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ABBREVIATIONS AND SYMBOLS

A  Arabic (following sin-
gle Arabic word; pre-
ceding and following 
Arabic phrase) 

AD  Arabic dialect (in 
texts) 

alv. alveolar 

Ar. Arabic 

ArD Arabic dialects 

B  Btahret (Bathari) 
(bǝṭaḥrēt)  

Bl Balochi 

Bn Bandari 

br. breathed 

C consonant 

C ̣  emphatic (ejective or 
pharyngealised) con-
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to similar material 

coll. collective 
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emph.  emphatic (ejective or 
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lit. literally 

m. male 

med. medium 

M Mehri (mahri) 
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Mn Minowi (Minabi) 

MP Middle Persian 
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SwIr  Southwestern Iranic 
(Iranian)  
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v. very 

V vowel 
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vowel 
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vd. voiced 

vl. voiceless 

1 first person 

2 second person 

3 third person 

*  hypothetical or histor-
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< coming from 

> changing to 

+ exhibiting a feature 

-  not exhibiting a fea-
ture; morpheme break 

~ in variation with 

/  alternating with; end 
of text division 

/ /  phonemic representa-
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[ ]  IPA phonetic transcrip-
tion; omitted segments 
(texts); omitted words 
(glosses) 
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Map 1: Languages of southeastern Arabia 
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HARVESTING THE SEA 
IN SOUTHEASTERN ARABIA: 

INTRODUCTION 

Janet C. E. Watson, Erik Anonby and 

Miranda J. Morris 

1. Ecosystems, Cultures, and Languages in
Southeastern Arabia

Perhaps no corner of our world—whether land or water—is 
now untouched by human hands, but relationships between 
people and their environments vary profoundly from one place 
to another. And wherever people live, our coexistence with the 
environment evolves, allowing us to shape our surroundings 
through the same living impulse that enables us to survive. 

The strength of our societies lies in their diversity, but a 
rift is emerging between the present and the long past. As tech-
nology moves humanity toward a single, interconnected civili-
sation, the foundations of this civilisation are crumbling: resili-
ent, diverse, and infinitely innovative societies are separated 
from long-standing means of subsistence through a cycle of loss 
of traditional knowledge, loss of connection to the environment 
and, eventually, loss of the sustaining environment itself. Yet, as 
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cultural homogenisation and extractive practices enabled by 
current technologies put collective survival at risk, there is in-
creasing awareness that these disappearing ways of life may 
well hold the keys of tomorrow, both locally and globally. 

Fundamental to what it means to be human, language 
links our cultures with the ecosystems we inhabit. Each lan-
guage, in a unique way, allows us to name the elements of the 
natural world that we depend on for life, and to negotiate and 
pass on knowledge of the activities through which we can ac-
complish this. Ironically, with technological magnification of 
communication between individuals and language communities 
and the imbalances that accompany these relationships, linguis-
tic diversity—like the diversity found in the cultures and eco-
systems that nourish it—is fading away. 

2. The Present Compendium 

Harvesting the Sea in Southeastern Arabia brings together and in-
vestigates relationships between these three facets of human ex-
istence: ecosystems, cultures, and languages. We focus on four 
regions of southern and eastern Arabia: Musandam Peninsula, 
the Bathari seaboard opposite the al-Hallaniyyat Islands, Dhofar 
and al-Mahrah, and the island of Soqotra. These are regions in 
which indigenous, non-Arabic languages are spoken and in 
which we have worked over many years. There is scope for sim-
ilar work to be conducted in the region between Dhofar and the 
Musandam Peninsula, and we hope that such work will be car-
ried out by others in the not-too-distant future.  
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At the meeting point between the sea and some of the 
harshest terrestrial environments, the shorelines of Arabia have 
given rise to a wealth of communities. Strung like jewels along 
the coasts of the Peninsula, and once thriving against all odds 
through the harvesting of the sea and trading its produce, these 
communities are changing rapidly. Over millennia, their lan-
guages—the Modern South Arabian languages, Kumzari, and 
many Arabic varieties—held their place clear and vibrant, but 
are now at risk of falling silent. Our work tells part of the story 
of these communities, and of their worlds, through the voice of 
their disappearing languages. 

A decade ago, as a continuation of their work on Modern 
South Arabian languages, Miranda J. Morris and Janet C. E. 
Watson began joint research toward two major works: a com-
parative cultural glossary (Morris and Watson 2019), and a 
comparison of traditional fishing methods and terminology 
across the Modern South Arabian-speaking communities of 
southern Arabia, which led to our proposing and working on 
this book. 

On the same Arabian coast, a thousand kilometres to the 
north, Christina van der Wal Anonby and Erik Anonby were 
carrying out work with the Kumzari language community of 
Musandam Peninsula, beginning in 2006. Meeting with Morris 
and Watson for the first time at the Arabian Seminar in London 
in 2013, van der Wal Anonby, and later Anonby, became part of 
a circle of researchers focussing on minority languages in Ara-
bia hosted by the University of Leeds and connected to the Cen-
tre for Endangered Languages, Cultures and Ecosystems (CEL-
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CE). It was soon evident that the wealth of marine-related ma-
terials collected for Kumzari would fit well as a geographical 
counterpoint within a comparative linguistic account of harvest-
ing the sea in southeastern Arabia. 

Since 2017 the work has taken shape through a series of 
AHRC-funded workshops on The Symbiotic Relationship between 
Language and Nature in Southern and Eastern Arabia, organised 
by Watson. From 2020 to 2022, when it became impossible to 
meet due to COVID-19, our collective research was furthered 
through online workshops, also organised by Watson, on Lan-
guage and Nature in Southern Arabia. Finally, through an inten-
sive writing process that is spanning more years than any of us 
would have imagined, this work has become a reality. 

3. Purpose and Scope 

The purpose of this collection of studies is to document and 
compare traditional knowledge of harvesting the sea among the 
traditional cultures of Musandam, southern Oman and neigh-
bouring areas of Yemen, and Soqotra. We explore this topic 
through discussion of culture and language, with a focus on oral 
literature and comparative glossaries of marine terms. Our work 
examines four marine-rich peripheral regions of the southern 
Arabian seaboard where harvesting the sea has traditionally 
played a critical role in culture and livelihood: the mountainous 
Musandam Peninsula at the far northern reach of eastern Ara-
bia; the Bathari seaboard opposite the al-Hallaniyyat Islands in 
southern Oman; the intermittently lush and dried-out region of 
coastal Dhofar, with mentions of areas extending to the eastern 
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Yemeni province of al-Mahrah; and the island of Soqotra, locat-
ed 380 kilometres off the Arabian coast but culturally bound to 
it. These areas are home to indigenous peoples at the periphery 
of the dominant Arabic-speaking mainstream population of the 
Arabian Peninsula. The languages spoken in these regions in-
clude members of the Modern South Arabian language family—
unmistakably Semitic but only distantly related to Arabic—as 
well as the mixed Semitic-Indo-European language Kumzari and 
the distinctive Arabic dialects of Musandam.  

Since the 1970s, the languages and marine cultures in 
Oman and in Yemen have been under considerable pressure, 
and the way of life of the fishing communities is becoming rap-
idly unrecognisable. Threats come from both benign and malig-
nant forces—the unification of Oman under Sultan Qaboos 
(ruled 1970–2020) brought with it alternative livelihoods, edu-
cation, infrastructure and access to oil-based wealth that had 
not been previously available. All these factors led to traditional 
coastal communities no longer needing to rely exclusively on 
harvesting the sea for their survival. An increased standard of 
living has supplied means to hire migrant workers from south 
and east Asia to do most of the work of fishing. A new, wealthi-
er generation has abandoned the fishing knowledge and skills of 
their forefathers. Imported goods mean that fishers no longer 
have to produce their own equipment from natural resources. 
Threats to marine livelihood come also from an increase in 
trawler fishing throughout the Arabian Sea. This has led to a 
significant decrease in traditional fish stocks, with coastal fish-
ers seeking their catch further and further out at sea. For these 
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reasons, we believe we are at the last point in history when the 
ages-old expertise of these communities can be documented 
through the words of those who used traditional methods to 
harvest the sea. 

Harvesting the Sea in Southeastern Arabia contributes to re-
search on the documentation of the Modern South Arabian lan-
guages (henceforth MSAL), with a focus on Shehret (autonym: 
śḥerɛt̄), Hobyot (hobyōt), Mehri (mahri), Btahret (bǝṭāḥrēt) and 
Soqotri (sɔḳ̄óṭri⁓sāḳáṭri). One remaining MSAL language, 
Harsusi (ḥərsáyyət), is spoken only inland, on the desert plains 
of central Oman. The livelihood of Harsusi speakers was not 
closely tied to the sea; their connection to marine livelihood 
was essentially restricted to the purchase of dried fish from lo-
cal markets. For this reason, Harsusi does not fall within the 
scope of this study. However, the region in focus extends 
northward along the Arabian coast—beyond MSAL-speaking re-
gions—to include Kumzari (kumẓārī) and Arabic varieties of 
Musandam Peninsula (pronounced locally ārabī or ˁārabī). (For 
a geographic overview of these languages in the regional con-
text of Arabia, see the ‘Languages of southeastern Arabia’ map 
at the beginning of this volume.) 

This work therefore takes its place among linguistic stud-
ies on the languages of the region, collections of annotated 
texts, research on the traditional cultures of the southeastern 
Arabian seaboard and Soqotra, and research on the exploitation 
of marine fauna in the region. For MSAL, these sources are in-
ventoried in a regularly updated bibliography by Watson and 
Morris (2013–present). Key resources on Kumzari are van der 
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Wal Anonby (2014a, 2014b), Anonby (2011, 2020), Anonby 
and Yousefian (2011), and Anonby, A. Al Kamzari and Y. Al 
Kamzari (2023). Musandam Arabic has been sketched out in 
Jayakar (1902) and Bernabela (2011), and is currently being 
studied by Anonby, Bettega and Procházka (2022) and Bettega 
and Gasparini (2022). 

4. The Structure of This Study 

Harvesting the Sea in Southeastern Arabia is a series of interrelat-
ed studies based entirely on fieldwork conducted over many 
years. All parts of the book are framed by ample linguistic and 
cultural data. Each section is based on collection and analysis of 
linguistic data, whether organised vocabulary lists or oral 
texts—transcribed, translated, and annotated, and where possi-
ble accompanied by audio or audio-visual texts. The authors 
have had differing research priorities and have adopted differ-
ent methodologies. This presents alternative models for future 
researchers to follow or adapt.  

This work is divided into two volumes. Volume 1 con-
tains this general ‘Introduction’ and four regionally themed sec-
tions. 

Here in the ‘Introduction’, we have set out the purpose 
and scope of the work and shown how it fits within the litera-
ture on the endangered Kumzari and MSAL language groups of 
the region and their distinctive cultures (sections 1.–3.). Follow-
ing this overview of the structure of this study (4.), there is an 
explanatory section devoted to ‘translanguaging’ (5.), which 
helps situate some complexities in the data with respect to the 



8 Watson, Anonby and Morris 

interaction of language communities characteristic of the re-
gion. We conclude by presenting an overview of our data and 
information sources (6.), along with explanations of phonologi-
cal inventories and transcription conventions for the languages 
studied here (7.).  

This ‘Introduction’ is followed, within this first volume, by 
four main sections:  

Part I: ‘Harvesting the Sea in Musandam’ 
Part II: ‘Harvesting the Sea among the Bəṭāḥira’ 
Part III: ‘Harvesting the Sea in Central Monsoon Dhofar 
and al-Mahrah’ 
Part IV: ‘Harvesting the Sea in Soqoṭra’ 

These sections, rich in illustrative oral texts, deal with fishing 
from the viewpoint of indigenous fishers and explore the cul-
tural significance of a variety of marine fauna within the differ-
ent communities, shedding light on ways of life that are threat-
ened or already lost. 

Part I: ‘Harvesting the Sea in Musandam’, is divided into 
three chapters. It opens with Erik Anonby and AbdulQader Al 
Kamzari’s typology of fish names in the Kumzari language. This 
chapter provides a systematic account of fish names, with in-
sights into their linguistic structure and cultural significance. It 
is also instructive in the account it provides regarding the 
fieldwork process, as an example of how data were collected for 
other sections of this series—in particular the comparative lexi-
con. Christina van der Wal Anonby’s chapter then moves from 
linguistic analysis of Kumzari lexicon into oral literature, focus-
ing on the role and depiction of the sea in Kumzari poetry. 
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Working through a poem in the folktale Sōntyō ‘The raft’, she 
touches on geography, tides and weather, and sea creatures and 
plants. The study concludes with reflections on the characterisa-
tion of relationships between the natural and the supernatural 
on the one hand, and nature and human agency on the other. 
The section on Musandam is rounded out with a presentation of 
three Arabic fishing songs from the peninsula, by Erik Anonby 
and Simone Bettega. This chapter makes a valuable contribution 
in two ways: it is the only study here that treats fishing songs, 
and among the other studies in this book, it is unique in its fo-
cus on regional Arabic.  

In Part II: ‘Harvesting the Sea among the Bəṭāḥira’, Mi-
randa J. Morris gives an overall impression of how this once 
marginal but profoundly resourceful community eked out a live-
lihood with few resources other than the sea. The study also 
discusses some of the strategies developed by this small com-
munity to ensure fair distribution of these resources. 

Part III: ‘Harvesting the Sea in Central Monsoon Dhofar 
and al-Mahrah’ is written by Janet C. E. Watson, in collabora-
tion with Miranda J. Morris, Alec B. M. Moore and Said Baquir. 
This study focusses on the central coastline of Dhofar, with 
some mention of al-Mahrah in eastern Yemen, since it shares 
the monsoonal climate of Dhofar. It is based on fieldwork with 
Shehret and Mehri speakers conducted between 2014 and 2019, 
and is told through the voices of fishers and through Watson’s 
diary and field notes. Topics covered include fieldwork meth-
ods; the climate of Dhofar and al-Mahrah; the cultural value of 
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fishing; fish types and uses; the naming of marine fauna; and 
fishing methods and tools.  

Part IV: ‘Harvesting the Sea in Soqoṭra’ is co-authored by 
Miranda J. Morris, the late Mubārak ˁĪsa Walīd al-Soqoṭri, and 
the late Aḥmad Saˁd Taḥkí al-Soqoṭri, with input from many 
other members of the Soqotri language community. This study 
gives a rich and extensive overview of how marine resources 
used to be exploited on the island before the commercial devel-
opment of the fisheries in the 1990s. This part has five core sec-
tions: trade and island fishermen on Soqotra (2.); traditional 
fishing: fish (3.) and non-fish (4.); marine craft of Soqotra (5.); 
and the consumption of fish and their processing for export (6.). 

Volume 2 is a comparative lexicon of marine organisms 
across the six main languages featured in this study: Soqotri, 
Shehret, Hobyot, Mehri, Btahret and Kumzari, and is further 
subdivided into two parts. It is co-authored by Miranda J. Mor-
ris, Erik Anonby, and Janet C. E. Watson, and benefited from 
consultation with a large body of speakers of the languages 
studied, as well as participation in fieldwork and checking of 
biology-related information by Alec B. M. Moore, Uwe Zajonz 
and Friedhelm Krupp. Part I organises the lexicon according to 
a western scientific taxonomy, to the degree possible. In Part II, 
marine species terms are indexed alphabetically and accompa-
nied by notes on meaning, origins, and other descriptive charac-
teristics of these terms, as well as the significance and usage of 
particular species in each culture. Terminology related to ma-
rine organisms is also featured. 
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5. Translanguaging 

One particular topic relevant for all of the language communi-
ties featured in our work is the idea of ‘translanguaging’, coined 
by Cen Williams (1980) on the basis of the Welsh term 
trawsieithu and further developed by Ofelia García to describe 
situations where multilingual speakers use multiple languages 
in communication. Since translanguaging relates to intersec-
tions between language communities, and even regions, it is 
necessary to treat it separately here. Further, this discussion 
helps to provide a better understanding of variability in the lin-
guistic forms that people use, and grounds our analysis of other 
complexities typical of the various language situations across 
the wider area. 

Southeastern Arabia is a region in which a certain level of 
multilingualism has long been the norm: coastal and mountain 
dwellers led a symbiotic relationship, with coastal people mov-
ing inland during the monsoon period when the seas were 
‘closed’, and people of the interior coming down to the coast to 
barter animal and other products in return for dried sardines for 
their livestock, and for imported goods. Among fishers and fish 
traders there has long been movement along the Arabian coast-
line. These recurrent movements of individuals and communi-
ties have resulted in a considerable degree of translanguaging in 
southeastern Arabia. For certain prized fish, fishermen would 
travel great distances. Askari Hujayran, Watson’s consultant in 
al-Ghaydhah, described travelling overland as a young man 
more than a hundred miles from Hawf to eastern Dhofar during 
the abalone season, as abalone were not found as far west as 



12 Watson, Anonby and Morris 

Yemen. (For an overview of the locations mentioned here, see 
the ‘Dhofar and al-Mahrah’ regional map at the beginning of 
Part II of this volume.) At Hasik in eastern Dhofar—known as a 
good place for shark and where a certain amount of fishing was 
possible even during the monsoon months—fishers were at-
tracted from across the wider region. Many also travelled to the 
fish markets and interacted with people from different language 
communities, transporting fresh fish to the Mirbat and Salalah 
markets of southern Dhofar or—once the technologies became 
available—trucking fish in cold storage tanks to markets in 
Muscat and the Gulf, and delivering processed and salted fish to 
the markets of the interior. Such movement of fishermen and 
traders led to many important commercial fish being known by 
specific names across a whole area, regardless of which lan-
guages were spoken in that area. Consequently, there is consid-
erable sharing of fish terms across the MSAL, and between the 
MSAL and various Arabic dialects. Thus, in the Salalah market a 
particular kind of fish could have the same name, generally 
based on Arabic, as this same type of fish in the market at Sur 
on Oman’s central coast. 

On the Musandam Peninsula of eastern Arabia (see Anon-
by and Al Kamzari’s chapter in this volume), we find a similar 
translanguaging space extending throughout the Gulf and to the 
east along the Makran coast of the Eurasian mainland. Many 
Kumzari fish names resemble those found in the Arabic, 
Bandari, and Balochi varieties of the wider Strait of Hormuz re-
gion. In some cases, a single term for a particular type of fish is 
used among all of the languages in the area, and it is not always 
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possible to determine where the term originated. Some Kumzari 
terms are even shared with the MSAL, hundreds of miles to the 
south, thanks to the larger translanguaging space of coastal 
Arabia as a whole: for example, certain types of mackerel are 
known as xubbaṭ in Kumzari and xabbāṭ in Shehret; the remora 
(suckerfish) is known in Kumzari as lāẓuq and in the MSAL as 
lǝzāḳ (Shehret) or lǝṣāḳ (Btahret), presumably all of which orig-
inate in lāṣaq, an Arabic word meaning ‘adhesive’. 

In the case of shark in particular, the principal traders 
were from the great Omani port of Sur, and they plied the 
coasts of southern Arabia, East Africa and the Gulf buying up 
marine products. As a result, a majority of MSAL terms for 
commercially valuable cartilaginous fish are in fact Arabic or 
adapted from Arabic. Examples across the MSAL community 
include bū maṭraḳəh and bū ḳáṭaˁ for the hammerhead shark, 
maṯlūṯ and marbūˁ for different sizes of the larger sharks, ḏəmāwi 
for blacktip shark types, and variable names for the 
smoothhound shark—bū ḥanak, bū ḥanákə, bū ḥanɛk̄a, bū ḥnɛk̄, 
baḥának—all of which are clearly based on the regional Arabic 
term, bū ḥanak. In some cases, there is alternation between the 
original MSAL ś and its Arabic reflex š, for example in the term 
for a variety of large grey sharks known in Mehri as śaṣyət~
šaṣyət—used alongside the actual Arabic term šīṣa. Kumzari 
shark terms that exhibit a clear Arabic source include ab dēnō 
‘silky shark’ (lit. ‘father of the ears’), namarānī ‘shark sp. with 
light spots’ (cf. Ar. namir ‘leopard; tiger’ and Musandam Arabic 
[MusAr] nimr ‘leopard’), manqab ‘shark sp. including hardnose 
shark’ (MusAr ‘beak’), and laqmit sūd ‘shark sp. with a black 
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dorsal fin tip’ (lit. ‘black morsel’, cf. Ar. laqma ‘morsel’, Ar. 
aswad and MusAr swəd ‘black’). The whale shark is known by 
similar terms across southeastern Arabia, from regional Arabic 
(karr), Soqotri and Shehret (kɛr), Mehri (karr) and Btahret (ker) 
to Kumzari (kōr). 

In regions where fishermen from different MSAL commu-
nities fished together, a Btahret or Shehret term may be shared 
with Mehri, admitting lexical terms or phonemes not typically 
attested in the borrowing language. Among Mehri fishermen in 
eastern Dhofar, for example, sīźōb (with the voiced lateral frica-
tive, /ź/, otherwise not attested in Mehri) is the Mehri equiva-
lent for Shehret sīźób ‘rabbitfish’; xolxól with non-Mehri short 
/o/ is adopted to denote types of grouper; xśum with non-Mehri 
short /u/ occurs alongside xśōm to denote sweetlips; and ḳayśǝ̣r 
ḏǝ-rōnǝm, imitating the Btahret term for ‘sea’ (rawnǝ), occurs 
alongside ḳayśə̣r ḏə-rawrəm for one kind of moray eel. Converse-
ly, Shehret fishermen adopted certain terms from Mehri, as 
ˁabádyət from Mehri ābadyət for guitarfish species—a form 
which exhibits intervocalic /b/, otherwise unattested in Sheh-
ret.  

In other cases, MSAL terms have been maintained in local 
contexts, even when an Arabic term used by fish traders domi-
nates in the markets. Examples include Arabic-based ˁaḳāma 
‘barracuda’ alongside the indigenous Shehret ˁoḳṹt (pl. 
ˁayḳúmtǝ); Arabic bū ˁayn for all sorts of large-eyed fish, which 
can be compared to Shehret baˁlit aˁayhn denoting a small grunt-
er; Ar. bū ṣayf alongside indigenous baˁl əškay for the sawfish, 
elicited from Mehri fishermen; ḥōmər, related to Ar. aḥmar, ‘red’ 
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for reddish-coloured snappers, alongside Shehret saˁd ˁófer and 
merēt; Ar. sulṭān ibrāhīm for goatfish spp.; and bint an-nōxǝḏǝh 
(lit. ‘the captain’s daughter’) for the double-bar sea bream as al-
ternatives for Shehret ṣīrór or sbīt, Hobyot ṣəbíjiš, Mehri bər 
ṣəmīrūr and Btahret ṣīrór or kētəb; and Arabic-based miśəṭ or bū 
mšiṭ as alternatives for the MSAL terms miśeréḳ and məśrēḳ for 
sicklefish and butterflyfish (all with the literal sense of ‘comb’).  

