit Doha to give a talk to 
QNHG members on the exciting 
discoveries made by her team at the 
4000-year-old Dilmun site at Saar, and 

soon after this 28 members of the Group 
visited Saar and were able to see for 
themselves this remarkable Bronze Age 
trading settlement.  
 

 
 
QNHG at the Bronze Age site of Saar, Bahrain, 
1996. 
 

Her visit to the QNHG was followed by 
that of British archaeologist Geoffrey 
Bibby, one of the pioneers of modern 
archaeology in this region of the Middle 
East and author of the bestselling 
Looking for Dilmun, published in 1970, 
about the discovery of a 'lost' Bronze 
Age trading civilisation based in Bahrain.  
Bibby had worked with a Danish team in 
Eastern Arabia and the Gulf states, 
including Qatar, in the 1950s and 1960s.  
 

  
Archaeologist Geoffrey Bibby examines a 
potsherd at Zekrit Fort with a young enthusiast, 
1997.  
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Together with Group members he 
visited sites on the west coast where he 
and his team had excavated in the early 
60s. 
 
The QNHG then invited his Danish 
colleague, ethnographer Klaus 
Ferdinand, to come and lecture. 
Together with those of photographer 
Jette Bang, Ferdinand's photographs 
and records of the Bedouin of Qatar in 
1959 had provided an invaluable record 
of a way of life that was about to vanish 
forever. These visits were sponsored by 
Maersk Oil Qatar.  
 

 
 

Klaus Ferdinand at the exhibition of his photos of 
the Bedouin in the National Museum, 1998. 

 
 

 
 
Klaus Ferdinand in conversation with Darwish al 
Farh at the National Museum, 1998. 

 

The visit of Klaus Ferdinand and his wife 
Marianne coincided with the 20th 

anniversary celebrations of the QNHG in 
1998, which were held beside the 
lagoon at the National Museum on the 
same site as the inauguration had taken 
place. The Ferdinands joined in the 
party with enthusiasm. Carpets and 
cushions were spread over the museum 
lawns, and after sharing a meal of 
traditional spiced roast lamb, rice and 
fruit the guests relaxed with coffee and 
the hubble-bubble pipes known as 
shishas, and were entertained by 
musicians, dancers and singers from the 
Qatari folk group Busabbar. 
 
In 1999 I became the co-ordinator of the 
Qatar Archaeology Project, a joint 
British-Qatari initiative sponsored by the 
University of Birmingham, and invited Dr 
Robert Killick, the husband of the above-
mentioned Dr Jane Moon, to come to 
Qatar as the director once his team had 
completed their work at Saar in Bahrain. 
For the first four months of the following 
year excavations took place on the small 
island of Jazirat bin Ghanim, aka Al 
Khor Island, in the shallow waters of the 
bay of Al Khor, where there had been 
intermittent occupation covering some 
5000 years. QAP excavated two sites 
including one from the Dilmun period, 
and QNHG members were made 
welcome as volunteers.  
 
Dr Killick and his team gave guided 
tours and a presentation. This was the 
first time for many years that QNHG 
members were able to visit an ongoing 
archaeological excavation in Qatar. 
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Picnicking on Al Khor Island 2005. 
 

Dr David Robertshaw, who was 
chairman from 2004 to 2006, writes from 
the USA: 
 
„“Natural History”, in a desert country 
would appear to be somewhat of a 
misnomer but the breadth of activities 
enjoyed by the QNHG revealed a rich 
flora and fauna which was a surprise to 
me. The membership of QNHG more 
than doubled between 2004 and 2006:  
the size of the membership meant that 
large convoys of four-wheel drive 
vehicles became a common occurrence 
on the roads at the weekends. We were 
stopped by the army on one occasion as 
we got close to the Saudi Arabian 
border; I am not sure who they thought 
we were but they were anxious. 
 
One of the most popular field trips 
involved a visit to the Arabian Oryx 
Breeding Centre which had been 
established as part of a national and 
international project to breed and 
reintroduce the Arabian Oryx (Oryx 
leucoryx) to their normal habitat after 
they became extinct in the wild in 1972. 
  
I was lucky to have two biology experts 
as my colleagues at Weill Cornell 
Medical College in Qatar, Drs Renee 

Richer and Michael Smith who led visits 
to explore the intertidal ecology of both 
the eastern and western coasts of 
Qatar, being assisted by Ian Mcdonald a 
marine biologist of Qatar Petroleum. 
This led to the discovery of a new 
species of „sea slug‟ or nudibranch. 
 
