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€€ here was no electricity, water was salty,
and money wasn’t plentiful. Life in
Abu Dhabi was a struggle at that time.”

Ahmad Bin Darwish Khouri, a highly respected
poet who witnessed the UAE’s pre-oil era, was
referring to the same Abu Dhabi that was recently
rated as the best city after New York to do business
in, beating London and Hong Kong.

Born in a tent on the beach in December 1934,
Khouri, one of the few of his generation who lives
to tell the world about the astonishing evolution
of his country, admits that he had “neverimagined
this much change would happen - that there
would be a Hamdan or Electra Street.”

Indeed, enormous changes have taken place over
the 250 years of Emirati history, most of which
only occurred in the last few decades.

BYGONE DAYS OF THE RUPEES

“In the 1940s and ‘sos, most people in Abu
Dhabi lived on pearl hunting and fishing. In
the mornings, fishermen started their trade
activities, usually on islands, and merchants
would come to buy the catch from them,”
recalls Khouri.

“In the evenings, they would go out to what is
now Al Hamdan Street, where there were many
wells. Traders would spread out on the sand, we
would play and get sweaty, before swimming in
the sea. At night, everyone went home and slept.”

Only seven at the time, he watched every morning
as pearl divers tied their feet with heavy stones
to plummet in the sea faster, and put on linen
suits which is called “Shamshool” to protect
their bodies against jellyfish, in search for pearl
oysters. The harvested pearls would then be sold
to merchants who came from all over the region,
from Qatar to India.

“The biggest pearl and the most expensive was the
‘Hasba’, it could cost around 4,000 Gulf rupees,
similar to AED 40,000 today. At season’s end,
divers who found this pearl would celebrate at
home. The Gulf Rupee formally known as the
foreign rupee was traded outside India is the
coin that was used in the Gulf States and UAE
between the years 1959 and 1966. It was issued
by the Government and Reserve Bank of India.
The Gulf rupee equivalent to the Indian rupee.

Meanwhile, to survive, people had to find water
in various ways, although for many years, they
relied on accumulated rainwater. When this
rainwater was finished, they dug up wells, one
after the other. But well water was salty; in fact,
9o per cent of Abu Dhabi’s groundwater is saline,
sometimes up to eight times as much as seawater.
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dates.” Alternatively, some people sailed to
Dubai for a break, or they would visit Liwa or the
Western region.

With no postal system or telephones,
communicating with relatives in Dubai meant
writing a letter and giving it to one of the
fishermen, who would come back with a reply
several days later. Patience was a quality that
Abu Dhabi’s tribes truly had to master.

“We were content and slept peacefully, even
though we had a few pennies, we were satisfied.”

SIMPLICITY OF EVERYDAY LIFE

In Khouri’s younger days, there were about three
schools in his area “now it is in Khalifa Street
in Abu Dhabi,” mainly teaching Qur’an. One of
these was setup in his own household, run by his
father, who had lived in Abu Dhabi since 1885.

“I studied at my father’s house; he ran a school
there. Among his earlier students was the late
president of the UAE, Sheikh Zayed Bin Sultan
Al Nahyan, may God rest his soul. That was in
1926 and he was around eight years old.” Also
Rashid bin Khalaf Al Otaiba, Ahmad bin Omran
Al Hallami and many others.

“There was no clectricity,
water was salty, and money
wasn’'t plentiful. Life in
Abu Dhabi was a struggle
at that time.”

Back then, houses were mostly made of date palm
leaves, but traders, who were usually better off,
built their houses from stone and cement, which
was more expensive but more robust.

“Tents made of palm leaves let in some rain and
also sand during storms. We had no electricity
and water was scarce - it was so hot and
humid that our hands stuck together,” Khouri
humorously explains.

Apart from theirritatingly hot summers, the tents
were comfortably spacious and large enough to
accommodate about 10 people. Sometimes, two
tents would be built adjacently, with each tent
taking two months to construct.

“We didn’t have to purchase land at the time,
you could set up wherever you wanted. And if
you wanted to move the tent, a group of people
would lift and carry it elsewhere.”
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Yet people became accustomed to cooking with
well water and drinking it. “We used to keep the
water in pots, some made from clay and others
from sheepskin, and leave them out to cool to
drink in hot summers.”

“Traders would buy water from Sharjah and Dubai
and sell it for one Dram, which was 10 rupees.
But poor people couldn’t afford this so they drank
well water, which was very healthy,” says Khouri.

“Even Sheikh Shakhbut Bin Sultan Al Nahyan
(the ruler of Abu Dhabi from 1928 to 1966)
drank this water and not sweet water. Abu
Dhabi didn’t have water. Eventually they built
desalination systems.”

Water was so valuable then thatit was treated as
a commodity. Women would go out to sell it in
pots over their heads, if they weren’t selling their
husbands’ catch of the day. And in the fishing
offseason, they would visit Al Ain for leisure,
a trip that took them seven arduous days from
Abu Dhabi.