In many cases, including the terms mentioned already, 
degrees of structural modification take place. One example of 
morphological restructuring is ṣāllət in all MSAL from Arabic 
ṣāllah for various trevally spp., and phonological modifications 
are evident in Shehret ɛrsɛs̄ɛ ́and ersāsa, based on the Arabic bū 
rasās for a pompano species. Such borrowing and cross-
fertilisation continue today, with borrowing from languages 
other than Arabic: for example, blēwud (<Engl. ‘plywood’) for 
the flat, rather two-dimensional Indian threadfish, and filibīnī 
(<various languages ‘Filipino’), or dīsko (<Engl. ‘disco’) for 
large, multi-coloured parrotfish.  

6. Authors, Sources and Data 

This compendium is edited and primarily authored by Miranda 
J. Morris, Janet C. E. Watson, and Erik Anonby, with contribu-
tions by Christina van der Wal Anonby, Said Baquir, Simone 
Bettega, AbdulQader Qasim Ali Al Kamzari, Alec B. M. Moore, 
Mubārak ˁĪsa Walīd al-Soqoṭri, and Aḥmad Saˁd Taḥkí al-
Soqoṭri. Data for all parts of this work come from primary 
sources, and we gratefully acknowledge the contributions of the 
many people who shared their expert knowledge. 
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Especially in earlier years of fieldwork, most of Morris’ 
data were recorded as handwritten notes made while living 
with fishing families, as well as recordings made on a UHER 
reel-to-reel recorder. More recently, Morris’ and Watson’s audio 
and Watson’s video recordings were produced in situ and tran-
scribed, translated and annotated by the authors in collabora-
tion with colleagues from the language communities. Photo-
graphs were taken by the main authors, including a number 
from Morris’ collection dating from the late 1970s and 1980s. 
Further details on our methods and information sources are 
provided in each of the volume’s chapters. 

Most of the data for Anonby’s contributions on Kumzari in 
the present work were collected while accompanying Christina 
van der Wal Anonby during her work on the language between 
2006 and 2009. He gathered additional data on Kumzari and 
Musandam Arabic during a further field trip to Musandam in 
2018 and extensive virtual consultation with speakers since 
then. 

The initial focus of our research was on language and cul-
ture rather than on marine biology, but we encountered all sorts 
of marine species in the course of fieldwork. In identifying spe-
cies, we have benefited from—to varying degrees—living with 
fisher families, joining fishing crews, taking part in discussions 
at fish markets, and reading through the literature on marine 
species with a focus on Arabia. With fisher consultants we ex-
amined field guides and photographs. However, this sharing of 
drawings and photographs was not very helpful, especially as 
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regards older fishers: these experts need to see and feel a ma-
rine organism to be confident in naming it. 

Where possible, we have attempted to identify and pro-
vide technical English equivalents for all species, either by con-
sulting the literature or with the assistance of traditional fishers 
and marine biologists. The English terms are for the most part 
those proposed by the FAO (Food and Agriculture Organization) 
of the United Nations (FAO Fish Finder / Field Guides) as codi-
fied in FishBase (Froese and Pauly 2023), but for the sake of 
wider usability we have also incorporated additional, common 
terms encountered in published sources. 

For the state of the art in marine species classification and 
labelling, we consulted the marine biological specialists Alec B. 
M. Moore, Uwe Zajonz and Friedhelm Krupp. We are very 
grateful for all their help. In 2014, Alec B. M. Moore accompa-
nied Miranda J. Morris and Janet C. E. Watson on a field trip to 
Dhofar and the identifications that resulted from this fieldwork 
are the most reliable. Otherwise, for the purposes of identifica-
tion, these specialists had only our non-expert descriptions or 
details provided by our fisher consultants—whose criteria for 
identification differ greatly from those of a marine specialist 
trained in western taxonomic conventions. However, our work 
is not aimed at marine specialists, so rather than attempting to 
be scientifically rigorous according to the taxonomic systems of 
ichthyology, we have aimed at a compromise which we hope 
makes identifications more accessible to the general reader and 
non-marine expert. 
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7. Phonological Inventories and Transcription 

The transcription conventions applied in this book follow those 
of the Journal of Semitic Studies. Here, to provide further context 
for the transcriptions, we also provide phonological inventories 
of the languages under investigation. 

7.1. Consonants 

For MSAL of the Arabian mainland, the consonantal inventory 
is provided here:  

Table 1: Continental MSAL consonant inventory 

 

 

labial 

 

dental 

alveolar 

post-alv. 

palatal 

velar 

uvular 

pharyngeal 

glottal 

plosive (+br.)   t   k    

            (-br., emph.)   ṭ   ḳ    

            (-br., vd.) b  d   g   ˀ 

fricative (+br.) f ṯ s š/s ̃   x ḥ h 

            (-br., emph.)  ḏ̣ ṣ š/̣s ̃ ̣      

            (-br., vd.)  ḏ z ž/z ̃   ġ ˁ  

lateral (+br.)   hl ś      

            (-br., emph.)    ś ̣
 

     

            (-br., vd.)   l (ź)      

nasal (+br.) hm  hn       
            (-br., vd.) m  n       
rhotic (+br.)   hr       
            (-br., emph.)   (ṛ)       
            (-br., vd.)   r       
glide (-br., vd.) w    y     
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Where continental languages differ in the articulation of certain 
consonants—for example, while Mehri has a palato-alveolar 
emphatic /š/̣, Shehret has a labialised (outrounded) alveo-
palatal /s ̃/̣—the articulation most common in the languages is 
provided first, followed by a slash (/) and the less common ar-
ticulation. Phonemes presented in parentheses in the table have 
a low functional load: the emphatic rhotic /ṛ/ contrasts weakly 
with its plain counterpart, and the voiced lateral fricative /ź/ in 
Shehret most frequently appears in complementarity with /l/. 
Regarding the categories and structure of the table, note that in 
addition to alveolar /s/ and palato-alveolar /š/, Shehret has a 
labialised (outrounded) alveo-palatal /s/̃, placed here for rea-
sons of space in brackets in the post-alveolar column. Other sys-
temic considerations are as follows: Mehri, Btahret and Hobyot 
palato-alveolars /š/, /ž/, and /š/̣ correspond to Shehret alveo-
palatals /s/̃, /z/̃, and /s ̃/̣. In some dialects of Shehret, the reflex 
of historical *g is a palato-alveolar affricate, transcribed in the 
texts and lexicons as /j/. The emphatic interdental, which varies 
in its voicing, is transcribed in this work using the symbol /ḏ̣/.1 

 
1 In her work on Mehri and Shehret, Watson transcribes this phoneme 
as /ṯ/̣. In those two languages, it is typically voiceless in utterance-
initial and utterance-final position, but may be voiced or partially 
voiced between vowels. In Btahret and Hobyot, voicing generally ex-
tends to initial position as well. There is further variation in the pat-
terning of voicing between individual speakers. In any case, as de-
scribed in the following paragraph, this phoneme is specified for a 
primary ‘breathed’ vs. ‘unbreathed’ distinction rather than for voicing. 
In order to maintain consistency across this work, we decided to use 
the symbol /ḏ̣/ for this phoneme for all MSAL. 
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In contrast to most earlier work on MSAL, the consonants 
are organised in these two tables into ‘breathed’ and ‘un-
breathed’ categories (based on Heselwood and Maghrabi 2015; 
Watson and Heselwood 2016; Morris and Watson 2019; Watson 
et al. 2020), due to the phonetic and phonological patterning of 
these consonants in the languages. ‘Breathed’ (in the tables, 
‘+br.’) consonants include what for English are termed ‘voice-
less’ consonants, such as /t, ṯ, k, s, š/, which involve degrees of 
pre-aspiration and aspiration or the release of audible breath on 
their release. There is also a series of breathed, pre-aspirated 
sonorants /hl, hm, hn, hr/ in central and eastern varieties of 
Shehret, and a post-aspirated glide /yh/ in Soqotri. ‘Unbreathed’ 
(in the tables, ‘-br.’) consonants do not involve aspiration on 
their release. In MSAL, these are consonants that are canonical-
ly voiced (in the table, ‘vd.’)—i.e., they involve vibration of the 
vocal folds—as well as the emphatics (in the table, ‘emph.’), 
which typically do not involve vibration of the vocal folds. In 
alphabetical order, the ‘breathed’ consonants in MSAL (includ-
ing Soqotri; see below) are: 

 f, h, ḥ, k, hl, hm, hn, hr, s, š/s,̃ ś, t, ty, ṯ, x, yh 

And the ‘unbreathed’ consonants are: 

ˀ, ˁ, b, d, ḏ, ḏ̣, g, gy, ġ, l, m, n, r, ṛ, ṣ, š/̣s ̃,̣ ś,̣ ṭ, w, y, z, ź, 
ž/z ̃

For Soqotri, we depend on Kogan and Bulakh’s (2019) analysis 
of the consonantal inventory, supplemented by further notes 
from Leonid Kogan (pers. comm. 2021). With permission from 
Leonid Kogan, we have reformatted the table here to align with 
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our analysis of breathed and unbreathed consonants, as well as 
the conventions for transcription adopted in the present work. 
Soqotri consonants are as follows: 

Table 2: Soqotri consonant inventory 

 

 

labial 

 

alveolar 

palato-alv. 

palatal 

velar 

uvular 

pharyngeal 

glottal 

plosive (+br.)  t  (ty) k    

            (-br., emph.)  ṭ   ḳ    

            (-br., vd.) b d  (gy) g   ˀ 

fricative (+br.) f s š   x ḥ h 

            (-br., emph.)  ṣ š ̣      

            (-br., vd.)  z ž   ġ ˁ  

lateral (+br.)   ś      

            (-br., emph.)  (ḷ) ś ̣
 

     

            (-br., vd.)  l       

nasal (-br., vd.) m n       

rhotic (-br., vd.)  r       

glide (+br.)    yh     

            (-br., vd.) w   y     

The segments in parentheses here, ty and gy, are likely distinc-
tive palatal or palatalised allophones of /k/ and /g/ (cf. Kogan 
and Bulakh 2019, 283). Superscript y is occasionally used to 
mark allophonic palatalisation of other consonants as well, such 
as ky and ry. The emphatic lateral /ḷ/ is marginally contrastive. 
The fricative uvulars /x/ and /ġ/ are preserved in Western dia-
lects, but lost elsewhere on the island (except in recent Arab-
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isms). The voiced non-emphatic lateral ź, resulting from palatal-
isation of /l/, is non-phonemic.  

Table 3: Kumzari consonant inventory 

 labial 

alveolar 

em
phatic alv. 

palato-alv. 

palatal 

velar 

uvular 

pharyngeal 

glottal 

plosive (vl.) p t ṭ č  k q  ˀ 
            (vd.) b d ḍ j  g    

fricative (vl.) f s ṣ š   x ḥ (h) 

              (vd.)   ẓ    ġ   

nasal m n        

rhotic  r        

lateral  l (ḷ)       

glide w    y     

The Kumzari consonantal system resembles those of nearby Ar-
abic dialects of the Gulf (cf. the description of Musandam Ara-
bic immediately below), as well as languages from other fami-
lies represented in the region. Noteworthy regional characteris-
tics include absence of a dental/interdental series, presence of 
the voiceless pharyngeal /ḥ/ but absence of its voiced counter-
part /ˁ/, a robust emphatic series with secondary velaro-
pharyngeal articulation (Anonby 2020), and presence of the ad-
ditional phonemic obstruents /p, č, g/. The emphatic sibilant 
/ẓ/ has no plain counterpart in Kumzari. A chart of Kumzari 
consonants, adapted from Anonby (2011) and van der Wal 
Anonby (2014a), is as above (with phonologically peripheral 
consonants given in parentheses). 
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Table 4: Musandam/Gulf Arabic consonant inventory, as appears in 
the texts in this volume 

 

 

labial 

 

alveolar 

em
phatic alv. 

palato-alv. 

palatal 

velar 

uvular 

pharyngeal 

glottal 

plosive (vl.)  t ṭ č  k    

            (vd.) b d ḍ   g    

fricative (vl.) f s ṣ š   x ḥ h 

              (vd.)  z     ġ (ˁ)  

nasal m n        

rhotic  r        

lateral  l        

glide w    y     

The phonological system of Musandam Arabic was cursorily de-
scribed in Jayakar (1902), but one variety was treated in more 
depth by Bernabela (2011), and it is the subject of current re-
search by Erik Anonby, Simone Bettega and Stephan Procházka. 
Since the varieties differ significantly, we provide a consonant 
inventory here based on the texts—three songs—featured in the 
Musandam Arabic chapter in this volume. As Anonby and Bet-
tega note there, the phonology of these songs more closely re-
flects a generalised Gulf Arabic phonology than it does the dia-
lects of Musandam. This is a clear example of translanguaging 
in the Musandam region, complementary to the situation de-
scribed in detail for Dhofar above (section 5.). 
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7.2. Vowels 

In all of the languages treated here, there is a basic distinction 
between long and short vowels. The long vowels for all lan-
guages are transcribed with a macron, as in: /ā, ē, ɛ,̄ ī, ō, ɔ,̄ ū/. 
Nasalisation on vowels in Shehret is denoted by a tilde above 
the vowel, as in: /ɔ̄,̃ ī/̃. Stressed syllables for languages in which 
stress is not predictable from syllable weight are marked with 
an acute accent on the stressed vowel, as in Soqotri láxīm 
‘shark’. 
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1. Introduction 

The Musandam Peninsula, located at the north-eastern tip of the 
wider Arabian Peninsula, is a rocky thumb of land jutting into 
the Strait of Hormuz (Figure 1). Here, shallow gulf waters open 
up into the Gulf of Oman, itself part of the wider Arabian Sea. 
The varying depths along the coast and the underwater coastal 
shelf provide a rich environment for sea life. 

The Kumzari people, with a population of about 4000, 
live at the northern tip of Musandam in their mother village, 
the historical wāliyit (principality) of Kumzar. Each year, they 
migrate from the village to their summer quarters in the cities 
of Khasab and Daba (Dibba) (Zimmermann 1981), and many 
families have now permanently settled there. There are also 
smaller communities of Kumzari people living in the metropo-
lises of Ajman, Abu Dhabi, and elsewhere (Anonby and Yousefi-
an 2011, 30–31, 152). 

 
Qader Qasim Ali Al Kamzari, field notes, 2020; Modern South Arabian 
languages (B., H., M., Sh., Sq.): Morris, Anonby and Watson (2024); 
Middle Persian: MacKenzie (1971); Balochi: Hassan Mohebbi Bahmani 
and Erik Anonby, field notes, 2020; Bandari: A’lam (1999); Keshmi 
(Qeshmi): Anonby (2015); and Minowi (Minabi): Mohebbi Bahmani 
(2006), Anonby (2015) and Hassan Mohebbi Bahmani, personal com-
munication, 2014 and 2020. We especially thank Hassan for the addi-
tional fieldwork and checking carried out for the Minowi comparative 
data, and we acknowledge the contributions of a Balochi fisherman 
from Jask, Hormozgan, who chose to remain anonymous. 
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Figure 1: Musandam Peninsula. 

Source: www.google.ca/maps. 

Part of the historical šiḥūḥ (Shihuh) Arab ethnic federation of 
the region (Lorimer 1908, II:1040; Thomas 1929, 75), Kumzari 
people speak their own language, which is unintelligible with 
Arabic and Persian but shares some elements of both languages 
(van der Wal Anonby 2014), in addition to a fully articulated 
grammatical system of its own (van der Wal Anonby 2015). 

In this paper, we look at one of the richest domains of the 
Kumzari lexicon: fish names. The paper opens with an overview 
of the importance of fish among the Kumzari, and outlines the 
context and methodology of this study, along with a considera-
tion of its contribution and limitations (1.1.). The analysis of 
this lexical domain opens with the question, “In Kumzari, what 
is a fish?” (2.1.). We then consider lexical variation among 

http://www.google.ca/maps
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speakers, and the way that species are defined and labelled 
(2.2.–2.4.). The heart of the article proposes a typology of 
Kumzari fish names, with associative labels, descriptions of 
physical appearance, and other more complex ways in which 
fish are conceptualised (3.). The wider context of fish names is 
explored and situated through analysis of their linguistic char-
acteristics, their use elsewhere in the lexicon, and their rele-
vance for understanding the history of the Kumzari language 
(4.). The paper concludes with final reflections (5.). An explana-
tory lexicon of the 198 Kumzari fish labels in the data is pre-
sented as an appendix. 

1.1. Research Context, Methodology and Contribution 

This study offers an inventory and analysis of terminology in a 
single domain of vocabulary in the Kumzari language: fish 
types. As part of the wider sphere of a livelihood that revolves 
around fishing, fish names constitute the richest and most im-
portant lexical set relating to the natural world as it is concep-
tualised by Kumzari people.  

There are several directions from which the study of the 
Kumzari fish lexicon could be approached, among others lexi-
cography, oral literature, anthropology, ethnobiology, and biol-
ogy as practiced in the dominant ‘western’ scientific framework.  
Although this study is fundamentally lexicographic in nature, 
given the background of the research team, we have aimed to 
draw insights from all of these fields to the greatest possible ex-
tent. Still, the study does not purport to be an exhaustive eth-
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nobiological account of fish in Kumzari, or a full description of 
fish species in the region from a strictly biological perspective. 

The data in this paper were collected during twelve 
months of fieldwork in the Musandam Governorate of Oman, 
divided into three periods between November 2006 and March 
2009. Based during this time at Leiden University in the Nether-
lands, the first author of this article was welcomed, along with 
Christina van der Wal Anonby, as guest researcher by the Inter-
national Centre of Sultan Qaboos University in Muscat, Oman, 
and by local governmental authorities in Khasab. Elders among 
the Kumzari language community, along with a large cohort of 
language consultants, made the research process both possible 
and rewarding. Publications proceeding from fieldwork include 
a grammar of the Kumzari language (van der Wal Anonby 
2015) as well as several related publications (van der Wal 
Anonby 2014; Anonby 2011, 2012; Anonby, 2020; Anonby, A. 
Q. Al Kamzari and Y. A. Al Kamzari, 2023; van der Wal Anon-
by, 2023) and conference presentations (for example, Anonby, 
van der Wal Anonby, A. Q. Al Kamzari and Y. A. Al Kamzari, 
2018). Two three-week periods of field research were subse-
quently carried out in 2010 and 2017. The current study, which 
focuses on fish, has recently been further developed and com-
pleted within the context of the Symbiotic Relationship between 
Language and Nature in Southern and Eastern Arabia research 
group, funded by the AHRC (Arts and Humanities Research 
Council) and hosted within CELCE (Centre for Endangered Lan-
guages, Cultures and Ecosystems) at the University of Leeds. 
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Despite an initial research interest in Kumzari phonology 
and the ethnobiology of birds, fish names quickly emerged as a 
topic where virtually every speaker of Kumzari is brimming 
over with knowledge and interest. The research began with a 
simple question: what are the names of fish types in Kumzari? 
Due to the overwhelming number of fish names, and the fact 
that our understanding of Kumzari phonology was not initially 
stable enough to transcribe these names consistently, it took 
several weeks to develop a somewhat complete lexical invento-
ry. Research began with younger and middle-aged men (šāba-
ban) in the regional centre of Khasab, who were familiar with 
better-known fish types. After this, the list was significantly 
supplemented through interviews with fishermen, especially 
older ones, in both Khasab and Kumzar. 

In order to make sense of the many fish names, and the 
ways that these fish species are described, we used Randall’s 
seminal study on Coastal Fishes of Oman (1995). There have 
been subsequent additions to the literature on fish species of the 
Gulf, and we have consulted these in preparation for the publi-
cation of the current study, but this was the most up-to-date 
and relevant resource accessible to us during the main period of 
fieldwork in 2008. While we did not have an English copy in 
the field, the book was at that time available in Arabic transla-
tion (عمان سلطنة  في  الجریة  الکائنات   along with English and ,(کتاب 
scientific labels, on the website of the Ministry of Agriculture 
and Fisheries of the Sultanate of Oman. Interestingly, this book, 
though remarkably comprehensive, could not address all of our 
questions for the identification of fish species. Younger speakers 
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of the language engaged well with the book, but in many cases 
had insufficient knowledge of fish to relate the Kumzari fish 
names reliably to the illustrations in the book. While some of 
the fish identifications were reliable, there were also recurrent 
cases where speakers associated a particular Kumzari label with 
a fish species which was not (according to Randall, 1995) 
known to occur in the waters around Musandam. At other 
times, these speakers were certain that they had seen a particu-
lar fish species illustrated in the book, but they did not know 
which Kumzari label applied to it; and a number of Kumzari 
fish species could not be related to any of the species illustrated 
in the book. Older speakers, much more familiar with the fish 
themselves, were in contrast unable (or in some cases perhaps 
simply not inclined) to relate their knowledge of fish species to 
the two-dimensional visual representations of the printed page. 

A further, indispensable phase in the data collection pro-
cess, then, was to join fishermen at the pier and, as able, to ac-
company them out to sea (Figures 2 and 3). In this way, it was 
possible to relate experiences of fish directly to the literature 
and to confirm or revise hypotheses for fish identification that 
we had developed beforehand. By the end of the third research 
period, our understanding of Kumzari phonology was sufficient-
ly advanced so that the transcriptions of all fish names could be 
refined and confirmed with multiple speakers as part of a more 
general check of the draft dictionary. 

As mentioned above, this study does not attempt to offer a 
comprehensive description of the region’s fish species according 
to a strictly biological approach within the ‘western’ scientific 
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framework. The starting point for description and analysis in 
this study is the Kumzari fish labels rather than technical Eng-
lish labels or Latin-based scientific names. As recounted in this 
section above, we have attempted to relate the Kumzari labels 
to the species described and illustrated in Randall (1995), but 
encountered methodological difficulties during this process. 
Further, during his own fieldwork for the 1995 volume, Randall 
himself encountered 52 species unknown to western science, so 
it is likely that some of the Kumzari species have not yet been 
documented or labelled by biologists. For these reasons, we 
view our hypotheses of correlations between the two invento-
ries as an indexing tool rather than a definitive identification. 
For this reason, in order to avoid the impression of conclusive 
species identification, we also limit ourselves English species 
names rather than the stricter Latin-based binomial nomencla-
ture used by biologists. 

