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      1. Aerial view of the Dubai Creek with many dhows


    




    A people that does not know its past has neither a present nor a future.




    Sheikh Saeed




    DUBAI




    Dubai is not only, as is occasionally  rumored, “do buy” – a place to purchase duty free or go shopping in the more than thirty elegant shopping malls or in the souks. Above all, Dubai is a busy city that stands in sharp contrast to the desert hinterland, cosmopolitan like few others, filled with friendly, helpful and gregarious people who welcome everybody who does not walk around in shabby shorts or with an exposed midriff. It is a city whose traffic awakens to life at about eight o’clock every morning when white collar employees and dockworkers begin traveling to their jobs. The short rush hour begins about an hour later with the larger cars of the manager and higher-level employees, those who have driven small cars long enough to want to demonstrate their status. Soon most of the inner-city parking lots are filled.




    Dubai continues to expand and because of this has become an El Dorado for architects and engineers, who here enjoy a freedom to transform their ideas for construction projects and buildings into reality found in only very few places in the world. Thanks to an elegant and extremely clever traffic system that in many cases avoids intersections and is of course aided by the four-lane and six-lane highways leading into and out of the city, Dubai has comparatively fewer stoplights and thus fewer traffic jams than most Western towns that measure their importance by the number of traffic lights they have installed. Dubai is a city whose building fronts and patterned-tile underpass walls are completely free of the “artistry” of the wild graffiti sprayers, although it is impossible to determine whether the “sprayers” have not yet reached Dubai or already left it behind them. It is also – what joy for pedestrians – a city without dogs and their droppings and with an unusually small pigeon population. In their place one finds an unbelievably large number of gulls, who have made their nests in the greenery near the golf and yacht club, circling above the clean waters of the Creek in their search for prey.




    But Dubai is also a city of hard physical labor. The large number of workers on road building crews in the expanding areas or at the quay of the Creek clearly demonstrates this. At the quay, the dhows are anchored in double and triple rows, as close together as the goods they hold. The constant loading and unloading of goods on swaying gangplanks, picturesque but sweaty and nearly unceasing work – large equipment like cranes are used only for the heaviest loads – speaks for itself. The belly of a dhow swallows and transports anything the market demands, whether a small package or a pipeline, car tires or even entire trucks.




    Of course, Dubai is also a city of luxury and wealth, recognizable not only in the golf club and exclusive hotels, evident in the horse and camel races or discreetly hidden behind mirrored facades, but also in jewelers’ displays behind bulletproof glass or the international houses of fashion design.




    Dubai is all of this, and more. No one word can describe it, but if the quality of the paper used to print newspapers is any measure of quality, Dubai is surely among the wealthiest cities in the world.
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      2. An Emirate
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      3. Sparkling façades of the Creek


    




    
From the desert to the Gulf




    Sometime in the grey mists of antiquity, the first Bedu came from the depths of the enormous desert area of the Rub-al Khali, whose 132.000 km² make it three times the size of Switzerland, and settled in what is today called the Persian Gulf. These Bedu are the descendants of an ancient once-existing culture. Why they gave up the nomadic life they had led up until then, which by their own accounts was hard and full of deprivation but still met their essential needs, and moved to what was the exact opposite of their former environment, will probably forever remain a mystery. But even in this predominantly new environment they continued to live their strictly tribal life.




    Matters do not become less murky until the 1830’s, when a small part of the Bani Yas tribe under the leadership of the Maktoum family migrated from the Liva oasis, which lies much further south at the border to Saudia Arabia, to the Gulf. They first settled near what is today Abu Dhabi (in translation something like ‘father of the gazelle’ – according to legend, members of the Bani Yas discovered a gazelle at a water hole and thus deemed it a suitable spot for settlement).




    The area of the Liva Oasis lies about 250 kilometers to the southwest, inland on the edge of the northern Al Qafa region and the enormous Uruq al-Shaiba Desert. Among the Bedu, this region had always been known for its wells and its villages, in whose houses, made out of woven mats or clay and roofed with palm leaves, the Al bu Falah and the Bani Yas lived modestly with their donkeys, sheep, goats and camels. The entire oasis, where even today numerous villages lie closely together, is of considerable size; three camel travel days are necessary to travel its perimeter. The Bedu laid in a supply of water in these villages for their travels through the unimaginably large desert areas, for in the oases that lie protected by the high dunes were protected areas of flourishing date palms. The date palm has been cultivated for over 5,000 years and has adapted well to desert conditions; its fruit is a basic staple of the Arab diet and in some circles it is even believed to increase virility. There is an old Arabian saying that says (in essence) “We sit in the shade of the date palm, we eat its fruit, our animals are fed with its seeds, we weave baskets, mats and walls from its leaves and we transform its trunks into columns.” The nomadic Bedu also gathered flour, tea, butter and goat’s meat as provisions in the oases, however.