I have a particular interest in the biology 
of the camel and was able to organize 
visits to the camel race track to not only 
observe a race but also view these 
beautiful animals at close quarters. 
 

The QNHG was the highlight of a seven 
year assignment to Qatar for my wife, 
Margaret, and myself and made 
possible by the energy and enthusiasm 
of the organizing committee. Wonderful 
memories!‟ 
  
For many years now all overseas 
speakers have been generously 
sponsored with the provision of air-
tickets by Khalid al Rabban, chairman of 
the Rabban Group of companies. 
Speakers have included Dr Marijcke 
Jongbloed, author of many books on the 
wildlife of the UAE and former director of 
the Sharjah Natural History Museum, Dr 
Roger Webster who was among the first 
British children to be born in Qatar and 
who wrote a doctoral thesis on the Al 
Murra Bedouin, and Dr Walid Yasin Al-
Tikriti, an Iraqi archaeologist who is the 
director of Al Ain museum. Dr Drew 
Gardner, a reptile specialist at Zayed 
University in the UAE, is frequently 
invited by the QNHG to give superbly 
illustrated presentations not only on 
Arabian reptiles but on other aspects of 
his many interests.  
 
In April this year we look forward to 
welcoming the famous wildlife 
photographers Hanne and Jens Eriksen, 
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who lived in Oman for almost 20 years 
but are now resident in the UAE. 
 
Glamorous though it may be to 'import' 
speakers from abroad, the Group could 
not continue to flourish without people 
living and working in Qatar, both 
professionals and enthusiastic 
amateurs, who are prepared to come 
and share their specialist knowledge 
and interests with others. Sophisticated 
Powerpoint presentations using lap-tops 
have now replaced the slide-shows, on 
shaky projectors which occasionally 
packed up and refused to work, which 
were a feature of QNHG meetings for so 
many years. 
 
In November 1997 the Friday morning 
'Ramblers Group' was started as a sub-
group of the QNHG by American 
university teacher Bill Sypher, who had 
come from Bahrain where the Bahrain 
Natural History Society had been 
holding weekly rambles for some years.  
 

 
 
Ramblers at Ras Abrouq, 2005. 
 

These proved a popular addition to the 
Group's activities and have continued 
ever since.  
 

 
 

Talking to Sheikh Faisal bin Qassim al-Thani 
[right] at his museum near Shahaniya, 2006.  
 

Around six years ago the QNHG began 
to organise trips to places further afield 
than Bahrain and the northern and 
southern Emirates, which had previously 
formed the limit of their excursions. 
These have now become a popular 
feature, and there are trips twice a year 
during the long Eid breaks, organised 
with the help of local travel agents. 
These have included visits to Syria, Iran, 
Egypt, Morocco, Sri Lanka, India, China, 
Kenya, Turkey and Austria. 
 

 
 
Weekend trip to Ras Al Khaimah,UAE.1998. 
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A young Australian member of the QNHG with 
Omani friend, Buraimi Fort, 1997. 
 

 
 
Touring the excavations of Tel Abraq, UAE. 
1998. 
 

The recording of Qatar's fauna and flora 
is far from complete, although much has 
been undertaken in this direction by The 
Friends of the Environment Center. 
Members of the QNHG have also made 

their contribution. Two examples which 
come to mind are the first recording in 
Qatar, in June 1999, of the Leaf-nosed 
snake Lytorhynchus diadema, and in 
April 2007 the discovery of an 
unrecorded type of nudibranch, a 
colourful sea slug, as yet unnamed, 
belonging to the Chromodoris species.  
 

 
 
 Leaf-nosed snake recorded by QNHG in 1999. 
 

 
 
New species of Nudibranch discovered by 
QNHG, 2007 
 

Ten years ago membership of the 
QNHG stood at 250, equalled only by 
that of the Emirates NHG in Al Ain. In 
June 2008 it was over double that 
number, and each year it continues to 
rise. This has made administration 
increasingly complex, and last year for 
the first time the numbers of vehicles on 
some field trips had to be limited.  
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During the time that Renee Hughes and 
Jens-Ole Koch were chairmen, 2007 – 
2009, the QNHG at last launched its 
long-awaited website, www.qnhg.org . In 
addition to featuring much information 
about the group, programmes, 
newsletters both past and current, and 
photographs, there is a membership 
form which new members can complete 
online, paying their QAR 30 subscription 
at the next meeting. This has done away 
with the time-consuming paperwork 
which had to be undertaken at the start 
of each meeting. 
 