In addition, and also touched upon above, this study is 
not intended as a comprehensive ethnobiological account of fish 
in the complex and integrated cultural context of fishing, along 
with livelihood and broader cultural themes.2 It is based on an 
analysis of the fish names themselves. This said, it is informed 
by an ethnobiological approach and—without having this ex-
plicit intention—takes a first step in the direction of Kumzari 

 
2 As a point of comparison, an example of an integrated ethnobiologi-
cal study of birds conducted by the first author is found in Anonby 
(2006). An example of a lexical study on Arabic fish names in a fish 
market on the Red Sea Coast was authored by Provençal and Skaarup 
(2016). 
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ethnobiology, since the fish names themselves contain a wealth 
of cultural information and open a window into realities of 
Kumzari life, history, and traditional scientific knowledge. 

Figure 2: Li kūkū ‘gillnet’ fishing  
with Hakim, Yusuf and Hassan al-Kumzari. 

Photo: Erik Anonby, 2008 (CC BY 4.0). 

One related, and important additional aspect, of the study of 
fish which is outside the scope of this study is the place of fish 
in Kumzari oral tradition. This topic has been treated more 
completely in van der Wal Anonby (2015; 2023; 2024), and 
Anonby, van der Wal Anonby, A. Q. Al Kamzari and Y. A. Al 
Kamzari (2018). 

To return to the scope and contribution of this study as 
expressed above: this study provides a first inventory, descrip-
tion and analysis of fish names in Kumzari. Lexicological in na-
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ture, it provides a systematic picture of the structures and the 
nature of this profoundly rich domain of Kumzari vocabulary, 
itself inspired by the wealth of biological diversity in the seas of 
the region and the importance of fish for the lives of Kumzari 
people.  

Figure 3: Fish catch from li kūkū ‘gillnet’ fishing. 

Photo: Erik Anonby, 2008 (CC BY 4.0). 

2. Fish and Fish Species 

Before proceeding to a typology of fish names in Kumzari and a 
description of their linguistic characteristics, we examine the 
basic idea of what ‘fish’ means to speakers of the language 
(2.1.). We then look at how fish species are defined (2.2.) and 
labelled in the language (2.3.). Variation among speakers, 
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which is important but limited in the context of the small lan-
guage community, is briefly considered (2.4.). 

2.1. In Kumzari, What Is a Fish? 

Cross-linguistically, ethnobiological categories vary significant-
ly, from high-level groupings down to the level of species. In 
Kumzari, animals are brought together in the top-level category 
of ḥīwan (Ar. ḥayawān). Humans (maxluq or ādamī) are outside 
of this category. Terrestrial mammals are prototypical ḥīwan, 
and there is no other categorical label to refer to them. There 
are, however, three substantial primary subgroups among 
ḥīwan: birds (ṭēr; Ar. ṭayr, GAr ṭēr), fish (mīˀī; P. māhi), and 
‘creeping things’ (dwabb; Ar. dābba). The latter category 
englobes reptiles (snakes and lizards), amphibians, arachnids 
(scorpions and spiders) and centipedes. True insects (mosquitos, 
fleas, flies, bees, beetles, ants, lice, etc.), like mammals, do not 
fall into any primary subgroup. Instead, insects exist as small 
families and individual species at the periphery of ḥīwan. The 
category of fish (mīˀī) is the focus of this study. 

The ethnobiological definition of ‘fish’ is often ambiguous 
and fluid in the world’s languages and cultures, with species of 
varying degrees of ‘fishiness’ included in the category. In Eng-
lish, for example, there are organism types with the term ‘fish’ 
in their names, such as the insect ‘silverfish’, which is clearly 
not a fish in the minds of English speakers, let alone western 
scientific classifications. However, its label suggests that it has 
been and can be perceived as acting or looking like a fish. There 
are further organisms such as cuttlefish, crayfish, and even star-
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fish which—although not conceptualised as ‘fish’ by most pre-
sent-day English speakers,3 due to the imposition of western 
scientific taxonomies in educational discourse—were widely 
thought of as fish, or at least associated with them, through 
much of the language’s history. 

This same categorisational flexibility and fuzziness is true 
of fish (mīˀī) in Kumzari. When responding to the question, 
“What is a fish?”, speakers first identify ‘prototypical’ fish, but 
also refer to sea cucumbers, jellyfish, shrimp, crabs, lobsters, 
dolphins, whales and even sea turtles, and possibly shellfish. 
However, when asked if these species are indeed types of mīˀī, 
speakers will hesitate, and then acknowledge that (at a lower 
place on the animacy hierarchy) shellfish, jellyfish, sea cucum-
bers and crabs are not mīˀī, nor are sea turtles (at a higher place 
on the animacy hierarchy). Shrimp, lobsters, cephalopods 
(squid and cuttlefish), dolphins and whales, on the other hand, 
are comfortably within the category of mīˀī, certainly for 
Kumzari people who have not been subjected to formal educa-
tion, and to varying degrees among those who have. 

The Kumzari term for ‘fish’ is unusual within the language 
in that it is found both as a collective noun mīˀī (‘fish in gen-
eral’), and an etymologically related but distinct count form 

 
3 Some scientists prefer to call starfish ‘sea star’ in English, to reflect 
the ‘modern’ western idea of ‘fish’, but of course this group of organ-
isms is no more truly ‘star’ than ‘fish’. 
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may (pl. mēyan).4 To our knowledge, there are no other nouns 
in the language with this three-way formal distinction. 

Within the category of mīˀī, some species fall into inter-
mediate-level families. The families with the diversity of species 
are kūlī ‘shark’, with at least twenty members, and paw ‘ray’, 
with about half as many. The latter category, which takes its 
name from the prototype species paw ‘bluespotted ribbontail’ 
includes rays, guitarfishes and skates. More often, smaller fami-
lies are grouped together with a shared genus-type label that is 
part of the fish’s name (see 2.3. below). 

2.2. Defining Kumzari Fish Species  

In some cases, there is an exact correspondence between fish 
species in Kumzari and those defined in the ‘western’ scientific 
taxonomy, but in other cases one or the other of the taxonomies 
is more finely differentiated than the other. 

One-to-one correspondences with the western scientific taxon-
omy. Many of the species in the Kumzari list correspond to indi-
vidual species in the western scientific taxonomy, to list a few: 
čum sāˀit ‘paeony bullseye’, fōringī ‘common bannerfish’, ḥama 
ẓmāmō ‘Oman anenomefish’ and qurfē ‘yellowtail scad’. 

Underdifferentiation vis-à-vis the western scientific taxonomy. 
In Kumzari, one prominent departure from the strict ‘one label 

 
4 This term exhibits unusual behaviour in English as well, but there 
the noun form ‘fish’—unlike most other nouns—can be used as a col-
lective noun as well as a singular noun, and a true plural ‘fishes’ is al-
so used, at least by some speakers. 
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per species’ set up as an ideal in binomial nomenclature,5 as 
practiced in western science, is the grouping of fish types that 
share a set of characteristics. Groups such as ‘poor-tasting col-
ourful fish of a certain size’ are referred to with a single species 
label in Kumzari, even when differences between them are visi-
ble to speakers. Some examples of such species in the Kumzari 
taxonomy are as follows: 

būt murwan ‘red sweeper, obliquebanded  
     cardinalfish’ 

gmō ‘redspot emperor’ 
rubbaṭ ‘whipray, electric ray’ 
sabu kanˀad ‘McCosker’s wrasse, yellowstriped  
      cardinalfish’ 
saptik ‘anthias, rosy dwarf monocle bream’ 

This tendency could be attributable to the fact that practical 
considerations, such as desirability (or avoidance) of a species 
as food, or the use of the same net type to catch these similar 
fish types, can be more important in the differentiation of spe-
cies than simple appearance. Such underdifferentiation of spe-
cies types in Kumzari compared to conventionalised western 
scientific classifications occurs in most languages.6 

Defining species by life stage. The opposite situation, where-
by Kumzari species are more finely differentiated than their 
counterparts in the western scientific taxonomy, also occurs—

 
5 But not adhered to in all cases, such as for canines and felines. 
6 Including folk classifications among speakers of English and other 
European languages. 
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frequently, in fact—in relation to life stages of fish. In particu-
lar, Kumzari often applies more than one label to a single or-
ganism type at various stages of its life cycle, with no general 
term that brings together these names. This suggests that in the 
Kumzari ethnolinguistic taxonomy, the organism is being treat-
ed as a distinct ‘species’ at each stage of its life cycle. Kumzari 
speakers are aware that the labels refer to a single organism 
type at various stages of development, so this type of classifica-
tion has nothing to do with lack of scientific knowledge. Rather, 
Kumzari scientific knowledge is structured in a way that reflects 
the fact that species change appearance over the course of their 
development; the desirability of a particular fish type as food 
during a given stage of development; and factors such as sus-
tainable fishery, since spawning fish—especially lobsters and 
shrimp—are left alone to assure the sustainability of fish stocks. 

A number of fish organism types have distinct names for 
two life stages (small / large): 

fish sp. čūk pārawē / pārawē 
rabbitfish sp. gawgaw / čāwuẓ 
blueline snapper purġar / āqadī 
large needlefish sp. qrambiṣ / qunwaḥ 
smalltooth emperor rāmišt / rōbāyō 
milk shark tirxēnit / īfē 
longtail tuna wīr / wīr barḥ 
kawakawa xlēsī / jārid 

There are five organism types with distinct names for three life 
stages (small / medium / large): 
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potato grouper bahlul / āmur / lākō 
bull shark burqēb / qrādī / rējimī 
shark sp. čūk jmēs / jmēs / jubbē 
king soldier bream ḥallūma / sanksar / kōfar 
grouper sp. lašt / lēdam / lāḥafī 

Finally, two organism types have distinct names for four life 
stages, from small to large: 

spangled emperor tarbō / nīm gdīr / gdīr / mkindī 
kingfish, etc. xubbaṭ / maẓāraq / kanˀad /        

     maysānī 

2.3. Labelling Kumzari Fish Species 

As is likely the case across the world’s languages, the two most 
common ways of referring to species in Kumzari—in particular 
fish species—is through use of unique labels, and through ac-
companiment of a generic label with a specific label. There are 
also a few cases where a single identical label is used for two 
unrelated fish species. 

Unique labels. The frequency of unique labels, which ac-
count for a majority of the Kumzari fish species names, is evi-
dent from the comprehensive list in the Appendix.  

Generic labels accompanied by descriptors. The following are 
straightforward examples of generic family labels compounded 
with a descriptor to designate species types (discussions of these 
descriptors are found in the following section [3.]): 

būt ‘small fish sp. (family)’  
būt murwan ‘red sweeper, obliquebanded cardinalfish’ 
būt dām ‘Arabian bluestripe dottyback’ 
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ēraraġ ‘bream sp. (family)’  
ēraraġ čāf ‘red-filament threadfish bream’  
ēraraġ dašt ‘Japanese threadfish bream’ 

qātal ‘venomous fish’  
qātal čaf ‘false stonefish’ 
qātal dašt ‘draco waspfish’  

šupṣ  ‘lobster’  
šupṣ jayšan ‘heavily armoured lobster sp. with  

     antennae’ 
šupṣ šufrāqō ‘lobster sp. with no antennae’ 

Just as frequently, however, a single label can be used in Kum-
zari for a fish family as well for the prototype species for which 
that family is named. 

ḥampōlaṣ ‘ḥampōlaṣ (family)’; ‘fish sp. which   
  includes emperor angelfish,  

  semicircle angelfish and yellowbar  
  angelfish’ 

ḥampōlaṣ ārabī ‘Jayakar’s butterflyfish’ 
ḥampōlaṣ šāˀin ‘common dolphinfish’ 

qambab ‘qambab (family)’; ‘Picasso triggerfish,  
  goldenfinned triggerfish’ 

qambab garagumba ‘starry triggerfish’ 

sēḥak ‘guitarfish (family)’; ‘bowmouth  
  guitarfish’ 

sēḥak ārabī ‘granulate guitarfish’ 
sēḥak fārsī ‘spotted guitarfish’ 
sēḥak šāˀin ‘giant guitarfish’ 
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šuqqar ‘šuqqar (family)’; ‘Malabar blood 
  snapper’ 
šuqqar čāf ‘golden cardinalfish’ 

In order to avoid confusion between identical generic and spe-
cific labels, exemplified by the first item in each of the three 
sets here, the English-language scientific tradition has over the 
past century imitated the principles of Latin-based binomial 
nomenclature by affixing the term ‘common’ to unitary species 
labels that also appear in compounded names for other species. 
However, dual use of a single label for a family and for the pro-
totypical member of that family was prevalent in the original 
English-language taxonomies. 

In the data, almost all fish family labels in Kumzari are al-
so used in compounded species names. However, the family la-
bels kūlī ‘shark’ and dābit ‘shark subfamily’ are not.7 

Use of a single label for more than one species. There are 
three labels which are used for two separate species: 

ḥallūma  ‘king soldier bream (small stage)’; ‘red fish  
     sp. similar to king soldier bream (small  
     stage)’ 

kōr ‘whale shark’; ‘Gulf blenny’ 
tirxēnit ‘milk shark (small stage)’; ‘milkfish’ 

In the case of ḥallūma, speakers confirm an impression of over-
all similarity, even though the colour of the two species is dif-

 
7 An example of this situation in English is the term ‘poultry’, which 
refers to a grouping of bird types but is not used as a species label, or 
as part of any bird species label. 



 A Typology of Fish Names in Kumzari 49 

ferent; whale sharks, as well as the Gulf blenny, are likened to a 
kōr ‘blind person’; and (as suggested by the English names), 
milk sharks and milkfish exhibit in common a white secretion 
when slit. 

Synonymy. For ten types of fish in the data, two or more 
names are used for a single species. Setting aside the case of ab 
dēnō / abu dēnō ‘silky shark’ and laḥlaḥ / šayn ‘needlescaled 
queenfish’, whose variants are socially defined (see 2.4.), mem-
bers of other sets appear to be synonymous. 

ālaq tarḥin / ālaq tarhētin ‘needlefish (etc.)’ 
biyyaṭ / biyyaḍ ‘sandbar shark’ 
ˀmēd / mēd ‘round flat yellowish fish sp.’ 
garagumba / qambab  
   garagumba   ‘starry triggerfish’ 
qāpṭ / qāṭ ‘white fish sp.’ 
saptik / saftik / siftik ‘anthias, rosy dwarf monocle  
  bream’ 
taḥadī / kūku taḥādī ‘rainbow runner’ 
umbē / imbē ‘dark fish sp. similar to āmur’ 

Still, even where social considerations do not intervene, synon-
ymy can be gradient: in the case of mayg and rubyan, either 
term can be used as a generic label for ‘shrimp and prawns’, but 
where mayg is more often used as a species label for small 
shrimp, rubyan is associated with large shrimp and prawns. 

2.4. Variation among Speakers 

The Kumzari language community is small and closely knit, and 
in the fish lexicon—as elsewhere in the language—there is rela-
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tively little variation among speakers. The greatest point of var-
iability is in the types of fish that people know, and how many, 
rather than differences in the labels that they give to these 
types. Some fish types are known to all speakers of the lan-
guage, whether because of size (for example, kārabō ‘white dol-
phin’, kūlī ‘shark’), value as food (kanˀad ‘kingfish [etc.]’, ūmat 
‘sardines’, wīr ‘longtail tuna [small stage]’), distinctive appear-
ance and behaviour (faql ‘porcupine fish’, fār ‘flying fish’) or 
commonness (šōbubō ‘Indo-Pacific sergeant’), among other char-
acteristics. However, older community members, and those for 
whom fishing is a way of life, have a much richer and more ex-
tensive knowledge of fish. And even among fishermen, there are 
complementary areas of expertise in fish lexicon which are re-
lated to the type of boats or nets that a particular person uses. 

There are two instances in the data where usage of a par-
ticular fish name is correlated to ethnic lineage: reportedly, 
among some clans and families, the silky shark is typically re-
ferred to as ab dēnō, and among others as abu dēnō; similarly, 
laḥlaḥ is used by some groups for the needlescaled queenfish, 
whereas other groups call it šayn. Other cases where two equiv-
alents are available do not show a clear pattern of usage, and 
can consequently be considered synonyms (2.3.). 

3. A Typology of Kumzari Fish Names 

A high proportion of Kumzari fish names—roughly half—are 
descriptive, either making use of a semantically transparent de-
scriptor added to a generic label (see 2.3. above) or being di-
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rectly named for another concept. Descriptive labels can be or-
ganised into several (partially overlapping) categories:  

o association with—and usually also perceived resem-
blance to—other fish species (3.1.);  

o resemblance to other animal species and other ap-
pearance-related traits (3.2.); and 

o a set of more complex descriptors which are not based 
on physical appearance, including use of personal 
proper names, human interaction with and concep-
tions of fish species, and references to habitat (3.3.). 

3.1. Association with Other Fish Species 

Several fish species are named for their association with other 
fish. The species qambab garagumba ‘starry triggerfish’ is a qam-
bab ‘triggerfish’ that resembles garagumba ‘fish sp.’; sabu kanˀad 
‘fish sp.’ (lit. ‘kingfish sabu’) that looks like kanˀad ‘kingfish 
(etc.)’. In contrast, the angiẓ kanˀēdin ‘cuttlefish’ (lit. ‘kingfish 
cephalopod’) is associated with kanˀad ‘kingfish (etc.)’ because 
they both get caught in the same kanadyō ‘fishnet tunnel for 
catching kingfish’; luckily, both are a desirable catch. In the 
case of mām šāwan ‘redmouth grouper’ (lit. ‘mother of šāwan 
[orange rockcod]’), the connection is also likely based on the 
cohabitation of the two species rather than their resemblance to 
each other. The flounder, which is known as nān paw (lit. ‘ray 
bread’), presents an evocative scenario in which both species 
participate.  

When different fish species share a single label (see 2.3. 
above), for example tirxēnit ‘milk shark (small stage)’ and ‘milk-



52 Anonby and Al Kamzari 

fish’, one species label is likely derived from the other, but the 
direction of the naming process is synchronically ambiguous. 

3.2. Descriptions of Physical Appearance 

Physical appearance is central source from which fish labels are 
derived. This includes resemblance to other animals, colour, 
and other appearance-related traits. 

Resemblance to other animals. A number of fish are named 
for resemblances to other animals as well—all of which are non-
marine vertebrates—including mammals, birds, reptiles, am-
phibians and insects: 

mouse: dnān mišk ‘sohal’ (lit. ‘mouse tooth’) 
leopard: sēlik numr ‘dragon moray’ (lit. ‘leopard 
 moray’); namarāni ‘spotted shark sp.’ (cf. K. 

numr ‘leopard’, Ar. namir ‘leopard, tiger’) 
horse: asp ‘seahorse; yellow seahorse’ (lit. ‘horse’);  

asp sirx ‘thorny seahorse’ (lit. ‘red horse’) 
bull: gā ġalġul ‘dark fish sp.’ (lit. ‘ġalġul bull’;  

ġalġul is an opaque term) 
cat: gēlō ‘sea catfish’ (cf. Mn. galu ‘sea catfish’,  
 points to now-opaque link to sporadic SwIr 

gelu, gulu ‘cat’; Anonby, Taheri-Ardali, and 
Stone 2021, 122, 133) 

chicken: būt murwan ‘red sweeper, obliquebanded 
cardinalfish’ (lit. ‘chickens’ būt’, with būt re-
ferring to a small fish sp.) 
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 dgēgō ‘torpedo scad’ (cf. MusAr of Khasab 
dgēg ‘chicken’8) 

rooster: xrō diryīˀin ‘turkeyfish’ (lit. ‘sea rooster’) 
hawk: sēḥak šāˀin ‘giant guitarfish’ (lit. ‘hawk  
 guitarfish’) 
snake: mār diryīˀin ‘snake-eel; snake-eel sp.’ (lit. 

‘sea snake’) 
 mār paqqatīnin ‘spotted snake-eel’ (lit. 
 ‘spotted snake’) 
frog: šupš šufrāqō ‘lobster sp.’ (lit. ‘frog lobster’) 
palm weevil: dipsī ‘blacktip trevally’ (lit. ‘palm weevil’) 

For snake-eels, resemblance to snakes is clear. In other cases, 
further knowledge of the fish illuminates the comparison. The 
gā ġalġul (lit. ‘ġalġul bull’) has frontal horns, and the xrō diryīˀin 
‘turkeyfish’ (lit. ‘sea rooster’) exhibits fins that resemble the 
comb and wattle of a rooster. The imposing teeth of the dragon 
moray have inspired the name sēlik numr (lit. ‘leopard moray’), 
and šupš šufrāqō (lit. ‘frog lobster’), with a round head and no 
long antennae, is likened to a frog. The namarāni ‘shark sp.’ (cf. 
K. numr ‘leopard’, Ar. namir ‘leopard, tiger’) has spots like a 
leopard. Since fish are integral to the livelihood of Kumzari 
people, it is interesting to note that fish are named after land 
animals, rather than the other way around. 

 
8 In some Modern South Arabian languages, the terms for ‘torpedo 
scad’ are similar: dəjɛj̄o (Sh.) and dəgāgóh (M.). This suggests either a 
direct relation between Kumzari and these languages or, more likely, 
that ‘chicken’ as a base term for this fish type came to be used in Ara-
bic and has subsequently been borrowed into other languages (the 
Kumzari term for chicken is unrelated: mrū). 
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Colour. Perhaps surprisingly, only a handful of Kumzari 
fish names refer directly to colour: ġbar ‘shark sp. with ruddy 
dorsal fin tip’, which literally means simply ‘dusty brown’ (cf. 
Ar. ġubār ‘dust’); biyyaṭ/biyyaḍ ‘sandbar shark’ (cf. Ar. abyaḍ, 
MusAr byaḍ ‘white’); laqmit sūd ‘brown shark sp. with black dor-
sal fin tip’ (lit. ‘black morsel’; cf. Ar. aswad ‘black’); and sa-
marānī ‘shark sp.’ (cf. K. sāmar ‘charcoal’, Ar. asmar ‘charcoal 
colour’), which is marked with charcoal-coloured spots. Inter-
estingly, as demonstrated by the Arabic cognates here, all four 
of the colour terms are of Arabic origin, even where inherited 
basic colour terms (spēr ‘white’; sīya ‘black’) are available in 
Kumzari. This suggests that the fish names have been influenced 
by or even borrowed from regional Arabic varieties (see also 
4.1. and 4.3. below). Finally, although less directly lexicalised, 
the colour of sitraġ ‘wrasse-like fish sp.’ (lit. ‘razor’) is likened to 
the green boxes of ‘Lord’ brand razors that were sold in the 
past. 