“Women went to Al Ain with their families on
camels, and would return with mangoes and

Thesite of Qasr Al Hosn several decades ago.



1Yo gulanall — Y1 bolods

135

Shawati’ 26 — Al Majlis - Forums of Exchange

B

Ahmad Bin Darwish Khouri wrote his first poem at the age of 12.
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A TEENAGE START TO WORK
Leading a fairly simple life with little stress, young Khouri
yearned for more. “I loved to work and didn’t want to sit
at home. I was about 12 when I started working in Qasr
Al Hosn for Sheika Moza bint Shakhbut Bin Sultan Al
Nahyan, may Cod rest her soul.

“It was 1948 and I worked there for six months, distributing
all types of goods to Sheikh Shakhbut’s families. Sheikh
Shabkhbut was a generous man and loved his nation,
just like Sheikh Zayed.”

At the age of 16, Khouri had heard of vacant positions in
Tareef, and was quick to go and apply. “I was small-built
and skinny and they dubiously questioned my enquiry,
before handing me five rupees. I threw them back and said
I was there for work!” he remembers with a hearty laugh.

This somehow did the trick. Upon receiving his new
job, he was transferred along with another 100 people
to Tareef, where camps were set up and they began
working for British Petroleum in 1950. In 1951 he worked
for Khansaheb company to build a house for Mr Hilliard
(managing director for ADMA company by that time.”
They used to take the stones from Al Maqta bridge area
to build the house and it took them two years to build
Mr Hilliard house.

In 1953, a few years after Sheikh Zayed was appointed the
governor of the Eastern Region of Abu Dhabi, and as oil
explorations took off, Khouri along with five people went
to work on Das Island for ADMA, in which they stayed
jobless for three months and then worked for another
company called Wimpy where they began to build houses
and camps for the people there.

“When Sheikh Zayed started ruling, the country started
to prosper, and oil exploration flourished. In late 1966
when he began his reign, he provided everyone with
houses, land, and money. He accomplished in one month
what would take others one year.”

Roads were built, date palm trees were planted, and the
sandy landscape quickly changed into a greener one,
with modern conveniences finding their way into every
household.

By then, Khouri had started what would be his last job,
managing a warehouse in the private department for
Sheikh Zayed, may God rest his soul. The first Chairman
for the private department was Mr Abdullah Bin Darweesh
Al Ketbi and the second Chairman was Mr Ghanem Bin
Fares Al Mazrouei and then headed by HH Sheikh Tahnoon
Bin Zayed Bin Sultan Al Nahyan, where he worked for a
long 25 years.

“We distributed everything to the palaces, from
agricultural products to electrical appliances. When I
eventually applied for retirement, after 24 years, Sheikh
Tahnoon encouraged me to stay. So I continued for another
year, before leaving for good,” he fondly recalls.
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The city of Abu Dhabi before the boom of modernization and development.
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“When Sheikh Zayed started
ruling, the country started to
prosper, and oil exploration
tlourished. In late 1966 when
hebeganhisreign, he provided
everyone with houses, land,
and money. He accomplished
in one month what would take
others one year.”

“Ihave many poems, about the marriage of Sheikh
Shakhbut’s son, an elegy about Sheikh Mubarak Al
Nahyan, among other poems. All these are recorded and
I plan to take them to Sheikh Nahyan very soon.”

Ending his vivid tales of the past, Khouri shares a
melodic poem for Ahmad bin Klaib, which he first
heard on a boatjourney, on a windy day back from
DasIsland. That was 50 years ago, and the poem is
still one that he recites with perfect ease. M
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Abu Dhabi skyline today.

A CHANGE FOR THE BETTER?

Khouri is still in awe of the magnitude of
transformations that have occurred throughout
his lifetime. But with every change comes the
unexpected. On the positive side, people are less
worried about funding their children’s marriages.

“Marriage has become easier today, with the
dedicated fund established by Sheikh Zayed
granting AED 70,000 to each marriage. But
people are overspending on weddings. HH Sheikh
Mohammed Bin Zayed Al Nahyan, Crown Prince
of Abu Dhabi and Deputy Supreme Commander
of the UAE Armed Forces, recently gave a piece of
advice to his people, encouraging them to reduce
the money spent on such celebrations.”

The rapid developments have also led to significant
societal changes, brought about by the busier
lifestyles. “Nowadays you hardly see your family.
In the past you used to see your children and
relatives on a daily basis, after the night prayer
they would come and visit you. Now you might
see them every few months,” says Khouri.

With a smile, he drifts away to the subject of
poetry, which has always been a major part of his
life. Having spent many evenings in the company
of poets at majlis gatherings, it didn’t take long
before he wrote his first poem at the age of 12.