    The still-migratory Bedu tribes here in southern Arabia are small in relation to those in northern Arabia, whose tribes sometimes have thousands of members. Mid-sized tribes have about 500 men, who travel great distances with their camels in search of water and grazing land. They wander through the unimaginable, nearly uninhabited desert Rub-al Khali, also called The Sands or The Empty Quarter. It is one of the largest desert areas in the world, where during the summer and particularly between the end of May and the end of June tremendous sandstorms bring life in the desert practically to a halt and where during the winter temperatures range from nearly 50° C during the day to 10° C at night.
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      4. Traditional architecture with wind towers surrounding the Creek
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      5. One of the numerous parks surrounding the city
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      6. Traditional Arab boats, dhows, facing the modern towers


    




    A huge piece of earth with high moving dunes that stretch in every direction, an area that must survive with almost no precipitation and one which only very few non-Arabs have dared to penetrate. The desert is not dead, despite these extreme conditions. It has sparse, permanently visible vegetation, occasionally as large as a bush and a large number of plants that form buds or even bloom only at certain times of year or after one of the rare rains – 13 cm of rain falls here at the most. For example, one often finds “Soddom’s Apple,” which grows singly, is small, yellow, salty and only edible for antelopes. Traces of animals that are active only at night can also be found in the sand, as well, of course, as the free-roaming camels. The most beautiful thing in the desert, however, is the night sky above it: the stars twinkle and glow in breathless silence in an endless space.




    Sand kernels in various sizes is the end of all weathered stone and is known as a poor building material, beloved by children as something to throw occasionally in sandboxes and indispensable to sun worshippers at the beach for the use of sunscreens and oils and as a part of beach volleyball games. The Bedu, however, differentiate sand carefully according to its properties: firm when it is cold or rainy, soft as butter when it is warm, slippery between the hills of the moving dunes, sometimes salty, fine as powder or coarse like sea salt, from nearly white on the coast to beige-toned, deep orange and burgundy-colored in the mountains and with all possible shades in between.




    Camels can survive up to 20 days without water while traveling through what is frequently more than a meter of sand. In the broad gravel steppes of the Rub-al Khali it could be even longer. If the Bedu does not find a place for his camel to graze, however, his camel’s death will usually mean his own as well. Today the large camel caravans, which once consisted of up to a thousand animals and, led by the picturesquely clothes Bedu with their craggy weatherbeaten faces and weapons constantly at the ready – well into the 1950’s they were feared robbers – traveled from oasis to oasis with majestic gait, are largely a thing of the past. In their place have come the mostly Japanese, whining, unromantic, all wheel overland vehicles or trucks that leave garbage and deep tracks in what was before a nearly pristine place.




    Later, and here too it is impossible to fix an exact date, nearly a thousand Al bu Falasah, a sub-tribe of the Bani Yas, moved from Abu Dhabi in a northeasterly direction and settled in a small fishing village that lay conveniently close to a knee-shaped arm of the sea that reached far inland. From there they traded, fished or worked as sailors. They were feared as pirates and famed as divers for pearls in the glass-clear waters of the Gulf. With the beginning of the 20th century, Dubai was already a prospering small harbor city that attracted Indians, Persians and Baluchi, whereby the two last-named settled primarily in one specific part of the city, today Batavia, named after a Baste district in the former Persia, and began a lively trade with their former homeland in southern Iran. The Indians who had come there also expanded their trade relationships and opened their businesses in the souks. This interweaving of cultures had the result that over the course of time Dubai could boast the largest souks of the western Gulf coast. One of the main items of trade were pearls, until the Japanese brought cultivated pearls to market and what had until then been a bustling trade in pearls collapsed.




    Another essential trade item was, and is, gold. Over the course of time, the gold market drew other migrants from the entire Gulf region and created the foundation of the regional economic development of the city, which was interrupted only by World War II. After the war ended in 1945, earlier trade relations were quickly reestablished and expanded. On the basis of mutual tolerance, a cosmopolitan atmosphere was created that made Dubai the most important center of trade in the Gulf region.




    The discovery of oil in Saudi Arabia and the constantly growing thirst for oil of the western industrial nations intensified exploration in the Middle East and led initially to the discovery of oil fields in the Emirate of Dubai in 1966 and to the export of oil in1969.
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      7. The abras along the Creek quays at nightfall
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