Other descriptors based on physical appearance. Other ap-
pearance-related descriptive labels range from references to 
size, body features, body parts, and other more spectacular 
comparisons.  

The term čūk, which does not occur on its own but which 
speakers say is related to čikk ‘small; child’ is found as a com-
pounding element in the species names čūk jmēs ‘shark sp. 
(small stage)’ and čūk pārawē ‘brown fish sp. (small stage)’.9 The 

 
9 For a discussion of the role of life stages in defining species, see 2.2. 
above, and for discussion of ‘father’ and ‘mother’ as compounding el-
ements, see 4.1. below. 
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Kumzari term nīm ‘half’ is added to gdīr ‘spangled emperor’ to 
describe the medium-small stage of that species. 

The manqab, a shark species with a pointed snout, derives 
its label from the Kumzari term for ‘beak’, while the name pēčak 
‘Arabian hound shark’ signals its resemblance to a wooden mal-
let. The goatfish rīšō (cf. rīš ‘beard’) is named for its chin barbels 
(whisker-like appendages), and mār paqqitīnan ‘spotted snake-
eel’ is known for its spots (paqqitan). While may xārin ‘squirrel 
fish, sixline soapfish’ has a spiny body (cf. xār ‘bone, thorn, 
spine’), the qambab čap ‘blackedged puffer’ is compared to a čap 
‘paddle’, and a round, flat yellowish fish sp. ˀmēd is named after 
a pillar (Ar. ˁimād). Secondly, some speakers maintain an unu-
sual word-initial ˀm cluster (Anonby 2011, 377) in the fish 
name ˀmēd ‘round, flat, yellowish fish sp.’ (cf. Ar. ˁimād ‘pillar’). 
The paeony bullseye čum sāˀit (lit. ‘clock eye’) is named for its 
enormous eyes, and the near-extinct sawfish (Moore 2017) 
šamšīrī (cf. šamšir ‘sword’) for its flat, elongated snout. A heavily 
armoured lobster species šupš jayšan is likened to the army 
(jayš), and the term kraḥ dēw ‘toothless fish sp. similar to qram-
buṣ’ literally means ‘ogre’s sandal’. 

The white face of the common bannerfish fōringī (lit. ‘Por-
tuguese person, European’) brings to mind the Portuguese mer-
chants that shaped the history of the region in past centuries, 
but the xālaq (lit. ‘countenance, good looks’) is the handsome 
one. Whale sharks as well as the Gulf blenny (both kōr) are lik-
ened to a blind person (also kōr). The label marya ryānī (cf. 
marya ‘Maryam’ [short form], aryāni ‘naked’; cf. Ar. ˁār, ˁuryān 
‘naked’), which the late fisherman Aliko Shobubo himself used 
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to refer to a small, transparent fish species, continues to amuse 
people. 

For many of the fish names above, the English equivalent 
is equally descriptive (and sometimes almost identical in sub-
stance!), hinting at the cross-linguistic primacy of assigning ap-
pearance-related names to unusual-looking fish. 

3.3. Descriptive Labels beyond Appearance 

Appearance constitutes the most prevalent basis for the terms 
used to name of fish species, but it is not the only one. There 
are a few fish names based on personal proper names and sali-
ent aspects of human interaction with fish. In addition, some re-
fer to the habitat and geographic distribution of a given species. 

Personal proper names. Fish species with labels that appear 
to be derived from personal proper names include the Oman 
anemonefish ḥama ẓmāmō ‘Muhammad Zmamo’, and the family 
of angelfish and similar fish known as ḥampōlaṣ, itself likely 
borrowed from Arabic ˁanfalūṣ but recast through folk etymolo-
gy as a compound, with the initial segments structured like 
ḥam, the short/prefix form of ‘Muhammad’, and the remainder 
of the word (pōlaṣ) opaque but bearing a distant resemblance to 
a name. The playful fish name marya ryānī (lit. ‘naked Mary’) 
similarly shows the short/prefix form of maryam (see also the 
end of 3.2. immediately above). Further, the terms ḥālamō ‘sea-
bream’ and ḥallūma ‘king soldier bream’ share a triconsonantal 
root *ḥlm with the woman’s proper name Halima, which in 
Kumzari is usually rendered ḥalūmō or ḥēlumē. Finally, the spe-
cies bahlul ‘potato grouper, small stage’, borrowed from Gulf 
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Arabic bahlūl (also a fish species), has its origins in the Arabic 
proper name bahlūl. 

Human interaction with species. A family of venomous fish 
qātal, along with its component species qātal čāf ‘false stonefish’ 
and qātal čāf ‘draco waspfish’ are aptly named as killers (cf. Ar. 
qātil ‘killer’). The fishing group rōra mōturō ‘children of Matar’ 
have named slender groupers kam rubˀ (lit. ‘quarter to [the 
hour]’), the time when by chance they would catch them. In 
addition to their species name, cobia sikl bear the honorific title 
šēxa mēyin (‘sheikhs of fish’), itself perhaps calqued on Mu-
sandam Arabic šēx issamak (similarly, ‘sheikh of the fish’). 

Habitat and geographic distribution. Two bream species, 
ēraraġ čāf ‘red-filament threadfin bream’ and ēraraġ dašt ‘Japa-
nese threadfin bream’, are distinguished by references to habitat 
along the shore (čāf) or in the open sea (dašt). The same distinc-
tion is made for a pair of venomous qātal (lit. poison) fish spe-
cies: qātal čāf ‘false stonefish’ and qātal dašt ‘draco waspfish’. 
The term čāf is further applied, without an explicit correspond-
ing dašt species, to distinguish šuqqar čāf ‘golden cardinalfish’ 
from the prototypical šuqqar ‘Malabar blood snapper’. Converse-
ly, dašt appears in the names ālaq dašt ‘Chinese trumpetfish’ and 
šāwan dašt ‘yellowfin hind’ in distinction to the simply labelled 
ālaq ‘needlefish (etc.); hound trumpetfish’ and šāwan ‘orange 
rockcod’.  

A second labelling dichotomy is set up between fish found 
along the coast of Arabia (ārabī), and those more typical of the 
Iranian coast (fārsī ‘Persian’). In a couple of cases, these labels 
come in a pair: sēḥak ārabī ‘granulate guitarfish’ vs. sēḥak fārsī 
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‘Arabian(!)/spotted guitarfish’; rubyan ārabī ‘small prawn sp.’ vs. 
rubyan fārsī ‘large prawn sp.’. Other species are only represented 
by ārabī or fārsī in opposition to a simple label: angiẓ ārabī ‘cut-
tlefish’ vs. angiẓ ‘cephalopod (family); angelfish sp.’; ḥampōlaṣ 
ārabī ‘Jayakar’s butterflyfish’ vs. ḥampōlaṣ ‘angelfish (family); 
angelfish sp.’; xarkuk ārabī ‘Red Sea parrotfish’ vs. xarkuk ‘par-
rotfish (family); parrotfish sp.’; xēnō fārsī ‘Indian Ocean oriental 
sweetlips (etc.)’ vs. xēnō ‘sweetlips (family); sweetlips (sp.).’; 
jārid fārsī ‘striped bonito’ vs. jārid ‘kawakawa, large stage’. 

Three further species are named in reference to their habi-
tat: būt dām ‘Arabian bluestriped dottyback’ (cf. būt ‘coral’), may 
gawdin ‘fish sp.’ (lit. ‘cave fish’) and sēḥak jīrī ‘giant guitarfish’ 
(lit. ‘sand guitarfish’). 

4. Fish Names in Wider Linguistic Context 

The importance of the study of fish names in Kumzari extends 
beyond an understanding of how fish types are conceptualised 
(2.) and a typology of the labels used for these species (3.). 
Here, we highlight linguistic structures that appear in fish 
names (4.1.), the use of fish names elsewhere in the lexicon 
(4.2.), and the contribution of fish names to an understanding 
of the language’s history (4.3.). 

4.1. Structural Characteristics of Fish Names 

Sound symbolism. There are three cases of exact reduplication in 
the fish names, something which might be due to sound symbol-
ism: gawgaw ‘rabbitfish sp.’, kūkū ‘small blue and yellow fish 
sp.’, and laḥlaḥ ‘needlescaled queenfish’. In addition, names of 
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three other species display structural repetition that may also be 
semantically expressive: gā ġalġul ‘fish sp. similar to yellow 
trunkfish’, garagumba ‘fish sp.’ and gurgurō ‘small white and 
black fish sp.’. For the latter two species, the expressive function 
of the names seems already to be presented in similar associated 
terms found in regional Arabic (garagumba, Anonby, field notes 
2008; jurjūr, Randall, 1995). 

Taxonomic similarity and phonological similarity. There are 
several sets of fish species where taxonomic similarity is ac-
companied by phonological similarity. The seabream ḥālamō 
and king soldier bream ḥallūma share the same consonantal 
content, which can often be traced back to a single etymological 
source in Kumzari (as in Arabic). The two life stages of qrambiṣ-
qunwaḥ ‘large needlefish sp.’ both start with q, and the three life 
stages of lašt-lēdam-lāḥafī ‘dark fish sp. similar to xālaq’ all start 
with l. These similarities could be due to chance, but semantic 
associations with certain sounds, or at least some kind of pho-
nological analogy, might also play a role. 

Unusual phonological structures. Two unusual phonological 
structures show up in fish names. First, the phoneme h, which 
elsewhere has almost always shifted to glottal stop (e.g., Ar. 
šahīd, K. šēˀid ‘witness’; MP kahwan, P. kohne, K. kaˀnaġ ‘old 
[thing]’), is retained in the term bahlul ‘potato grouper, small 
stage’—perhaps as a result of recent borrowing or reinforcement 
from regional Arabic which shares this term. Secondly, some 
speakers maintain an unusual word-initial ˀm cluster (Anonby 
2011, 377) in the fish name ˀmēd ‘round, flat, yellowish fish sp.’ 
(cf. MusAr of Khasab, also ˀmēd; Ar. ˁimād ‘pillar’), which is 
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nonetheless a systematic output exhibiting a pervasive shift of 
pharyngeal ˁ [ʕ] to glottal stop ˀ [ʔ] in Kumzari borrowings 
from Arabic and internally in some Arabic varieties of Mu-
sandam Peninsula. 

The historical noun suffix -it. In Kumzari, the historical 
feminine/individuation noun suffix -it is associated with Semit-
ic-type vocabulary of considerable time depth (contrasting with 
recent borrowings from Arabic, which use the modern Arabic 
suffix -a in its place). The suffix -it is found in the names of a 
number of fish types: dābit ‘shark’, čum sāˀit ‘paeony bullseye’, 
ḥilbit ‘broomtail wrasse’, laqmit sūd ‘shark sp.’, mār paqqitīnan 
‘spotted snake-eel’, rāxamit ‘long, thin and round silvery-
coloured fish sp.’, tirxēnit ‘milk shark (small stage); milkfish’ 
and likely ālaq ṭarḥētin ‘barred needlefish’ (where -it becomes -ēt 
due to suffix-induced vowel lengthening and umlaut, as ex-
plained in Anonby 2012; also cf. this species’ alternate name 
ālaq ṭarḥin;). While some of these names may be derived (rāx-
amit resembles the MusAr term rāxamī ‘slow-moving person’) or 
innovated vocabulary that uses existing terms with -it (cf. sāˀit 
‘clock’, laqmit ‘morsel’, paqqit ‘spot’), the other names, which 
are semantically opaque, may be older (ḥilbit, tirxēnit). 

Fish names and the proper/definite suffix -ō. In Kumzari, 
personal proper names are often accompanied by a fossilised 
definite suffix -ō (cf. Anonby 2012; van der Wal Anonby 2015), 
for example, ḥalūmō ‘Halima’, bēširō ‘Bashir’. This pattern is 
sometimes extended to generate proper-type nouns in other lex-
ical domains including species names. For fish, it appears with 
moderate frequency, on 21 of the 198 fish labels in the lexicon.  



 A Typology of Fish Names in Kumzari 61 

In some cases, it is possible to identify the stem to which 
the suffix is attached through comparison with other lexical 
items, especially when the semantic connection is clear, for ex-
ample, rīšō ‘sulphur goatfish’ (cf. rīš ‘beard’). The fossilised qual-
ity of the suffix is evident in that (unlike personal proper 
names) it can be further marked for definiteness—both definite 
and indefinite: rīšōˀō ‘the sulphur goatfish’, rīšōˀē ‘a sulphur 
goatfish’. 

In addition, the suffix -ō is applied to terms borrowed 
from or held in common with other languages: 

ab(u) dēnō ‘silky shark’, cf. Ar. ab ‘father’, MusAr dēn ‘ear’ 
ambarō ‘banded monocle bream’, cf. K. ambar, Ar. ambār 

‘ambergris’ 
dgēgō ‘torpedo scad’, cf. MusAr (Khasab, urban varieties) 

dgēg ‘chicken’ 
gurgurō ‘striped white fish sp.’, cf. Ar. jarjūr, GAr gargūr 

‘needlefish’ 
nagrō ‘silver fish sp.’, cf. GAr nagrōr ‘silver fish sp.’, P. 

noqre ‘silver’ 
šōbubō ‘Indo-Pacific sergeant’, cf. K. šōbub, MusAr šōbib 

‘heavy rain’ 
xēnō ‘rubberlips’, cf. Ar. xanāy ‘rubberlips’ 

In still other cases (e.g., gmō ‘emperor sp.’, lākō ‘potato grouper, 
large stage’) the stem is opaque and the presence of ō as the 
word ending may be coincidental. 

‘Mother’ and ‘father’ constructions. Mother- and father-type 
descriptive/associative compounding constructions, well-known 
from Arabic, show up in Kumzari fish names. One of these 
names is, in fact, directly borrowed from Arabic: ab(u) dēnō 
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‘silky shark’, lit. ‘father of ears’ (see 3.2. for discussion of labels 
referring to physical appearance). Other names historically con-
structed in this way might include ambarō ‘banded monocle 
bream’ and imbē/umbē ‘fish sp. similar to āmur’, but the etymol-
ogy and internal structure of the latter terms are unclear. An-
other fish name, mām šāwan ‘redmouth grouper’, contains the 
Kumzari word for mother, and it could likewise be a historical 
element in the opaque construction māmadī ‘yellow fish sp. sim-
ilar to xālaq’. 

The morpheme may ‘fish’ as a compounding element. A small 
number of fish names contain the word may ‘fish’ as a com-
pounding element: may gawdin ‘fish sp.’ (lit. ‘cave fish’) and may 
xārin ‘squirrel fish, sixline soapfish’ (lit. ‘thorn fish’). The label 
maysānī ‘kingfish (etc.) (large stage)’, for which the segment 
sānī is opaque, may also have developed its structure in this 
way. The relative scarcity of this construction in Kumzari stands 
in opposition to scientific English labels for the same set of fish, 
where (as evident from the complete list below), the compound-
ing element ‘-fish’ is found with dozens of fish types: angelfish, 
bannerfish, butterflyfish, dolphinfish, kingfish, parrotfish, por-
cupinefish, etc. 

4.2. Use of Fish Names Elsewhere in the Lexicon 

While it is more often the case that fish names are derived from 
qualities found elsewhere in the lexicon, a few fish names are 
themselves applied to other domains.  
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One small type of net anchor, sinna paw (cf. sinn ‘net an-
chor’), is likened to a flounder (paw), and sometimes simply 
called paw.  

A ropeful of strung fish is a čikkit, and the constellation 
Pleiades is called čikkit byāḥō, where byāḥ is a white fish spe-
cies.  

Fish names can be used as a lāqab ‘nickname’, as in the 
case of the late ēlikō šōbubō (Aliko Shobubo; cf. šōbubō ‘Indo-
Pacific sergeant’) and ḥas qābabō (Hasan Qababo; cf. MusAr 
qabāb ‘tuna sp.’, = K. wīr). Both of these men loved to catch 
and eat these fish types. There is also a family known as gmōˀō 
(cf. K. gmō ‘redspot emperor’, -ō ‘the’), and one person with the 
informal last name ḥalūmō, which is a proper name that sounds 
like a fish name (see ‘Personal proper names’ in 3.3. above). 

Fish labels are also applied to types of people generally: 
the term lāẓuq ‘remora’ is applied to children who follow some-
one around, and rāxamit, which is a ‘long, thin and round sil-
very-coloured fish sp.’ that moves slowly in the water, is also 
used to describe ‘slowpokes’—people who move or work slowly. 

4.3. Fish Names and the History of the Kumzari  
Language 

While the provenance of the Kumzari language is complex (see 
1.), a study of any aspect of the language, including the lexicon 
of fish names, provides insight into its history. 

Many Kumzari fish names are likely innovations—terms 
that originated within the language and which are not found in 
other languages. The presence of such terms underlines the 
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unique and relatively insular (or, more precisely, peninsular) 
nature of the language community: one which has drawn on its 
own linguistic resources. Some of the many possible innovated 
terms include angiẓ ‘squid, cuttlefish’, burqēb ‘bull shark (small 
stage)’, čāwuẓ ‘rabbitfish sp.’, ēraraġ ‘bream sp.’, jurbaḥ ‘silver 
bream-like sp.’, saptik ‘anthias’ and xarkuk ‘parrotfish (etc.)’. 

From a wider comparative perspective, though, the lexi-
con of fish names is firmly grounded in the Arabian linguistic 
sphere. While the categorical term may is likely descended from 
MP māhīg (cf. also P. māhi, Keshmi moy; Anonby 2015, 179), a 
high proportion of the fish names are shared with Arabic, 
whether through borrowing from Arabic or through common 
inheritance. A number of examples have been given in various 
sections above, but a representative set of such words which are 
clearly related to common Arabic vocabulary is collected here 
as well:  

Kumzari Arabic (Modern Standard) 
ālaq ˁālaq ‘needlefish’ 
faql faql ‘porcupine fish’ 
īfē ˁīfā ‘milk shark’ 
kanˀad kanˁad ‘kingfish (etc.)’ 
qāpṭ qābṭ ‘seabream sp.’ 
rubbaṭ rābaḍ ‘ray sp.’ 
šāxur šāxūr ‘Indian snapper’ 
šayn šayn ‘needlescaled queenfish’ 
sikl sikl ‘cobia’ 
ūmat ˁūma ‘sardine’ 

Many further species names shared with Arabic have not been 
conventionalised in Modern Standard Arabic, but Kumzari 
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speakers confirm that they are in use among regional varieties 
of Arabic: abu dēnō (=MusAr), bahlul (MusAr bahlūl), dgēgō 
(MusAr dgēgō, dyēyō), dipsī (GAr dibsī), laḥlaḥ (=GAr), qambab 
(MusAr qrambab), and šupṣ (MusAr šibṣ) (for glosses, see the full 
species list in the Appendix). Still other species have names that 
clearly appear to be related to Arabic words, but neither Mod-
ern Standard Arabic resources on fish names nor our consulta-
tion with MusAr speakers of the region attest to use of these 
names in Arabic: biyyaḍ ‘sandbar shark’ (cf. Ar. abyaḍ ‘white’), 
qātal ‘venomous fish’ (cf. Ar. qātil ‘killer’), laqmit sūd ‘shark sp.’ 
(cf. Ar. laqma ‘morsel’, Ar. aswad, pl. sūd ‘black’). 

Yet other fish names are found in common with Balochi 
(Bl.) and SwIr languages to the north, in particular Bandari 
(Bn.) varieties including Minowi (Minabi) (Mn.); and, less 
commonly, Persian.10 

Kumzari Balochi SwIr (Mn. unless marked otherwise) 
gēlō gelū galu ‘sea catfish’ 
kārabō karābū karrābu ‘dolphin’ 
kūlī kūlī kuli ‘shark’ 
mayg meyg mayg,  
    maygu (P.) ‘shrimp’ 
pārawē parāwū parāwu ‘fish sp.’ 
paw paw pow ‘ray’ 
pēčak pīčak — ‘shark sp.’ 

 
10 Sources for the Balochi and SwIr data here are summarised in foot-
note 1. Since species identifications sometimes differ between the 
sources, consult the explanatory lexicon at the end of the article for 
the most precise possible identification in each language. 
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šang šangū šeng ‘butterflyfish’ 
 sanksar sangsar sangsar ‘grunter/seabream sp.’ 

ṣārm sārm sārm ‘queenfish sp.’ 

A long history of mutual interaction among all languages of the 
region is confirmed by fish names common to Arabic, Kumzari, 
Balochi and SwIr languages of Iran—whatever the ultimate 
origin of any of these names.11 

Arabic Kumzari Balochi SwIr12  
ˁanfalūṣ ḥampōlaṣ —  āmfolos ‘dolphinfish sp.’ 
byāḥ (GAr) byāḥ bīyā biyāh,  
    biyā ‘mullet sp.’ 
gargūr (GAr) gurgurō gorgorū gargaru ‘fish sp.’ 
hāmūr āmur hāmur hāmur  
     (Mn., P.)  ‘grouper’ 
jayđar jaydar gīdar gidar ‘yellowfin tuna’ 
qarfa qurfē karfe karfa ‘scad sp.’ 
ṣāl ṣāl ṣāl — ‘trevally sp.’ 
xanāy xēnō xannū xennu,  
     xannu  ‘sweetlips sp.’ 
xlēsī (MusAr) xlēsī xeleysī xalāsi ‘tuna sp.’ 
zbēdī (GAr) ẓbēdī zobeydī zobādi ‘pomfret sp.’ 

 
11 Sources for the Balochi and SwIr data here are summarised in foot-
note 1. As mentioned with the previous table, since species identifica-
tions sometimes differ between the sources, consult the explanatory 
lexicon at the end of the article for most precise possible identification 
in each language. 
12 Mn. unless marked otherwise. 
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Further, many fish terms are shared between Kumzari and the 
Modern South Arabian languages (MSAL), at least sometimes 
with Arabic as an intermediary, and at times with a shift in 
which species it applies to. For example, there is a type of puff-
erfish in Shehret, fuḳl~fugl, whose name is obviously related to 
both K. and Ar. faql ‘porcupinefish’. The Musandam Arabic label 
qrambab ‘triggerfish’ clarifies the link between cognates in 
Kumzari on the one hand, and MSAL on the other: K. qambab 
vs. Sq. ḳarbōbə, Sh. ḳerbót, H. ḳerbót, ḳerbōbǝt, M. ḳərbōbət, B. 
ḳerbābǝt. Conversely, the Kumzari word for whale, šawḥaṭ, is 
more similar to MSAL (Sq. śīḥāṭə, Sh. śəbḥáṭet, H. śōḥáṭet, M. 
śaḥṭət, B. śḥáṭət) than it is to Ar. ḥūṭ; as Bayshak (2002) has 
pointed out, this particular item is evidence for a direct link 
apart from Arabic. The Kumzari term dībē ‘shortfin mako shark’ 
is equivalent to the term used for the same species in MSAL: Sq. 
dībə, Sh., Ho., M., B. ḏībə. The same situation is found with K. 
kōr ‘whale shark’ and fār ‘flying fish’, with recurrent but varied 
correspondences in the MSAL: Sq. fériher~férifer, Sh. ferr~ferér, 
H. ferfír, M. fərār, B. férri ‘flying fish’; Sq., Sh., B. kɛr, M. karr 
‘whale shark’. Coming full circle, the latter term extends to 
Iranic languages of the wider region: in both Minabi (Bandari) 
and Balochi, the equivalent terms for the latter species are kuli 
kar (Mn.) and kūlī kar (Bl.). 