 
 
Beach clean at Maranwa, 1996.    
 

 
 
Planting mangrove seedlings at Ras Laffan, 
1999. 
 

The last 30 years, I think, have been 
successful in fulfilling the original aims of 
the founders. Many thousands of people 
from countries worldwide have 

welcomed the opportunity to learn a little 
more about the country in which they 
were, for a few months or years, guests. 
Since the QNHG was founded all those 
years ago vast areas of the country that 
once were undisturbed desert are now 
covered with roads, forests of tower 
blocks, hectares of housing, industrial 
development and all the infrastructure 
that inevitably goes with them. This is, 
after all, a developing country. 
 
More than a decade with very little rain 
has resulted in a sharp decline in the 
flora and fauna of the natural landscape, 
and three consecutive exceptionally hot 
summers in the 1990s had devastating 
effects on offshore coral reefs and on 
marine fauna generally. The very first 
field trip was a shell-collecting sortie to a 
northern beach; anyone doing that today 
would find, by comparison, thin pickings. 
But somehow life survives, and there 
are still wild places to explore and 
virtually untouched corners of the 
peninsula to delight in. And still there are  
surprises: only in May last year was it 
discovered that golden jackals, long 
thought to be extinct in Qatar, are still 
hanging on in the west, and it is less 
than ten years since another large 
animal, the ratel or honey badger, was 
found to be surviving here in a remote 
corner of the peninsula.     
 
The QNHG has progressed over the 
years from distributing photocopied 
newsletters by snail mail, then by fax, 
and finally to sending out colourful 
illustrated newsletters by email, and the 
new website brings us even further up-
to-date. What will the next ten years 
bring? The organisation relies entirely 
upon volunteers who are willing to pitch 
in and help, whether it is in 
administration, leading a field trip or 

http://www.qnhg.org/
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giving a talk on their particular interest. 
So long as these volunteers continue to 
come forward, the QNHG will continue 
to flourish. 
 

 
 
Dune Leaping in the Singing Dunes. 
 

I would like to thank all those members 
who generously took time to dig out their 
photos for inclusion in this History, 
especially Ellie LeBaron who appears to 
hold the earliest photographic records of 
the Group's activities.  Many thanks also 
to past members and former chairmen 
who contributed their memories of their 
time with the QNHG. Finally, my 
gratitude for the assistance of Louise 
Hunter, who put her editorial skills to 
good use in assembling this little record 
of our activities over three decades. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Chairpersons 1979 – 2009 
 
Major Tony Wray 1979-1981 
Dag Winding-Sorensen 1981-1982 
Dag Winding-Sorensen/Hans Moerth 
1983- 4 
Hans Moerth 1984 
Brian Eccleston 1985 -1990 
Ed Lewis 1990 -1996 
John Bell 1996 - 1998 
David and Fran Gillespie 1998 - 2000 
Brian Scribbens 2000 - 2002 
Paul Easy 2002 - 2004 
David Robertshaw 2004 - 2006 
Leslie Butler 2006 -2007 
Renee Hughes 2007-8 
Jens-Ole Koch 2008-9 
Michael Lesser 2009 
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Out and About in Qatar 
 

 
 
Fine Dining following a QNHG field trip, 1981. 

 

 
 
Field trip to the gypsum pavements, SW. Qatar, 
1999. 

 

 
 
Dhow Trip, Doha Bay, 2008. 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
Bird Watching in Al Khor, 2008. 
 

 
 
A sink hole off the Salwa Road, Qatar, 2008. 
 

 
 
Abu Samra, 2009. 
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The Natural History Group 
Abroad 

 

 
 
Picnicking in the Northern Emirates, 1998. 
 

 
 
Sidi Bou Said, Tunisia, 2006. 
 

 
 
QNHG at Palmyra, Syria, 2000. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
QNHG in India, 2002. 
 

 
 
QNHG visiting the pyramids, Egypt, 2004. 
 

 
 
400 Hundred year old Garden – Shanghai, 
China, 2008. 
 