To return to the idea of innovation within Kumzari: still 
other Kumzari fish names make use of Arabic as well as non-
Arabic sources from existing vocabulary, but their application 
to fish species is novel. The shared Kumzari and Musandam Ar-
abic term manqab means ‘beak’ in both languages, but in 
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Kumzari it is used as a name for a type of shark. Conversely, the 
inherited word sitraġ ‘razor’ (cf. MP awestarag, P. ostore) is ap-
plied to a fish species in Kumzari. The Kumzari terms nān 
‘bread’ and paw ‘ray sp.’, known from elsewhere in SwIr 
(Mohebbi Bahmani 2006), come together in Kumzari as nān paw 
(lit. ‘ray bread’), the name for flounder. There are even species 
which have ostensibly coupled an Arabic term with an inherited 
SwIr term to produce a new Kumzari term: kam rubˀ (lit. ‘quar-
ter to [the hour]’, cf. P. kam ‘less’, Ar. rubˁ ‘quarter’) refers to 
the slender grouper, and the paeony bullseye has been labelled 
čum sāˀit (lit. ‘clock eye’, cf. P. češm, Keshmi and Minowi čehm 
‘eye’; Ar. sāˁa ‘hour, watch’). 

5. Conclusion 

This article provides an inventory, description and analysis of 
fish names in Kumzari, an endangered language spoken at the 
tip of the Musandam Peninsula in eastern Arabia. The ecologi-
cal richness of the waters around this peninsula are encoded 
and brought to life in the elaborate typology of fish names in 
this language. As with any language, Kumzari exhibits a unique 
system for conceptualising fish and expressing distinctions be-
tween various types of fish. The 198 labels for fish types in the 
language draw on a range of lexical resources: association with 
other types of fish; physical appearance, including resemblance 
to other types of animals, colour, and a collection of other more 
complex referential associations; and a strong representation of 
descriptive labels beyond physical appearance, drawing on per-
sonal proper names, human interaction with species, and delin-
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eation of habitat. Several interesting linguistic features, includ-
ing sound symbolism, definiteness, and ‘mother’ and ‘father’ 
constructions, recur in the labels used for fish types. While some 
fish names are held in common with languages of the region, 
showing linguistic relationships that date back to previous mil-
lennia, other labels appear to be language-internal innovations, 
known only from Kumzari. 

Appendix: Explanatory Lexicon of Kumzari Fish 
Types 

The following table lists each of the 198 fish labels in the 
Kumzari lexicon, including species names as well as family 
groupings. Kumzari labels are listed in English-based alphabeti-
cal order. Each Kumzari fish name is accompanied, as much as 
possible, by an English equivalent as found in FishBase 
(https://www.fishbase.org); see the methodology in 1.1. above 
for explanation and caveats. Species for which we were not able 
to provide a substantive identification are described in the 
terms used by Kumzari speakers, including description of physi-
cal appearance, size, habitat, and similarity to other fish spe-
cies. Sociolinguistic variation in the labels used is discussed in 
2.4. above. 

Etymologically related words in Kumzari, Arabic and oth-
er languages of the region are also proposed where known. 

 Kumzari 
name English equivalent related terms in  

regional languages 

1.  ˀmēd 
= mēd 

round, flat, yellowish fish 
sp. 

MusAr (Khasab) ˀmēd ‘fish 
sp.’, Ar. ˁimād ‘pillar’ 

https://www.fishbase.org/
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2.  ab dēnō 
= abu dēnō 

silky shark Ar. ab(u) ‘father’; Ar. uđun, 
MusAr dēn ‘ear’; cf. also Sh. 
ḏəmɛw̄i, M. ḏinf 

3.  abu dēnō 
(see ab dēnō) 

  

4.  ambarō banded monocle bream Bl. ambarū ‘fish sp.’; ? K. 
ambar, Ar. ˁambār ‘amber-
gris’; ? K. ambar, P., ambār 
‘storehouse’, GAr, Ar. 
ˁambār ‘storehouse, ward’; 
? Ar. umm, MusAr imm 
‘mother’ 

5.  anfuẓ fish sp. (description and 
identification uncertain; 
may be a synonym for 
ḥampōlaṣ ‘fish sp.’) 

Ar. ˁanfalūṣ ‘common dol-
phinfish’, Mn. ānfolos, ām-
folos ‘fish sp.’; ? K. ḥam-
pōlaṣ ‘fish sp.’; ? Ar. ˁanfaṣ 
‘bad-mannered person’ 

6.  angiẓ cephalopod (squid and cut-
tlefish) (family) 

 

7.  angiẓ ārabī cuttlefish K. angiẓ ‘cephalopod’; K. 
ārabī, Ar. ˁarabī ‘Arab 
(adj.)’ 

8.  angiẓ kanˀēdin squid K. angiẓ ‘cephalopod’; K. 
kanˀad, Ar. kanˁad ‘fish sp.’ 

9.  asp seahorse (family); yellow 
seahorse 

K. asp, P. asb ‘horse’; Bl. 
asp ‘fish sp.’; Mn., Bl., 
aspak ‘fish sp.’  

10.  asp sirx thorny seahorse K. asp ‘seahorse’; K. sirx, P. 
sorx ‘red’ 

11.  ālaq any of several types of fish 
with a narrow snout; spe-
cifically, refers to hound 
needlefish 

Ar. ˁalāq ‘fish sp.’ 

12.  ālaq dašt Chinese trumpetfish K. ālaq ‘fish sp.’; K. dašt 
‘open space, open sea’; P. 
dašt ‘field, plain’ 
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13.  ālaq ṭarḥētin  
= ālaq ṭarḥin 

barred needlefish K. ālaq ‘fish sp.’ 

14.  ālaq ṭarḥin  
(see ālaq 
ṭarḥētin) 

 K. ālaq ‘fish sp.’ 

15.  āmur potato grouper (bahlul-
āmur-lākō), medium stage 

Ar. hāmūr, P., Mn., Bl. 
hāmūr ‘fish sp.’ 

16.  āqadī blueline snapper (purġar-
āqadī), large stage 

 

17.  bahlul potato grouper (bahlul-
āmur-lākō), small stage 

GAr, MusAr bahlūl ‘fish 
sp.’, Ar. personal name 

18.  billō greater amberjack ? K. billa ‘slobber’ 

19.  biyyaḍ (see 
biyyaṭ) 

  

20.  biyyaṭ 
= biyyaḍ 

sandbar shark Ar. abyaḍ, MusAr byaḍ 
‘white’ 

21.  burqēb bull shark (burqēb-qrādī-
rējimī), small stage 

 

22.  būt small fish (general term); 
small fish sp. (family) 

MusAr būt ‘small fish’ 

23.  būt murwan red sweeper, five-lined 
cardinalfish (Randall: 
obliquebanded cardinal-
fish) 

K. būt ‘fish sp.’; K. murwan 
‘chickens’ 

24.  būt dām Arabian bluestriped dot-
tyback 

K. būt ‘fish sp.’; dām ‘coral’ 

25.  byāḥ mullet (general term) GAr byāḥ ‘mullet’, Mn. 
biyāh, biyā, Bl. bīyā ‘fish 
sp.’ 

26.  čāwuẓ rabbitfish sp. (gawgaw-
čāwuẓ), large stage; possi-
bly squaretail rabbitfish 
and white-spotted rabbit-
fish 

? Bl. čaġūk ‘fish sp.’ 
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27.  čum sāˀit paeony bulleye K. čum, Keshmi čehm, P. 
češm ‘eye’; K. sāˀit, Ar. sāˁa, 
P. sāˀat ‘clock, hour’ 

28.  čūk jmēs bigeye hound shark, scal-
loped hammerhead shark 
and smooth hammerhead 
shark (čūk jmēs-jmēs-jubbē), 
small stage 

K. čikk ‘small, child’; Bl. 
čūk ‘child’; K. jmēs ‘shark 
sp.’ 

29.  čūk pārawē large dark brown fish sp. 
(čūk pārawē-pārawē), small 
stage 

K. čikk ‘small, child’; Bl. 
čūk ‘child’; K. pārawē, Mn. 
parāwu ‘fish sp.’ 

30.  čūm medium-large red fish sp.  

31.  dābit shark (family of large 
sharks within kūlī ‘shark’) 

 

32.  dgēgō torpedo scad MusAr (Khasab, urban va-
rieties) dgēg ‘chicken’; cf. 
also Sh. dəjɛj̄o, M. dəgāgóh, 
‘torpedo scad’ 

33.  dipsī blacktip trevally K. dipsī, MusAr dibsī ‘palm 
weevil’, itself from Ar. dibs 
‘date syrup’; GAr dibsī, Bl. 
depsī ‘fish sp.’ 

34.  dībē shortfin mako shark Sh., H., M., B. ḏībə, Sq. dībə 
‘shortfin mako shark’ 

35.  dnān mišk Sohal surgeonfish K. dnān, MP, P. dandān 
‘tooth’; K. mišk, MP mušk 
‘mouse’; Mn. muš dandon, 
Bl. moškū ‘fish sp.’ 

36.  ēraraġ bream sp. (family)  

37.  ēraraġ čāf red-filament threadfin 
bream 

K. ēraraġ ‘fish sp.’; K. čāf 
‘shore, beach’ 

38.  ēraraġ dašt Japanese threadfin bream K. ēraraġ ‘fish sp.’; K. dašt 
‘open space, open sea’, P. 
dašt ‘field, plain’ 

39.  faql porcupinefish Ar. faql ‘porcupinefish’, Sh. 
fuḳl~fugl ‘pufferfish sp.’ 
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40.  fār flying fish Sq. fériher~férifer, Sh. 
ferr~ferér, H. ferfír, M. 
fərār, B. férri 

41.  fijmē short-beaked common dol-
phin 

B. fɛm̄i ‘common dolphin’, 
fīdīm ‘shark sp.’ 

42.  fōringī pennant coralfish (Randall, 
1995: common bannerfish) 

K. fōringī, Ar. faranja, 
ifranjī, P. farangī ‘foreigner, 
European’ 

43.  garagumba = 
qambab gara-
gumba 

starry triggerfish MusAr qrambab ‘fish sp.’; 
Sq. ḳarbōbə, Sh. ḳerbót, H. 
ḳerbót, ḳerbōbǝt, M. 
ḳərbōbət, B. ḳerbābǝt ‘trig-
gerfish’ 

44.  gawgaw rabbitfish sp. (gawgaw-
čāwuẓ), small stage; possi-
bly squaretail rabbitfish 
and white-spotted rabbit-
fish 

? Bl. gāmgām ‘fish sp.’ 

45.  gā ġalġul fish sp. similar to yellow 
trunkfish but darker and 
with a smaller tail 

K. gā ‘bull’; Lori gā, P. gāv 
‘bull’; Bl. ġarġūl ‘fish sp. 

46.  ġbar shark sp. similar to hard-
nose shark but which has a 
ruddy yellow-brown dorsal 
fin tip 

K., GAr ġbar ‘dust, dust 
colour’  

47.  gdīr spangled emperor (tarbō-
nīm gdīr-gdīr-mkindī), me-
dium-large stage 

Mn., Bl. gedīr ‘fish sp.’; ? 
Ar. of Sharqiyah xuwayđar 
‘emperor sp.’; cf. also Ar. 
jayđar, Sh. jēḏər, gēḏər, H., 
B. gēder, M. gēḏəb, gēḏər 
‘yellowfin tuna’; Bn., Bl. 
gīdar ‘tuna sp.’ 

48.  gēlō sea catfish Mn. galu, Bl. gelū ‘sea cat-
fish’; SwIr (e.g., Bakhtiari 
of Chilteh Dudera) gelu 
‘cat’ (Anonby, Taheri-
Ardali and Stone, 2021, 
122, 133) 
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49.  gmō redspot emperor (Randall, 
1995: saburbir emperor) 

? Ar. naqīmawwa ‘fish sp.’ 
(Randall, 1995) 

50.  gurgurō small, fast-swimming 
white fish sp. with black 
stripes 

Mn. gargaru, Bl. gorgorū 
‘fish sp.’; ? Ar. jarjūr, GAr 
gargūr ‘barred needlefish; 
spinner shark’ 

51.  ḥallūma1 king soldier bream, small 
stage 

K. ḥallūma2 ‘fish sp.’; ? K. 
ḥālamō ‘fish sp.’ 

52.  ḥallūma2 fish sp. similar to ḥallūma1 
but which is red 

K. ḥallūma2 ‘fish sp.’; ? K. 
ḥālamō ‘fish sp.’ 

53.  ḥama ẓmāmō Oman anemonefish K. ḥam, ḥama ‘Muham-
mad’; Sq. zaˁmōmə~ 
zaˁmāmə ‘pufferfish’ 

54.  ḥampōlaṣ grouping of several types 
of fish, including angelfish, 
butterflyfish and dolphin-
fish; specifically, refers to 
emperor angelfish, semi-
circle angelfish and yel-
lowbar angelfish 

Ar. ˁanfalūṣ, B. ˁanfəlūs, Sh. 
ˁamfəlūs, M. amfəlūs ‘com-
mon dolphinfish’; cf. also 
Mn. ānfolos, āmfolos ‘fish 
sp.’ 

55.  ḥampōlaṣ 
ārabī 

Jayakar’s butterflyfish K. ḥampōlaṣ ‘fish sp.’; K. 
ārabī, Ar. ˁarabī ‘Arab 
(adj.)’ 

56.  ḥampōlaṣ šāˀin common dolphinfish K. ḥampōlaṣ ‘fish sp.’; K. 
šāˀin ‘hawk, eagle, vulture’; 
P. šāhīn ‘falcon’ 

57.  ḥālamō seabream Bl. halīmū ‘fish sp.’; ? K. 
ḥallūma ‘fish sp.’ 

58.  ḥilbit broomtail wrasse  

59.  ḥillē shrimp scad  

60.  imbē 
= umbē 

fish sp. similar to āmur, 
but which is darker and 
lives in shallow water 

? Ar. umm, MusAr imm 
‘mother’ 

61.  innānē honeycomb stingray  

62.  īfē milk shark (tirxēnit-īfē), 
large stage 

GAr ˁīfō, Ar. ˁīfā, ˁifa 
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63.  jaġbib fish sp. similar in colour to 
āmur, but which is smaller, 
has a large head, eyes and 
mouth, and is of poor qual-
ity for eating 

? Sh. jaˁbobīt́ ‘skipjack tuna’ 

64.  jaydar yellowfin tuna Ar. jayđar, Sh. jēḏər, gēḏər, 
H., B. gēder, M. gēḏəb, gēḏər 
‘yellowfin tuna’; Bn., Bl. 
gīdar ‘tuna sp.’ 

65.  jārid kawakawa (tuna sp.) (xlēsī-
jārid), large stage 

Bl. jarhād ‘fish sp.’ 

66.  jārid fārsī striped bonito K. jārid ‘fish sp.’, Bl. jarhād 
‘fish sp.’; K., Ar. fārsī, P. 
fārsi ‘Persian’ 

67.  jmēs bigeye hound shark, scal-
loped hammerhead shark 
and smooth hammerhead 
shark (čūk jmēs-jmēs-jubbē), 
medium stage 

 

68.  jubbē bigeye hound shark, scal-
loped hammerhead shark 
and smooth hammerhead 
shark (čūk jmēs-jmēs-jubbē), 
large stage 

 

69.  jurbaḥ fish sp. similar in shape to 
saptik but silver in colour 

 

70.  kam rubˀ slender grouper K., P. kam ‘less’, K. also 
‘time remaining to the 
hour’; K. rubˀ, Ar. rubˁ, P. 
robˀ ‘quarter’ 

71.  kanˀad medium-large stage of fish 
sp. (xubbaṭ-maẓāraq-
kanˀad-maysānī) which in-
cludes wahoo, kingfish and 
Spanish mackerel 

Ar. kanˁad ‘fish sp.’ 

72.  kārabō white dolphin Mn. karrābu, Bl. karābū 
‘dolphin sp.’ 
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73.  kāraraġ fish sp. similar to qurfē and 
wīr, but blue on top 

 

74.  kāsal minnow; sardine  

75.  kāsal xālalin large minnow or sardine 
sp. 

K. kāsal ‘minnow, sardine’ 

76.  kmā frigate tuna  

77.  kōfar king soldier bream, large 
stage 

Ar. kawfar, Bl. kūfar ‘fish 
sp.’ 

78.  kōr1 whale shark Sq., Sh., B. kɛr, M. karr, cf. 
also Mn., Bl. kūlī kar ‘whale 
shark’ (lit. ‘deaf shark’); K. 
kōr ‘blind person’, MP kōr 
‘blind’; K. kōr2 ‘fish sp.’ 

79.  kōr2 Gulf blenny K. kōr ‘blind person’, MP 
kōr ‘blind’; K. kōr1 ‘whale 
shark’ 

80.  krāḥ dēw fish sp. similar to qrambiṣ-
qunwaḥ but without teeth 

K. krāḥ ‘sandal’; K., MP dēw 
‘ogre, demon’ 

81.  kūkū small blue and yellow fish 
species with white under-
side and a small mouth 

 

82.  kūku taḥādī 
= taḥādī 

rainbow runner K. kūkū ‘fish sp.’; K. taḥādī 
‘fish sp.’ 

83.  kūlī shark Mn., Bl. kūlī ‘shark’ 

84.  laḥlaḥ 
= šayn 

needlescaled queenfish GAr laḥlaḥ ‘fish sp.’ 

85.  laqmit sūd shark sp. similar to hard-
nose shark but which is 
brown with a black dorsal 
fin tip 

K. laqmit, Ar. laqma ‘mor-
sel’; Ar. aswad ‘black’ 

86.  lašt small stage of lašt-lēdam-
lāḥafī, a fish sp. similar to 
xālaq, but dark 
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87.  lāḥafī large stage of lašt-lēdam-
lāḥafī, a fish sp. similar to 
xālaq, but dark 

 

88.  lākō potato grouper (bahlul-
āmur-lākō), large stage 

 

89.  lāẓuq remora (suckerfish) K. lāẓuq ‘child who follows 
people around’; Sh. lǝzāḳ, 
B. lǝṣāḳ, Mn., Bl. lāzūk ‘fish 
sp.’; ? Ar. lāṣaq ‘glue’  

90.  lēdam medium stage of lašt-
lēdam-lāḥafī, a fish sp. sim-
ilar to xālaq, but dark 

 

91.  manqab any of several shark sp. in-
cluding blacktip shark, 
hardnose shark, sliteye 
shark, whitecheek shark 

K., MusAr manqab ‘beak’ 

92.  marya ryānī large minnow sp. with 
transparent flesh 

K., Ar., P. maryam ‘Mar-
yam’ (proper name); K. ar-
yānī, cf. also Ar. ˁār, maˁrī, 
ˁuryān ‘naked’ 

93.  manṭa sailfish, marlin Mn., Bl. mantūl ‘sailfish, 
marlin’ 

94.  may gawdin fish sp. similar to kam rubˀ 
but whose mouth and head 
are larger 

K. may, P. māhi ‘fish’; K. 
gawd ‘cave, hole’; cf. also 
Lori gawd, P. gawdāl ‘hole’ 

95.  may xārin fish spp. including squir-
relfish and goldenstriped 
soapfish (Randall, 1995: 
sixlined soapfish) 

K. may, P. māhi ‘fish’; K., P. 
xār ‘thorn, spine’; also K. 
‘bone’; ? Bl. xarak ‘fish sp.’ 

96.  maysānī large stage of fish sp. (xub-
baṭ-maẓāraq-kanˀad-
maysānī) which includes 
wahoo, kingfish and Span-
ish mackerel 

? K. may, P. māhi ‘fish’ 

97.  mayg shrimp; small shrimp Mn. mayg, Bl. meyg, P. 
maygu ‘shrimp’ 
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98.  maẓāraq medium-small stage of fish 
sp. (xubbaṭ-maẓāraq-
kanˀad-maysānī) which in-
cludes wahoo, kingfish and 
Spanish mackerel 

 

99.  mām šāwan redmouth grouper K. mām ‘mother’; K. šāwan 
‘fish sp.’; ? Bl. šammām 
‘fish sp.’ 

100.  māmadī fish sp. similar to xālaq, 
but yellower 

 

101.  mār diryīˀin snake-eel (family); possi-
bly, sea snake; specifically, 
refers to ringed snake-eel 

K., Mn., P. mār ‘snake’; K. 
diryīˀin ‘of the sea; fisher-
man’; cf. also K. dirya, P. 
daryā ‘sea’; Mn. mār deriyāi 
‘snake-eel’ 

102.  mār 
paqqitīnan 

spotted snake-eel K., P. mār ‘snake’; K. paqqit 
‘spot’ 

103.  mārānī snake-eel sp. ? K., P. mār ‘snake’ 

104.  mēd (see 
ˀmēd) 

  

105.  mkindī spangled emperor (tarbō-
nīm gdīr-gdīr-mkindī), large 
stage 

 

106.  nagrō fish sp. which resembles 
Bengal snapper, but is sil-
ver 

GAr nagrōr; Sh. nəgrɛ̄ŕ, H. 
nǝgrúr, M. nəgrūr ‘small-
spotted grunter’; cf. also P. 
noqre ‘silver (n.)’ 

107.  namarāni shark sp. with light spots K. numr, MusAr nimr ‘leop-
ard’, Ar. namir ‘leopard, 
tiger’; cf. also Sq. 
nimérihun, nímerhun, nim-
rāni, Sh. nimrāni, M., 
nəmrāni, nimrāni, nibrāni 
‘tiger shark’ 
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108.  nān paw flatfish: flounder, and pos-
sibly sole 

K., P. nān ‘bread’; K. paw, 
Mn. pow (Mohebbi Bahma-
ni 2006), Bl. pav ‘ray’, Bl. 
nān paw ‘fish sp.’ 

109.  nāwukō zebra shark  

110.  nīm gdīr spangled emperor (tarbō-
nīm gdīr-gdīr-mkindī), me-
dium-small stage 

K., P. nīm ‘half’; K. gdīr ‘fish 
sp.’; Bl. gdīrak ‘fish sp.’ 

111.  paw ray and guitarfish (family); 
bluespotted ribbontail 

Mn. pow (Mohebbi Bahma-
ni 2006), Bl. pav ‘ray’  

112.  pārawē large dark brown fish sp. 
(čūk pārawē-pārawē), large 
stage 

Mn., Bl. parāwū ‘fish sp.’ 

113.  pēčak Arabian smoothhound 
(Randall: Arabian hound 
shark) 

K. pēčak ‘wooden mallet’, 
Bl. pīčak ‘shark sp.’ 

114.  purġar blueline snapper (purġar-
āqadī), small stage 

Bl. pūlūġār ‘fish sp.’ 

115.  qambab triggerfish; triggerfish sp. 
which includes Picasso 
triggerfish and golden-
finned triggerfish 

MusAr qrambab ‘fish sp.’ 

116.  qambab gara-
gumba (see 
garagumba) 

 K. qambab ‘fish sp.’; K. 
garagumba ‘fish sp.’ 

117.  qambab čap blackedged puffer K. qambab ‘fish sp.’; K., Bl. 
čap ‘paddle (n.)’ 

118.  qarṭabō fish sp. similar to šōbubō 
but green, blue and red 

 

119.  qāpṭ = qāṭ goldlined seabream Ar. qābṭ ‘fish sp.’ 

120.  qāṭ (see qāpṭ)   

121.  qātal venomous fish (family) K. qātal ‘poison’, Ar. qātil 
‘killer’; Bl. kātel ‘venomous 
fish sp.’ 
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122.  qātal čāf false stonefish K. qātal ‘fish sp.’; K. čāf 
‘shore, beach’ 

123.  qātal dašt draco waspfish K. qātal ‘fish sp.’; K. dašt 
‘open space, open sea’, P. 
dašt ‘field, plain’ 

124.  qāẓum blacktip reef shark  

125.  qrādī bull shark (burqēb-qrādī-
rējimī), medium stage 

Ar. qurāđī, qarāzī, GAr 
qurādī, Bl. qarādī ‘shark sp.’ 

126.  qrambiṣ small stage of qrambiṣ-
qunwaḥ, a needlefish sp. 
which is larger than other 
needlefish sp. 

 

127.  qunwaḥ large stage of qrambiṣ-
qunwaḥ, a needlefish sp. 
which is larger than other 
needlefish sp. 

 

128.  qurfē yellowtail scad Ar. qarfa, Mn. karfa, Bl. 
karfe ‘fish sp.’ 

129.  rāmak ray sp. similar to rubbaṭ Bn. rāmak ‘eagle ray’ 

130.  rāmišt smalltooth emperor 
(rāmišt-rōbāyō), small stage 

 

131.  rāxamit  
= ṣōman 

long, thin and round sil-
very-coloured fish sp. 

K. rāxamit, MusAr rāxamī 
‘slow-moving person’ 

132.  rējimī bull shark (burqēb-qrādī-
rējimī), large stage 

 

133.  rīšō sulphur goatfish K., P. rīš ‘beard’; Bl. rīšū 
‘fish sp.’ 

134.  rōbāyō smalltooth emperor 
(rāmišt-rōbāyō), large stage 

Bl. rubāhū ‘fish sp.’, cf. P. 
rubāh ‘fox’ 

135.  rubbaṭ whipray sp., electric ray 
(possibly marbled torpedo, 
among others) 

Ar. rābaḍ ‘fish sp.’, Sq. 
rōbəś,̣ rōbǝḏ̣ ‘ray’, M. rābəḏ̣ 
‘whipray sp., ray sp.’ 

136.  rubyan prawn; shrimp Ar. rubyān, H., M. rəbyān 
‘prawn’ 
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137.  rubyan ārabī small, dark prawn spp. K. rubyan ‘prawn’; K. ārabī, 
Ar. ˁarabī ‘Arab (adj.)’ 

138.  rubyan fārsī large, light-coloured prawn 
spp. 

K. rubyan ‘prawn’; K., Ar. 
fārsī, P. fārsi ‘Persian’ 

139.  sabu kanˀad McCosker’s wrasse, yel-
lowstriped cardinalfish 

K. kanˀad ‘fish sp.’  

140.  sāfin tiny white fish sp. with a 
black tail 

Mn., Bl. sāfī ‘fish sp.’ 

141.  samarānī shark sp. with dark spots K. sāmar ‘charcoal’, Ar. as-
mar ‘charcoal colour’ 

142.  sanksar king soldier bream, medi-
um stage 

Bn., Mn., Bl. sangsar ‘jave-
lin grunter’; ? P. sang 
‘stone’; ? K., P. sar ‘head’ 

143.  saftik (see 
saptik) 

  

144.  saptik 
= saftik 
= siftik 

anthias, rosy dwarf mono-
cle bream 

 

145.  sēḥak guitarfish (family); specifi-
cally, refers to bowmouth 
guitarfish 

Mn. sihak ‘fish sp.’ 

146.  sēḥak ārabī granulate guitarfish K. sēḥak ‘guitarfish sp.’; K. 
ārabī, Ar. ˁarabī ‘Arab 
(adj.)’ 

147.  sēḥak fārsī spotted guitarfish (Alec 
Moore, pers. comm. 2021: 
Oman/Bengal/spotted gui-
tarfish; Randall, 1995: 
Arabian guitarfish) 

K. sēḥak ‘guitarfish sp.’; K., 
Ar. fārsī, P. fārsi ‘Persian’ 

148.  sēḥak jīrī giant guitarfish K. sēḥak, M. ābádyət sāḥūk 
əl-knēnaḥ ‘guitarfish sp.’; K. 
jīrī ‘sand’ 

149.  sēlik moray (family); specifical-
ly, refers to a sp. that in-
cludes honeycomb moray 
and palenose moray 

Bl. sālak ‘moray’  
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150.  sēlik numr dragon moray K. sēlik ‘fish sp.’; K. numr, 
MusAr nimr ‘leopard’, Ar. 
namir ‘tiger’; cf. also Sq. 
nɛḿiro, nímiher, Sh. nǝbrít, 
inmirít ‘moray’ 

151.  siftik (see 
saptik) 

  

152.  sikl cobia Ar. sikl ‘fish sp.’, Sq. sāḳel, 
M. sxalát, B. sxalét ‘cobia’ 

153.  sitraġ fish sp. similar to cleaner 
wrasse, but which is green 
or yellow 

MP awestarag, P. ostore ‘ra-
zor’ (MacKenzie 1971, 14) 

154.  sīflindō silver snake-eel sp. Ar. sīf rāndō ‘fish sp.’ 

155.  skindan snapper sp. which resem-
bles other snappers but is 
multicoloured and has 
larger teeth 

 

156.  ṣāl silver-white trevally sp. Ar. ṣāl, Bl. sāl ‘fish sp.’ 

157.  ṣāqatan skipjack tuna  

158.  ṣārm Talang queenfish Mn., Bl. sārm ‘fish sp.’ 

159.  ṣāwawē skate  

160.  ṣnāfē streaked rabbitfish Ar. ṣanāfay ‘fish sp.’ 

161.  ṣōman (see 
rāxamit) 

 Bl. sommān ‘fish sp.’ 

162.  šamšīrī sawfish Bn., Bl. kūlī šamšīrī ‘saw-
fish’; K. šamšir, P. šamšīr 
‘sword’ 

163.  šang butterflyfish (family); spe-
cifically, refers to a species 
which includes dark but-
terflyfish, 
exquisite butterflyfish, 
masked butterflyfish, 
threadfin butterflyfish and 
vagabond butterflyfish 

K. šang ‘comb’, P. čang 
‘harp’; Bn. šing, šengu, Mn. 
šeng, Bl. šangu ‘fish sp.’; cf. 
Sh. míšǝṭ ‘butterflyfish sp. 
(lit. ‘comb’) 



 A Typology of Fish Names in Kumzari 83 

164.  šawḥaṭ whale Sq. śīḥāṭə, Sh. śəbḥáṭet, H. 
śōḥáṭet, M. śaḥṭət, B. śḥáṭət; 
cf. also ? K., Lori šaw 
‘night; ? Ar. ḥūt ‘whale’ 

165.  šayn (see 
laḥlaḥ) 

 Ar. šayn ‘fish sp.’ 

166.  šāwan strawberry hind (Randall, 
1995: orange rockcod) 

? K. šaw ‘night’, šāwan 
‘nights’ 

167.  šāwan dašt yellowfin hind K. šāwan ‘fish sp.; K. dašt 
‘open space, open sea’, P. 
dašt ‘field, plain’ 

168.  šāxur Indian snapper Ar. šāxūr ‘fish sp.’ 

169.  šōban fish sp. similar to ṣāwawē  

170.  šōbubō Indo-Pacific sergeant K. šōbub, MusAr šōbib 
‘heavy rain’ 

171.  šupṣ lobster (general term); 
spiny lobster 

MusAr šibṣ ‘lobster’ 

172.  šupṣ jayšan heavily armoured lobster 
sp. with long antennae 

K. šupṣ ‘lobster’; K., Ar. jayš 
‘army’ 

173.  šupṣ šufrāqō lobster sp. without anten-
nae 

K. šupṣ ‘lobster’; K. šufrāqō 
‘frog’ 

174.  šuqqar Malabar blood snapper GAr šuqqar ‘fish sp.’ 

175.  šuqqar čāf golden cardinalfish K. šuqqar ‘fish sp.’; K. čāf 
‘shore, beach’ 

176.  šūma šuqqar humphead snapper K. šuqqar ‘fish sp.’ 

177.  taḥādī (see 
kūkū taḥādī)  

 ? Ar. itaḥād ‘union’ 

178.  tarbō spangled emperor (tarbō-
nīm gdīr-gdīr-mkindī), small 
stage 

 

179.  tirxēnit1 milk shark (tirxēnit-īfē), 
small stage 

K. tirxēnit2 ‘fish sp.’  

180.  tirxēnit2 milkfish K. tirxēnit1 ‘fish sp.’  
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181.  umbē (see im-
bē) 

  

182.  ūmat minnow or sardine Ar. ˁūma 

183.  wīr long-tailed tuna, small 
stage 

Bl. havūr ‘tuna sp.’ 

184.  wīr barḥ long-tailed tuna, large 
stage 

K. wīr ‘longtail tuna’; K. 
barḥ ‘huge’; Mn., Bl. havūr 
‘tuna sp.’ 

185.  xarkuk parrotfish; specifically, re-
fers to a species which in-
cludes bluebarred parrot-
fish and falcate-fin parrot-
fish 

 

186.  xarkuk ārabī Red Sea parrotfish K. xarkuk ‘fish sp.’; K. 
ārabī, Ar. ˁarabī ‘Arab 
(adj.)’ 

187.  xāġur twobar seabream  

188.  xālaq brownspotted grouper K. xālaq ‘countenance, 
good looks’; Ar. xāliq, P. 
xāleq ‘creator’; cf. also Sq. 
ḥálḥal, xálxal, Sh. ġalfūḳ, H. 
xalxál, xolxól, B. xalxāl 
‘brownspotted grouper; 
other grouper sp.’ 

189.  xēnō sweetlips and rubberlips 
(family); specifically, re-
fers to a species which in-
cludes minstrel sweetlips, 
painted sweetlips and 
whitebarred rubberlip 

Ar. xanāy, Mn., Bl. xannū, 
Mn. also xennu ‘fish sp.’; ? 
K. xan ‘compartment’, xēnō 
‘the compartment’ 

190.  xēnō fārsī fish sp. which includes In-
dian Ocean oriental 
sweetlips and blackspotted 
rubberlip 

K. xēnō, Ar. xanāy, Mn., Bl. 
xannū, Mn. also xennu ‘fish 
sp.’; K., Ar. fārsī, P. fārsi 
‘Persian’ 

191.  xiṣwānī spottail shark  

192.  xlēsī kawakawa (tuna sp.) (xlēsī-
jārid), small stage 

MusAr xlēsī, Mn. xalāsi, Bl. 
xeleysī ‘fish sp.’ 



 A Typology of Fish Names in Kumzari 85 

193.  xrō diryīˀin lionfish (Randall, 1995: 
turkeyfish), including 
clearfin lionfish and lar-
getail lionfish 

Mn. korus deryāi, Bl. korūs 
‘turkeyfish’; K. xrō, MP xrōs 
‘rooster’; K. diryīˀin ‘of the 
sea; fisherman’; cf. also K. 
dirya, P. daryā ‘sea’ 

194.  xubbaṭ small stage of fish sp. 
(xubbaṭ-maẓāraq-kanˀad-
maysānī) which includes 
wahoo, kingfish and Span-
ish mackerel 

GAr xabbaṭ, Sh. xabbāṭ, Bl. 
xobāt ‘fish sp.’ 

195.  xubr fish sp. similar to āmur, 
but much larger 

 

196.  xwaykar bigeye trevally  

197.  ẓbayšō small fish sp. with black 
speckles 

 

198.  ẓbēdī fish sp. (description and 
identification uncertain; 
possibly pomfret) 

GAr zbēdī ‘fish sp.’, Sh. 
zǝbēdi ‘fusilier sp.’, Bn. zo-
bayda ‘pomfret’, Mn. zo-
bādi, Bl. zobeydī ‘black 
pomfret’; cf. also K. ẓubd 
‘butter’, Ar. zubd ‘foam, 
froth’ 
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MṢAWW WA MAḤḤAR: 
THE SEA IN KUMZARI POETRY1 

Christina van der Wal Anonby 

1. Introduction

Facing the Strait of Hormuz and the Gulf of Oman, and voyag-
ing inward to the Gulf on their seasonal migration to the oasis 
city of Khasab, the people who inhabit Musandam are never far 
from the sea. It is integral to Kumzari culture; an intimate 
knowledge of the marine geography, tides, sea creatures and 
plants that surround their remote peninsula is vital to their ex-
istence as fishers.  

Like the flooding seas that created their coastal villages, 
values inseparable from their environment shape Kumzari socie-
ty. Folktales and narrative poems bring to mind an indigenous 
perspective of nature as it flows through their daily interactions. 
Surrounded and sometimes inundated by the sea, literature and 
livelihood join to echo the reality that their decisions are ulti-
mately overruled by the capriciousness of the sea. 

1 The author wishes to gratefully acknowledge the kindness and exper-
tise of the storyteller, the late Mr Aliko Abdullah Shobubo al-Kumzari, 
and the language consultant, Mr Noufal Mohammad Ahmed al-
Kumzari.  
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In the traditional folktale Sōntyō (=S), a sheikh’s daugh-
ter refuses the offers of many suitors, and instead asks for a boat 
to be built so that she can travel the seas to meet her fate. The 
poem embedded in the tale follows a description of carpenters 
building the dhow to her specifications, which include making 
it impermeable to the sea (S47–61):  

dgō ba yē kin ba mē sōntī-ē. 
sōntī-ē gap byār, 
lōḥī gap-ē na, 
wa kin ba mē inda yē xānağ-ē. 
xānağ-ē kin ba mē inda yē, 
qafala pi wā=indur, 
āw byāt na,  
inda yē na, 
āw sōr-ō na. 

She said to him, “Make me a raft.  
A big raft bring, 
that is a big wooden one, 
and make for me inside it a house. 
A house make for me inside it, 
[that] locks from the inside, 
so that water cannot go, 
inside it cannot go, 
[so that] seawater [cannot go].”  

Even in this preamble to the poem, there are instances of poetic 
anadiplosis and epiphora bolstering the girl’s efforts to with-
stand the sea. Anadiplosis links the ‘tail’ and ‘head’ of successive 
clauses by repeating the words sōntī ‘raft’ and xānağ ‘house’ at 
the end of one line and the beginning of the next: kin ba mē 
sōntī-ē. sōntī-ē gap byār ‘Make me a raft. A big raft bring’ and 
kin ba mē inda yē xānağ-ē. xānağ-ē kin ba mē inda yē ‘make for 
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me inside it a house. A house make for me inside it’. Epiphora 
repeats the last word of successive lines. In this case the nega-
tive na harnesses Kumzari grammar, which obliges each verbal 
complement to be negated: āw byāt na, inda yē na, āw sōr-ō na, 
literally: ‘that water comes not, inside it not, sea water not’. In 
both forms of poetic repetition, the girl is refusing to allow the 
whims of the sea to diminish her construction. 

The poem begins by introducing a direct quote from the 
sheikh’s daughter, who gives her father instructions for where 
to launch the dhow. The poem continues to the end in a narra-
tive of her travels. In reciting place names and sea conditions, 
her poem is reminiscent of the poems Gulf Arab sea navigators 
used to memorise sea routes, citing departure dates and ports, 
currents, seasons, winds, reefs, whirlpools, and tides (Lancaster 
and Lancaster 2011, 47).  

In parallel to the change of plans in the girl’s marriage, 
the fine details of her boat are lost to the sea as it becomes cov-
ered in barnacles, oysters, and green algae over the course of 
her journey. Her destination also reflects this break with an ex-
pected fate: in the distant land where her boat washes ashore, 
the girl meets the sheikh’s son but hides in her boat. The prince 
follows her to the boat and then symbolically marries the boat 
before all is set to right and they voyage back together to her 
country. 

2. Sea Poem from Sōntyō 

(from S82–237)  
xālaṣ tō’at=ā 
bō kard mē dirya-ō 

82  When it is finished, 
83  go and plunge me into the sea. 
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kard-ī mē dirya-ō=ā 
bar mē ba mōmur wākiš mē 
 
ar jāga br-um 
bard-in yē āw-an 
 
wa dār-iš yē ba lenj-ō 
 
bard-in yē ba mōmur 
wākid-in yē 
abāra… āw-ō ōğar-ē=ā 
dug-a yē ba quxayg 
wa āw-ō čōt bāla purya=ā 
tēbur-a yē ba sar mistō 
wa lenj-an tēmuš-in yē 
č-in ba yē  
rāy-in na abaša yē tk-in na 
rāy-in na sī-in yē nēxan na 
gap-ē na=ā? 
 
xall gid-iš 
mṣaww gid-iš  
maḥḥar gid-iš 
wa ğaẓara gid-iš inda āw-an 
yē wa āw-an sātē tā-ē=in 
 
inča xall ba yē 
 
wa maḥḥar ba yē wa 
mād laba si-mā-an 
 
čār mā-an dirya-ō 
čār panj mā-an 
ammū ādamī jīr-in yē 

85  Plunging me into the sea, 
87  carry me to Mōmur Island, [there] 

release me. 
90  I shall go anywhere. 
172  They carried [the dhow] to the 

water. 
173  And [the sheikh] gave [his 

daughter] to the dhow, 
174  They carried it to Mōmur Island. 
177  [There] they released it. 
179  Like… the ebbing tide goes out, 
183  it took her to Quxayg Rock and 
185  the flowing tide comes in, 
187  it carries her to Cape Mistō. 
190  When dhows see it [the boat], 
191  they go to it,  
192  they cannot catch it. 
193  They cannot bring it aboard, 
195  it being such a big one! you 

know? 
197  It was covered with green algae, 
199  It was covered with barnacles,  
200  It was covered with oysters, 
203  It was covered with water, 
204  sinking until it was one [level] 

with the water.  
207  Like this, there was green algae 

on it 
208  and oysters on it and… 
212  time went by, about three 

months, 
213  four months, she was at sea, 
214  four or five months. 
215  All the people saw it. 
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ar čōt ba yē=ā 
 
kas tāt-a yē na 
ka byō nāšī būr  
nāšī nāšī-ō āmad  
ḥamya wābur inda walēyit-ē  
 
 
inda rāṣ xaymē inda lēmē  
inda jāgē’ē ya’nī 
ḥamya wābur ba čāf-ō 
 
nāšī-ō wād-iš yē 
ḥamya gid-iš bāla ba āw-ō 
gābanō-ō 
araṭa yē gid-iš 
āw-ō čōt pi yē ẓēran 

217  [but] of anyone who went to it 
[to look at it], 

218  no one wanted it. 
220  Then it came about that there 

was a storm wind. A nor’easter. 
222  The storm wind blew up, [the 

boat] became beached in a 
country, 

228  in Ras al-Khaimah, in Limah, 
230  in somewhere, that is to say. 
231  [The boat] became beached on 

the shore, 
232  the storm wind brought it, 
233  beached it high on the spring 

tide. 
235  It [the storm] stuck it [the boat]. 
237  Water flowed down from it. 

3. Geography 

The sea poem in Sōntyō begins with the certainty of known ge-
ography near to the girl’s home, and ends with her uncertain 
fate in an unknown land. The sheikh’s daughter gives very spe-
cific commands for where her newly built dhow should be put 
in the water. Her instructions rely on both the teller’s and lis-
teners’ extensive knowledge of regional maritime geography. 
They know not only the places that would be obscure to outsid-
ers, but also the weather and tidal conditions near those land-
marks and their potential effects on her outbound voyage. The 
girl mentions Mōmur, a small island in the Gulf. The poem then 
situates her journey as the waves carry her out to a rock, named 
Quxayg, to where the tides are known to ebb at that time, and 
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further on to flow into Cape Mistō, where other boats are pass-
ing by. Her boat finally becomes beached (ḥamya) on a shore 
(čāf). The faraway land where the storm washes her is charac-
terised as being ‘somewhere like’ the distant cities of rāṣ xaymē 
(Ras al-Khaimah) on the inner coast and lēmē (Limah) on the 
outer coast of Musandam Peninsula. Both cities are destinations 
for Kumzari commerce and social relations, and represent the 
outer extent of Kumzari traditional territory, beyond which is 
classified as foreign. 

At the point in the poem where the storyteller is reciting 
regional maritime geographical marks and place names familiar 
to listeners, the verb form used changes from the usual narra-
tive verb form in realis aspect, to the imperfect (S179–95): 
bard-in yē āw-an ‘They carried it to the water’… purya=ā 
tēbur-a yē ba sar mistō ‘The flowing tide carries her to Cape 
Mistō’. The imperfect is used in Kumzari for ongoing or habitual 
actions, and appeals to the audience’s commonly held detailed 
knowledge of the local tides and seascape. 

An intricate acquaintance with coastal geography is nec-
essary to navigate daily life in Kumzar. The lay of land and sea 
ties into every aspect of their lives. Knowing the exact location 
of small islands and jutting rocks in the Gulf saves them from 
shipwreck when there is a storm or fraught passage of sea-going 
vessels of all sizes. Each bit of rock is given a name, imbued 
with meaning pointing to its place in Kumzari history and cul-
ture. Some islands are used as pasture for itinerant herds of 
goats, but only in certain seasons, depending on rainfall. Others 
are landmarks for nearby whirlpools, fishing grounds, or dis-
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tance from shore. Long inlets (xōr), whose locations were some-
times hidden behind limestone cliffs but known locally, in the 
past were used by ships to shelter from pirates and storms. The 
proceeds of storms, by depositing boats for repair, bolstered 
economies in villages along the fjords (Lancaster and Lancaster 
2011, 56). Now as in the past, the distant harbours of Ras al-
Khaimah and Limah are visited for their markets, to sell fish, 
goats, and dates, and to buy cloth and metal goods (Thomas 
1929; Lancaster and Lancaster 2011, 52–53).  

4. Tides and Weather 

Kumzari livelihood relies on deep understanding of the tides 
and weather around Musandam. Various types of wind are 
named, moon phases are tracked, and seasonal rhythms are fol-
lowed. Close attention to the tides and weather is both a means 
of survival as essential to fishing and twice-yearly travel to date 
plantations, and a central determinant of timing for visits to 
coastal markets and weddings. The sea poem in Sōntyō de-
scribes how the ōğar ‘ebbing tide’ carries the princess’s boat out 
to Quxayg rock, and the purya ‘flowing tide’ takes her toward 
the coast. The wiles of the nāšī ‘nor’easter storm wind’ are a fa-
miliar force in the Gulf, whipping up large waves that cause 
both fish and fishers to retreat to their abodes.  

Accurately reading the waves keeps people from travers-
ing potentially deadly seas. In the past, sailors from beyond Mu-
sandam avoided the peninsula due to its choppy seas, strong 
currents, whirlpools, and fickle winds (Lancaster and Lancaster 
2011, 55), instead trading their cargoes at ports on the outer 
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coast (e.g., Dibba) or having a Kumzari guide them through the 
Strait. In Sōntyō, listeners recognise both the recklessness and 
bravery demonstrated by the princess as she embarked on the 
dangerous voyage; she prepared well but then yielded her fate 
to the sea.  

In the Sōntyō poem, the princess makes it clear that her 
voyage is a matter of life and death, dependent on her fate at 
sea: 

5. Excerpt from Sōntyō 

(S92–103)  
murd-um inda sōnty-ō y'=ā, 
inda ḥamya būr-um, wa 
ra-m wa=bāla, 
ra-m mağrāb, 
ra-m mašrāq, 
ana yā tkī ba mē 
balkē mān-um ẓindağ. 
wa ana tēl-ī mē jāga mē  
 
inda walēyit-ō=ā, tumr-um. 

92  If I should die on that boat,   
93  If I should become beached, and 
94  If I should go up, 
95  If I should go west,  
96  If I should go east, 
97  If these things befall me, 
99  Perhaps I will stay alive. 
100  And if you make me stay where 

I am, 
102  In this country, I shall die. 

The tides and wind carry her boat east or west, out to sea or 
beached on the shore, and her eventual route determines the 
consequences in her future. 

An intuitive orientation to the tides and weather preserves 
the Kumzari way of life. Visibility conditions, ocean depths, and 
the strength and duration of winds govern when people travel 
and when they take shelter in the village. Depending on these 
factors, they will subsist on dried fish or venture out to sea for a 
fresh catch. They may visit their regular fishing grounds or 
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choose to avoid the parade of tankers, military boats, and 
smugglers in the waters of the Strait. Regularities of climate 
provide for scheduling of celebrations and memorials as well as 
seasonal migration between the oasis town and the fishing vil-
lage. Conversely, many times important cultural events are lost 
to a sudden storm.  

In the Sōntyō story a storm is magnified by a gābanō 
‘spring tide’, causing the princess’s boat to be deposited ex-
tremely high on the shore. Repetition of key words in the em-
bedded poem, such as nāšī ‘storm wind’ and ḥamya ‘beached’, 
reiterates the sea’s control over the wanderings of the girl’s boat 
(S220–33).  

ka byō  
 nāšī būr  
 nāšī 
 nāšī-ō āmad  
ḥamya wābur  
 inda walēyit-ē  
 inda rāṣ xaymē  
 inda lēmē  
 inda jāgē’ē ya’nī 
ḥamya wābur ba čāf-ō 
 nāšī-ō wād-iš yē 
ḥamya gid-iš bāla ba āw-ō gābanō-ō. 

Then it came about that there was  
 A storm wind.  
 A storm wind. 
 A storm wind blew up, [the boat] became  
beached  
 in a country, 
 in Ras al-Khaimah,  
 in Limah, 
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 in somewhere, that is to say. 
[The boat] became  
beached on the shore, 
 the storm wind brought it, 
beached it high on the spring tide.  

In the end it is this storm wind and spring tide, and not the res-
olutions of the girl or her father the sheikh, that carry her to her 
fate on a foreign shore. 

Figure 1: Kumzari lenj (dhow), Strait of Hormuz 

Photo © Christina van der Wal Anonby, March 2006 

6. Sea Creatures and Plants 

Recitation of the various living things that entangled her boat is 
in itself a repeated pattern in the sea poem’s list section: all the 
creatures and plants the boat had gidiš ‘taken on’ prevented it 
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from being nēxan ‘boarded’ by passing ships, because ‘no one 
wanted it’ (S218; S190–204): 

wa lenj-an tēmuš-in yē 
č-in ba yē  
 rāy-in na  
 abaša yē tk-in na 
 rāy-in na  
 sī-in yē nēxan na 
gap-ē na=ā? 
 xall gid-iš 
 mṣaww gid-iš  
 maḥḥar gid-iš  
 wa ğaẓara gid-iš  
 inda āw-an 
 yē wa āw-an  
sātē tā-ē=in 

When dhows see it [the boat], 
they go to it,  
 they cannot  
 catch it cannot 
            They cannot 
    bring it aboard cannot, 
it being such a big one! you know? 
 It was covered with green algae, 
 It was covered with barnacles,  
 It was covered with oysters, and 
 It was covered  
                                                     with water, 
sinking until it was one [level] with the water. 

The girl’s carefully constructed boat was overwhelmed by the 
stuff of the sea. Despite the distinctions of boatbuilding the car-
penters took to ensure, the craft was exactly what she wanted 
(hã, bābā! či tātī? ‘well, child, what do you want?’ [S45]), when 
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her boat became overtaken by algae and barnacles, ammū ādimī 
jīr-in yē=ā, ar čōt ba yē=ā, kas tāt-a yē na. ‘All the people who 
saw it, anyone who went to it, no one wanted it.’ (S215). Being 
covered in the detritus of the sea, her boat was presumed by on-
lookers to have been abandoned. The xall ‘green algae’, mṣaww 
‘barnacles’, and maḥḥar ‘oysters’ that blight the boat are associ-
ated with a lack of maintenance on a sea vessel. The untamea-
bility of nature, symbolised in Sōntyō by the boat’s becoming 
one with the sea and being taken over by sea creatures and 
plants, is the very characteristic that causes people to reject it. 
Its newfound wildness draws a sharp contrast to the care the 
princess took in originally constructing the boat, and foreshad-
ows the futility of human sovereignty over nature.  

7. Natural and Supernatural 

Nature mentions in Kumzari folk tales are closely tied to magic, 
so that as the belief in magic fades, so too does knowledge of 
the natural and supernatural world. Reliance on nature for live-
lihood becomes tenuous as people take up other forms of work, 
in domains where the need for indigenous knowledge is less-
ened. Knowledge of business and government begins to en-
croach in precedence over knowledge of the sea and coastline as 
local economies change. This change is no better encapsulated 
than in the declining use of goatskin-and-cowrie-shell belts that 
traditionally adorned the bow and stern of Kumzari boats to 
protect against malevolent spirits.  

A common saying among people of the Gulf is “The sea 
belongs to God, the land belongs to us” (Nadjmabadi 1992). 
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While the landscape is manipulable to humans, the sea is much 
more difficult to appease. The diminishing centrality of nature 
as an economic resource distances people from the sense of 
mystery and otherness that is the supernatural. Abandonment of 
seafaring likewise brings about the disappearance of oral tradi-
tions that uphold maritime life, such as poems used to memo-
rise sea routes and songs for navigating the complex waterways 
of the Gulf (Lancaster and Lancaster 2011, 47). Economic and 
spiritual livelihoods are intertwined, thus dependence on the 
natural and supernatural wanes concurrently.  

In the Sōntyō tale, as the princess in her boat journeys far-
ther from the Kumzari experience and beaches on the shores of 
a distant land, new characters fall into downplaying the connec-
tion with nature. The foreign sheikh voices their communal dis-
gust with the algae-covered boat: sāl-ē di-sāl kaft-ē durya-ō! ‘For 
a year or two, it has been in the sea!’ (S524). In the new coun-
try, the boat takes on a supernatural cast when the sheikh’s son 
decides to marry it instead of marrying his uncle’s daughter. 
The boat “squeaks” its oath as the marriage ceremony proceeds 
with the princess hidden inside (S588). Later in the tale, per-
haps foreshadowing the lessening importance of the boat and of 
the natural world it represents, the sheikh’s men threaten to 
break the boat to pieces, literally: to ‘smash it into firewood’. 
They do not have the last word, however. 

When the princess finally emerges from the boat, she 
breaks the spell of the mystery of the boat whom the prince has 
married, by exclaiming of the people: sā bā rū mē jīr-in ‘Now 
they have seen my face!’ (S829). In revealing her true character 
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and separating herself from the boat, she breaks with her identi-
ty as an agent of the sea. 

8. Sōntyō’s Destination 

Throughout the poem narrating the princess’s voyage, the ac-
tion moves from the ordinary ebb and flow of tides close to 
home, to unpredictability in the capriciousness of a nāšī storm 
combined with an unusually high spring tide. The beaching 
places her boat in a new place beyond her control.  

The sheikh’s daughter goes from turning away marriage 
offers to marrying herself off posing as a boat, in a surprising 
twist of events for listeners. Reflecting the action linguistically, 
in lines 192–93 in Sōntyō the repeated negation na inherent in 
the grammar takes a poetic role, and reflects the girl’s refusal to 
marry except on her own terms, after her boat is inundated with 
the detritus of the sea. Passing ships want to capture her boat, 
but the forces of nature prevent them, and they give it up to the 
sea. The girl declines marriage offers, but after her struggle 
against the confines of her country and being tossed on the 
waves, gives in and marries the boy to whom the sea has 
brought her. 

A common cultural theme conveyed in Kumzari literature 
and life is reflected here: humans can decide things for them-
selves, but in reality, life is decided by the whims of nature. 
Similarly, Kumzaris have a traditional calendar that notes the 
best times for fishing based on tides and regular weather condi-
tions, but this has become much less reliable in recent years, 
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with out-of-season storms, catastrophes like the red tide algal 
bloom, and pollution of the sea by tankers.  

References 

Dostal, Walter. 1972. ‘The Shihuh of Northern Oman: A Contri-
bution to Cultural Ecology’. The Geographical Journal 138: 
1–7. 

Lancaster, William, and Fidelity Lancaster. 2011. Honour Is in 
Contentment: Life Before Oil in Ras al-Khaimah (UAE) and 
Some Neighbouring Regions. Berlin: de Gruyter. 

Miles, Samuel B. 1994. The Countries and Tribes of the Persian 
Gulf. Reading: Garnet.  

Nadjmabadi, Shahnaz. 1992. ‘“The Sea Belongs to God, the 
Land Belongs to Us”: Resource Management in a Multi-
Resource Community in the Persian Gulf’. In Mobility and 
Territoriality: Social and Spatial Boundaries among Foragers, 
Fishers, Pastoralists, and Peripatetics, edited by Michael J. 
Casimir and Aparnu Rao, 329–42. Oxford: Berg.  

Thomas, Bertram. 1929. ‘The Musandam Peninsula and Its Peo-
ple the Shihuh’. Journal of the Royal Central Asian Society 
16: 71–86. 

 



THREE ARABIC FISHING SONGS 
FROM THE MUSANDAM PENINSULA1 

Erik Anonby and Simone Bettega 

1. Introduction

The coasts of the Arabian Peninsula are home to fishing com-
munities with rich and diverse oral traditions. While various 
other types of texts have been recorded, fishing songs of the 
Gulf have received little attention. The present study seeks to 
fill this gap through documentation of three Arabic fishing 
songs from the Musandam Peninsula of eastern Arabia, at the 
border between the main body of the Gulf and the Batinah coast 
of northern Oman. Although these are short texts—when repeti-

1 The contributions of each author are as follows: Anonby—data col-
lection and archiving, linguistic analysis, article drafting and revision; 
Bettega—linguistic analysis, article drafting and revision. We wish to 
thank the consultant for this study, Muḥammad Salūm al-Ḍhuhūrī, for 
sharing his knowledge and time with us. We are deeply grateful to Dr 
Maryam Bayshak for assistance with the initial transcription and 
translation, and for input on a number of challenging questions in the 
analysis; and to Dr Wolfgang Zimmermann for generously supporting 
the field research through planning, sharing of his contacts with 
community members, and logistical support. Partial support for the 
publication of this study has been granted through the Carleton Uni-
versity Research Impact Endeavour (CURIE) Fund. 
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tion is set aside, the longest is only ten lines—through them we 
are welcomed into the vanishing musical and literary treasury 
that has long been integral to the harvesting of the sea in Ara-
bia. The songs also provide a window into the interplay among 
linguistic structures reflecting varied geographical provenance, 
social registers, and musical and literary style. 

This study opens with a description of the Musandam Pen-
insula and the languages spoken there (1.1.). We set the stage 
for our study through a brief introduction to oral traditions of 
the Gulf, reviewing existing literature on this topic and reflect-
ing on the enduring importance of these oral traditions, with a 
focus on fishing songs (1.2.). We then introduce the research 
context, the consultant, and the corpus of three songs that we 
will analyse: ayāllā ‘O God’, xəbbāṭ ‘little kingfish’, and lā ramētə 
‘I will not give it up’ (1.3.). The body of the study consists of 
the presentation and analysis of these songs (2.–4.). We con-
clude with reflections on the purpose, musical and literary 
structure, and dialectal patterning of the Arabic in these songs 
within the wider regional language situation (5.). 

1.1. The Musandam Peninsula and Its Languages 

At the northern extremity of eastern Arabia, the Musandam 
Peninsula extends like a jagged finger into the Strait of Hormuz, 
between the waters of the Gulf and those of the Arabian Sea 
(Figure 1). Echoing the peninsula’s geography, the languages 
spoken here are linguistically idiosyncratic and peripheral. The 
main language of the region is a collection of distinctive Arabic 
dialects with historical and linguistic connections to southwest-
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ern Arabia (van der Wal Anonby 2014a, 2014b; Anonby, Bette-
ga, and Procházka 2022). Musandam is also home to Kumzari, 
an endangered language with fewer than 5000 speakers, that 
exhibits a deep mixture of Iranic and Semitic components at all 
levels of the language. Kumzari speakers likewise trace their or-
igins to southwestern Arabia (van der Wal Anonby 2014a; 
Anonby and Yousefian 2011). 

Figure 1: The Musandam Peninsula in the context of Arabia.  
The location of Habalayn, where the field research was carried out, 

is indicated with a white star. 

© Erik Anonby, 2021 (CC BY 4.0). Background imagery © Google, 
Landsat, Terrametrics, 2021, used in accordance with Fair Use policies 

for the purposes of education. 

This study focuses on the Arabic of the Musandam Peninsula. 
Musandam Arabic (hereafter MusAr) was first described cursori-
ly by Jayakar (1904), followed up by a sketch of one particular 
variety by Bernabela (2011) more than a century later. Anonby, 
Bettega, and Procházka (2022) have also provided a historical 
and cross-dialectal comparison of singular demonstrative in 



110 Anonby and Bettega 

 

MusAr, while Bettega and Gasparini (2022) present a short text 
in the dialect of Lima. Often referred to in the literature as 
Shihhi (šəḥḥī) Arabic, in reference to the dominant Shihuh 
(šəḥūḥ) clans of the region, MusAr varieties are also spoken by 
Dhohuri (ḍəhūrī) people and by longstanding city dwellers 
(ḥāḍarī). The most distinctive varieties are those spoken in the 
fishing villages of the north coast, and the Bedouin dialects of 
the peninsula’s central heights: both the mountains, and the dia-
lects spoken there, are referred to as rˀūs əl-yəbāl, lit. ‘heads of 
the mountains’. In contrast, the urban dialects spoken in the 
peninsula’s two largest cities, Khasab and Daba (Dibba) are 
close to Arabic dialects of the wider Gulf region, and the other 
dialects spoken along the coast toward the main mass of Arabia 
are also transitional to Gulf Arabic (Anonby, Bettega, and 
Procházka 2022; see also the ‘Map of Musandam’ found at the 
beginning of this section). 

1.2. Oral Literature and Fishing Songs in the Gulf 

It is well-known that a rich corpus of oral literature exists in the 
traditions of the people who inhabit the southern shores of the 
Gulf. This corpus is largely, though not exclusively, connected 
to the main historical livelihoods along these coasts: maritime 
trade, fishing and the ġōṣ (pearl diving).  

Although over the course of the last century the socio-
economic reality of the Gulf coast has undergone dramatic 
changes, and very little of the traditional customs of life at sea 
in the region has survived, these oral arts are still commonly re-
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enacted on specific occasions, such as weddings, festivals, or 
even private reunions among friends and relatives. 

In spite of the fact that these oral traditions are still wide-
ly popular among Gulf nationals, they have to this day received 
little attention from scholars of Arabic in the West. Around the 
turn of the last century, a number of Omani folktales were col-
lected and transcribed by a group of German dialectologists re-
siding in the region (Sachau 1898; Rössler 1898, 1900; Brode 
1902; and most notably Reinhardt 1894). In the same period, 
Jayakar published a collection of Omani proverbs (Jayakar 
1900–1903, later amended and re-published posthumously as 
Jayakar 1987). Still, to the best of our knowledge, no analysis 
exists of the linguistic features that characterise the traditional 
Arabic fishing songs of the Gulf, along with Oman.2 

In the following pages, we will present and analyse three 
such songs, collected in 2018 by Erik Anonby in Habalayn, on 
the north-eastern coast of the Musandam Peninsula. These songs 
are sung by Muḥammad Salūm al-Ḍhuhūrī, a retired fisherman. 

These songs are exponents of a particularly popular genre 
in Gulf culture referred to as nihmāt (sg. nihma). They were 
heard aboard vessels all over the Gulf, from Kuwait to the 
northern shores of Oman, and beyond;3 as we will see, the lin-

 
2 An interesting, non-academic account of the subject, found in a re-
cent article from the online magazine Newlines (available at: 
https://newlinesmag.com/reportage/the-forgotten-sea-shanties-of-the-
gulf), testifies to the uninterrupted vitality of these traditions. 
3 Agius (2019, 119–21) provides several examples of sea shanties from 
the Red Sea and discusses general characteristics of this genre. 

https://newlinesmag.com/reportage/the-forgotten-sea-shanties-of-the-gulf/
https://newlinesmag.com/reportage/the-forgotten-sea-shanties-of-the-gulf/
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guistic elements they contain testify to this transregional distri-
bution. As is the case with traditional sea shanties and fishing 
songs from other parts of the world, the main purpose of these 
melodies was to encourage the crew and boost their morale dur-
ing the long hours of wearisome and often dangerous work. 
They also helped sailors keep the rhythm of their labour aboard 
the ship: this was the case for a specific subtype of nihma, called 
yāmāl, which was also used as a measure of time. In the Gulf, it 
was customary for the crew of each ship to include an individu-
al specifically tasked with the singing of these tunes (the so-
called nahhām; on all these topics, see Holes 2005, 6). 

The Introduction to this compendium highlights the im-
portance of ‘translanguaging’, where multilingual people inter-
act with one another in multiple languages, among the commu-
nities that subsist through harvesting the sea around the coasts 
of Arabia. As Anonby and Al Kamzari (2024) have illustrated, 
this sociolinguistic phenomenon is operational in the context of 
the Kumzari language community on Musandam Peninsula, and 
many Kumzari fish names are shared with other languages in 
the wider region. The present study provides an intricate pic-
ture of the ways in which different varieties of Arabic—Gulf Ar-
abic, Modern Standard Arabic, and the speaker’s particular dia-
lect of MusAr—coexist and oscillate in the context of such fish-
ing songs.  

1.3. Research Context, Consultant, and Corpus 

The research for this study was carried out as part of the activi-
ties inspired by Janet C. E. Watson’s workshops on The Symbi-
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otic Relationship between Language and Nature in Southern and 
Eastern Arabia, funded by the Arts and Humanities Research 
Council (AHRC) and hosted at the Centre for Endangered Lan-
guages, Cultures and Ecosystems (CELCE) at the University of 
Leeds since 2017. 

Alongside fieldwork for a separate project on the linguis-
tic geography of Musandam Peninsula in 2018 (see Anonby, 
Bettega, and Procházka 2022), Erik Anonby collected oral texts 
featuring aspects of the peninsula’s natural features, with a 
double focus on mountains and the sea.  

Figure 2: Habalayn in late afternoon,  
in the shadow of the mountain to the west 

Photo © Erik Anonby, 2018 (CC BY 4.0). 
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The texts described in this study were collected in Habalayn 
(ḥabalēn), a fishing village on the north-eastern coast of Mu-
sandam Peninsula. Habalayn is nestled in the innermost reaches  
of the Habalayn xōr (‘inlet’, often locally translated into English 
as ‘fjord’). It is backed by a steep ridge and protected from the 
winds of the open Indian Ocean by the encircling walls of the 
inlet. The settlement itself is accessible from the cities of the re-
gion only by sea (Figures 2 and 3).  

Figure 3: Xōr Ḥabalēn (Habalayn Inlet). This photo shows the  
approach, by road, to a cove from which Habalayn can be reached by 

boat. Habalayn itself is located to the north, beyond the headlands  
visible on the left. 

Photo © Erik Anonby, 2018 (CC BY 4.0). 

There, Anonby worked with Muḥammad Salūm al-Ḍhuhūrī 
(Figure 4), a retired fisherman, 62 years old at the time, who 
now lives in Sharjah but returns to Habalayn on the weekends. 
When asked about oral texts relating to nature, al-Ḍhuhūrī sang 
the three fishing songs that we present in this study: ayāllā ‘O 
God’ (2.), xəbbāṭ ‘little kingfish’ (3.), and lā ramētə ‘I will not 
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give it up’ (4.). Video and audio recordings of these songs have 
been archived in the Arabian Peninsula Languages Dataverse 
(Anonby, Bettega, and Procházka 2022) and are accessible at 
the following DOI: 10.5683/SP3/T7OIXY. In the following sec-
tions, which constitute the core of this study, we analyze and 
discuss each of the songs, considering lexicon, phonological fea-
tures, and salient aspects of morphosyntax.  

Figure 4: Muḥammad Salūm al-Ḍhuhūrī, consultant for this study. 

Photo © Erik Anonby, 2018 (CC BY 4.0). 

2. Ayāllā ‘O God’ 

In the first song, ayāllā ‘O God’, the fisherman exhorts himself 
to brave the waves and continue working at sea, without rest-
ing. The consultant recounts that, in addition to being sung at 

https://doi.org/10.5683/SP3/T7OIXY
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sea, this song is sung at the mosque to the beating of the great 
ṭabəl ‘drums’ during the celebration of weddings. 

 1 ṣədag mən gāl wa-tkalla[m]4 
 2 ayāllā mā bə-kəlmət əmzāḥa 
 3 ayāllā mōyə baḥar b-aʕlī ba  
 4 ayāllā lā səmēt bə-r-rāḥa  

 1 He was telling the truth, who said and spoke: 
 2 O God, without a word of jest 
 3 O God, waves, sea, I will ride it 
 4 O God, I don’t hear of rest 

The song is constructed around these four lines. The lines are 
repeated in an ordered fashion, so that the whole text consists 
of 14 lines structured as follows: 1 2 3 4 / 1 2 3 4 / 3 4 3 4 / 1 2. 

Each line starts with a melody in the major mode, but 
ends with a finely modulated minor melody employing quarter 
tones. 

2.1. Wording 

There are several minor variations in the wording of the lines as 
they are repeated. The second time that line 1 is sung, it starts 
with the invocation ayāllā ‘O God’, as invariably found in lines 
2 to 4, but this word is omitted in the other two occurrences of 

 
4 Because some phonemic distinctions, especially vowel length and 
quality, are neutralised as part of the singing styles of these songs, we 
have transcribed segments based on the phonology of the spoken lan-
guage rather than strict phonetic values. We describe the relationship 
between the spoken and sung phonology in the discussion of each 
song. In cases where segments are dropped completely as an effect of 
the song’s structure, they are indicated using square brackets ([ ]). 
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line 1. In the latter two repetitions of line 3, the order of the 
words mōyə ‘wave’ and baḥar ‘sea’ is reversed, a fitting symbolic 
echo of the changeable waters. Finally, in the third repetition of 
verse 4, negation is expressed with the morpheme mā rather 
than lā. 

2.2. Phonology 

This song presents several notable phonological traits, helping 
to situate it with respect to geographically and socially defined 
registers. We look first at features of historical phonology 
(2.2.1.) and then bring together several interconnected dis-
course-related phonological features (2.2.2.). Brief observations 
on the consultant’s own phonological traits are also included 
(2.2.3.). 

2.2.1. Historical Phonology 

As a first feature of historical segmental phonology, etymologi-
cal *q systematically surfaces as g (cf. ṣədag ‘right’ and gāl ‘he 
said’, line 1). This contrasts with the usual value (q) of this his-
torical phoneme in the consultant’s spoken language and in all 
other documented dialects throughout the Musandam Peninsula 
(Jayakar 1904; Bernabela 2011; Bettega, field notes 2014, 
2016; Anonby, field notes 2018), instead aligning itself with the 
g reflex typical of the Gulf coast.5  

 
5 The g reflex is found in most varieties along the entire Gulf coast of 
Arabia, extending from southern Iraq all the way to the Batinah coast 
of northern Oman. Among some linguistic minorities in this area, 
however, q is the normal reflex of this sound. This is most notably the 
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Similarly, the phonetic value of r, which is realised as an 
alveolar flap [ɾ] in baḥar ‘sea’ (line 3) and rāḥa ‘rest (n.)’ (line 
4) does not conform to the retroflex realisations typical of Mu-
sAr (approximant [ɻ] and a flap [ɽ]) (Bernabela 2011, 24–25; 
Jayakar 1904, 249–50; Bettega and Gasparini 2022, 210). 
Therefore, this second trait also situates the song outside the 
structural norms of the Peninsula’s dialects. 

In the repeated invocation ayāllā ‘O God’, the emphatic ḷ 
typically used in the word ‘God’ in Standard Arabic and as well 
as Arabic vernaculars (Ferguson 1956) is pronounced light, as l. 
The reasons for the choice of this form, whether dialectal or sty-
listic, are unclear to us. 

The behaviour of the voiced pharyngeal *ʕ in this song is 
also less clearly diagnostic, but in this case because of its varia-
bility in the song. This historical phoneme is stable across al-
most all of the Arabic-speaking world. In the dialects of Mu-
sandam, however, it has been described as shifted to glottal 
stop ʔ or entirely lost (this second option is common in word-
medial codas; see Bernabela 2011, 26). Anonby (field notes, 
2018) has documented the occurrence of ʕ as a stable phoneme 
in the ḥāḍarī (urban) dialects of Khasab and Daba, but the spo-
ken dialect of the consultant follows the more typical dialects of 

 
case of the Baḥārna communities of Bahrain (Holes 2016) and certain 
villages in eastern Saudi Arabia such as Abu Thor and al-Qatif (Pro-
chazka 1988 and 1990). In Oman, the situation is more complex, be-
cause while coastal settlements tend to have g or a mixture of q and g, 
in the interior one normally hears q—though even here it is also pos-
sible to find communities of Bedouin descent that systematically use g.  
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Musandam in relation to this feature. In the song here, we find 
two patterns attested: historical ʕ is retained in aʕlī ‘I mount, I 
ride’ (line 3), but is dropped altogether in səmēt ‘I heard’ (line 
4). 

The patterning of *ǧ is similarly ambivalent, not because 
it is variable—in this song it occurs only once, reflected as y in 
mōyə ‘wave’ (line 3)—but because the geographic distribution 
of the reflexes of *ǧ are uneven, both within and outside of Mu-
sandam Peninsula. With the exception of Khasab’s ḥāḍarī dia-
lects, where g is found, the dominant reflex of *ǧ across Mu-
sandam is y (Anonby, field notes, 2018). Interestingly, in the 
spoken language of the consultant, a palatal fricative allophone 
[ʝ] (still acting as a contrastive phoneme j) dominates in word-
initial position, but is more commonly merged with approxi-
mant y [j] intervocalically.6 The pronunciation of y in mōyə 
matches its usual form in the wider Gulf region, where one 
normally encounters y (except in Oman, where g is the most 
common reflex; j [d͡ʒ] can also be heard sporadically across the 
Gulf, both because some minority dialects actually have this 
sound in their consonantal inventories, and because of the in-
fluence of Standard Arabic).7 The y form appearing in this song 
is therefore not geographically diagnostic, since it fits in well 
with prevalent patterns locally and regionally. 

 
6 Anonby, field notes, 2018. This is similar to the ‘free variation’ that 
Bernabela identifies between j [d͡ʒ] and y [j] in the Jadi (əl-Ǧēdih) di-
alect of MusAr. 
7 For *ǧ > y in Gulf Arabic, see Johnstone (1965) and Holes (2018, 
141). For *ǧ > g in Oman, see Holes (1989) and Davey (2016, 45–46). 
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While many dialects of MusAr exhibit ō (whether consist-
ently or variably) in place of historical *ā, in the spoken dialect 
of the consultant ā persists in all such cases (Anonby, field notes 
2018) and this is the case in the song as well (for example, rāḥa 
‘rest’ in line 4). Therefore, the patterning of this potentially di-
agnostic vowel is not pertinent for identifying the dialectal 
alignment of the song. 

Two additional features in the phonology relate to the 
patterning of vowels. First, the so-called ‘gahawa syndrome’, 
where in an a+guttural+C sequence the vowel a has been cop-
ied and inserted between the guttural and the following conso-
nant, appears to operate in the item (*baḥr >) baḥar ‘sea’ (line 
3). The gahawa syndrome is a common phenomenon in Gulf Ar-
abic, though it is less clear how widespread it is in MusAr. 
While Bernabela (2011) makes no specific comment as to this 
point, Anonby (field notes, 2018) views it as a more general-
ised, predictable insertion of a short vowel between the final 
consonant cluster in most CVCC sequences in this speaker’s dia-
lect (e.g., šəməš ‘sun’, əšəb ‘grass’) as well as other dialects of 
MusAr. Whatever the phonological basis for this patterning 
here, the two-syllable expression of this word is convenient 
from the point of view of the song’s rhythm and metre.  

A second vowel-related feature in this song is the oc-
curence of so-called ʔimāla,8 where final *a in non-guttural, non-
emphatic environments is raised, whether to [ə] in the final syl-

 
8 Literally, ‘inclination’ or ‘leaning’, the term ʔimāla is used in Arabic 
linguistics to refer to the raising and fronting of a and ā (Levin 2007; 
see Holes (2016, 67) for the patterning of this sound in Bahrain). 
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lable of kəlmət ‘word’ (line 2), or to [ɛ] at the end of mōyə 
‘wave’ (line 3). (In both cases, the final vowel is phonologically 
neutralised, filling the place of both a and ə in these positions; 
we have chosen the symbol ə to make clear the raised value of 
the segment.) This differs from the non-raised realisation of a as 
[a] following the guttural ḥ in əmzāḥa ‘joking’ (line 2) and rāḥa 
‘rest (n.)’ (line 4).9 

2.2.2. Discourse-Level Phonology 

In addition to segmental features shaped by dialectal sources 
and influences on the song, there are several discourse-level fea-
tures that seem to be related to the genre of the text itself as a 
fishing song. 

First, as for all of the songs examined here, the voicing 
style is like that of the muezzin—the prayer caller—both 
‘throaty’ and somewhat sharp, sung in a manner that could car-
ry over long distances, for extended intervals, and pierce the 
bluster of waves and wind. For this song in particular as well as 
the third song (where it will be examined in more detail), there 
is a pervasive pharyngeal overlay through the lines of the song, 
even in contexts where there is no reason to assume any under-
lying pharyngeal consonant or secondary dorsal articulation. 
This quality shows up recurrently in places such as the phoneti-
cally sustained second vowel of ayāllā ‘O God’ (even though, in 

 
9 Conversely, to achieve rhyme with these lowered vowels, etymologi-
cal *ə is lowered to a in the word ba ‘with it’ at the end of line 3. This 
is one of many examples of discourse-level phonological phenomena 
which are treated in the following section. 
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contrast to its expected pronunciation in most Arabic varieties, 
the following consonant is not emphatic), and as an abrupt 
pharyngeal stop10 following the vowel a that occurs at the end 
of each line. 

This musical genre also affects the phonological quantity 
of segments. Contrastive vowel length known from the spoken 
language is overridden by the song’s timing, with some presum-
ably underlying short vowels pronounced with salient length 
(e.g., tk[aː]llam ‘he spoke’, line 1), and some underlying histori-
cally long vowels pronounced briefly (ayāll[a] ‘O God’, lines 2–
4). As the examples show, this neutralisation affects the vowel 
pair a/ā in particular since, at least in the context of this song, 
there is no significant difference in phonetic quality between 
the two vowels. For consonants, gemination is likewise affected 
in the song, with additional phonetic length or constriction both 
weakly and variably perceptible to us even where it occurs 
clearly in the spoken language. This is evident from the pronun-
ciation of these same words: tka[lˑ]am ‘he spoke’, and 
ayā[lˑ~l]ā ‘O God’. 

One further phonological phenomenon of a different type, 
being related to the edges of the phonological phrase, is the eli-
sion of final consonants in pre-pausal position. In this specific 
text, this happens once, in the word tkalla[m] at the end of line 
1; the consonant m is consistently elided in the four iterations of 

 
10 The phonological overlay is generally pharyngeal, but in technical 
terms, this phrase-final phonetic segment is likely an aryepiglotto-
epiglottal stop [ʡ], similar to what has been described by Heselwood 
(2007) and summarised in Anonby (2020, 6). 
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this line. A similar phenomenon has been noted by Bernabela 
(2011, 28) for the MusAr dialect of Jadi (əl-Ǧēdih), and by Bet-
tega and Gasparini (2022, 213) in the dialect of Lima. Bettega’s 
own fieldwork notes (2014, 2016) show this process is common 
across the Gulf region, at least in the speech of older inform-
ants, but to the best of our knowledge it has not been reported 
in published descriptions of dialects elsewhere in the Gulf (no-
tably Johnstone 1976; Holes 1990 and 2016). Bellem and Wat-
son (2014, 173–74), however, describe pre-pausal consonant 
elision in detail for the Arabic of Sanaa in south-western Arabia. 
There, it is the end-state of a synchronic process of consonantal 
weakening which is often signalled by ‘compensatory’ glottal-
isation. In the case of this specific MusAr song, speakers seem to 
be well aware of this aspect of their language and have exploit-
ed it to create rhymes that would otherwise be impossible: by 
removing the final m sound from line 1, all lines of the song 
now end with a (tkalla ‘he spoke’; əmzāḥa ‘joking’; b-aʕlī ba11 ‘I 
will mount/ride on it’; rāḥa ‘rest’). 

In fact, enabled by the combination of rhythm overriding 
vowel length, as described above, and this loss of phrase-final 
consonants, all four of the song’s lines end with the same 
CCVːCa structure. 

 
11 Due to the ‘throaty’ style in which the songs are performed, it is dif-
ficult to determine whether h is actually retained for the third person 
masculine singular suffix pronoun. We think it is not, in which case 
the entire pronoun would be segmentally unmarked on vowel-final 
stems such as the preposition bə ‘to’ (here lowered to ba for the pur-
pose of rhyme). Our transcriptions reflect this assessment. 
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2.2.3. Idiosyncratic Phonological Traits 

A close examination of the recordings shows that historical sibi-
lants *s and *z are variably lisped as interdentals (example 
words: ṣədag ‘right’, line 1; and the second repetition of əmzāḥa 
‘joking’, line 2), or at least are not grooved as one would expect 
for these fricatives. Further, in the first repetition of əmzāḥa, 
this same z is realised more like a dental stop, ostensibly due to 
progressive assimilation of occlusion from the preceding m. We 
consider all of these pronunciations as expressions of the con-
sultant’s individual speech style. 

2.3. Morphosyntax 

Moving on to morphosyntactic particularities of this first text, 
one salient feature is the preverbal b- element in line 3 (b-aʕlī ‘I 
will mount/go up’). In both Gulf and Omani Arabic, this prefix 
has been described as a non-obligatory irrealis marker (Persson 
2008; Eades 2012; Bettega 2019) that can appear in different 
contexts with very different functions: for example, it can intro-
duce both protasis (antecedent) and apodosis (consequent) in 
conditional structures; it can be used as a temporal marker to 
codify future time reference, or as a modal encoding intention 
and volition; and it can even be employed on verbs that express 
the habitual past. 

The line in which b- appears in the song (line 3) is hard to 
translate clearly without making use of a long paraphrase. As a 
point of context, it has to be kept in mind that in numerous Gulf 
dialects the word mōyə (<*mawǧa) can mean either ‘waves’ or 
‘high tide’ (Holes 2001, 507–10), so the situational meaning 



 Three Arabic Fishing Songs from the Musandam Peninsula 125 

here is inherently ambiguous. Be that as it may, the b-prefixed 
verb in this verse carries an implicit concessive meaning, so that 
a free translation of the whole sentence could read, ‘O God, 
[even if there are] waves/high tides [and rough] sea, I will 
[nonetheless] ride it’. The phrase b-aʕlī ba literally means, ‘I will 
go up with it’ or ‘I will go up by means of it’, like a person who 
is pushed upwards by a wave. Here, the modal connotations of 
the b- prefix play a crucial role in that the whole line can be re-
garded as a highly compressed conditional structure, using a 
verbless protasis (mōyə, baḥar) with no explicit conditional 
marker and followed by a concessive apodosis introduced by b-; 
the volitional implications of this element are evident in this 
expression. Bettega (2019, 215–20) discusses several types of 
unmarked conditional sentences in Omani Arabic. Though none 
of the examples he presents attain the same degree of structural 
compression as line 3 of this song, it should be clear that the 
use of unmarked conditionals is entrenched in the dialects of 
the area, available to speakers for achieving specific rhetorical 
goals. The poetic nature of the text in question probably allows 
speakers to push this tendency even further than would be pos-
sible in everyday conversation. 

One last grammatical element worth mentioning is the 
preverbal use of the negator lā with the suffix stem (i.e., ‘perfec-
tive’), lā səmēt ‘I did not hear’ (line 4). While Arabic dialects are 
remarkably homogeneous in their default preverbal use of mā to 
negate finite verbs (sometimes accompanied by further, post-
verbal elements), the morpheme lā can be employed for coordi-
nated negations (of the type ‘neither… nor…’) or, as in this 
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case, to enhance the performative force of a threat or an oath 
(see Diem 2014, 1; Caubet 1996, 89).12 Here the truthfulness of 
this statement is further reinforced by the use of a verb in the 
perfect, so that the whole line literally translates as ‘I have not 
heard of rest’, but which does in fact carry an imperfective 
reading: ‘I don’t hear of any rest’, that is, ‘I never have a chance 
to rest’. 

3. Xəbbāṭ ‘Little Kingfish’ 

The second song, xəbbāṭ ‘little kingfish’, provides a window into 
the cultural resources that are nourished through the harvesting 
of the sea. In this song, the fisherman takes the listener through 
the stages of the fishing cycle, from seeking out fish, and wel-
coming the fish that come to the nets, to looking forward to the 
windfall of profits from selling the fish. It is a lively, audacious 
shanty in which a fishing crew challenges the sultan with their 
skill and wealth. 

At 10 basic lines, extended to 24 lines through repetition 
in the performance of the song, xəbbāṭ is the longest of the three 
songs described here—yet still fairly short and simple. Careful 
examination reveals a rich variety of noteworthy structures at 
all levels of the language. 

 1 yā xəbbāṭ wēn-kam 
 2 kāməl šallat-u l-məḥām[əl] 

 
12 It is worth noting that in MusAr a suffixed element -lā/-laʔ/-la is 
commonly employed to negate both verbal and non-verbal predicates 
(Bernabela 2011, 53, 86–87; Bettega and Gasparini 2022, 217–18; 
Anonby, field notes, 2018). 
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 1 yā xəbbāṭ wēn-kam 
 2 kāməl šallat-u l-məḥām[əl] 
 1 yā xəbbāṭ wēn-kam 
 2 kāməl šallat-u l-məḥām[əl]  

 1 yā xəbbāṭ wēn-kam 
 2 kāməl šallat-u l-məḥām[əl] 

 3 awwal zābə[n] bə-lə-ġābə 
 4 wə-l-yōm maraḥ bə-rə[kāb-ə] 
 5 ḥayyāllā ġērad ḥay 
 6 ḥayyāllā ġērad ḥayyā bə 
 3 yā awwal zāmba bə-lə-ġābə 
 4 wə-l-yōm maraḥ bə[-rəkāb-ə] 
 6 ḥayyāllā ġērad ḥayyā bə 
 6 yāllā l-ġērad ḥayyā bə  

 7 ō zēd sawwa ḍaġawəyyə 
 8 zamaṭ bē-hə s-səlṭān 
 9 ʕənd-um əd-dahab makanūz 
 10 wə-l-warča fōg ən-nēṭān 
 7 zēd sawwa ḍaġawəyyə 
 8 wə zamaṭ bē-hə s-səlṭān 
 9 ənd-um əd-dahab makanūz 
 10 wə-l-warča fōg ən-nēṭān 
 
 1 O little kingfish, where are you? 
 2 Did the boats take them all? 
 3 (Hey!) Before, [you were] taking refuge in the  
  depths 
 4 But today [the camel] sat with a [loaded] 
  back 
 5 Welcome, ġērad, welcome! 
 6 Welcome, ġērad! Welcome them! 
 7 (Oh!) Zayd brought together a fishing crew 
 8 (And) He defied the sultan with it 
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 9 They have gold stored away 
 10 And coins on top of the banknotes 

As can be seen from the transcriptions above, the song compris-
es ten lines, distributed as three verses of eight stanzas, each as 
follows: 1 2 1 2 1 2 1 2 / 3 4 5 6 3 4 6 6 / 7 8 9 10 7 8 9 10. 

Although this is the longest of the three songs, musically 
it has the simplest feel. It is sung with a clear, lively voice, in a 
heptatonic major scale. Over the three verses, it spans a range 
of a full octave. In most cases, lines fall into musical pairs 
(1+2, 3+4, 7+8) with similar or identical melodies. While 
lines 5 and 6 differ significantly from one another, lines 9 and 
10 are distinguished by the falling of the melody over the last 
half of line 10. The pace of the song increases with each verse. 
Pauses disappear between members of couplets in the final 
verse, and the song climaxes—both thematically and musical-
ly—in line 10.  

In the following discussion, we examine variation in the 
song’s wording (3.1.), and analyse salient structures in lexicon, 
phonology and morphosyntax (3.2.–3.4.). We then discuss phe-
nomena related to ‘versioning’ of the song, for which a partial 
supplementary recording is available (3.5.). 

3.1. Wording 

As in the song ayāllā ‘O God’, there are a number of minor vari-
ations in the wording of the lines as they are repeated. These 
instances of variation underline the flexible and spontaneous 
nature of the song’s exact rendering. 

The word yā is added to the second repetition of line 3 (yā 
awwal zāmba bə-lə-ġābə ‘Hey! Before, you were taking refuge in 
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the depths’). While yā is typically a vocative particle, and is 
used as such elsewhere in the song, here it must be serving as a 
more general interjection ‘hey!’ since no one is addressed by 
name or other identity marker this line. 

In the middle of the same line, a masculine singular parti-
ciple zābə[n] ‘taking refuge’ alternates, in the second repetition, 
with a metathesised feminine form zāmba used as a collective 
(this is discussed further in 3.3.2. and 3.4.). 

Lines 5 and 6 are almost the same; while line 6 ends with 
ḥayyā bə ‘welcome them (lit. it)!’, line 5 ends with a simple ḥay 
‘welcome!’ It is unclear whether this difference is due to lexical 
alternation between two similar terms (both discussed in 3.2.), 
or if the shorter wording in line 5 is in fact the same term, but 
reduced as part of the discourse-related elision of final segments 
that takes place in many of the lines in this song (3.3.2.).  

In the third repetition of line 6, ḥayyāllā ‘welcome!’ is re-
placed with yāllā ‘come on! let’s go!’ (lit. ‘O God!’). 

In the second repetition of line 7, the initial ō ‘oh!’ inter-
jection is dropped from before the name zēd ‘Zayd’, which is it-
self lengthened significantly to absorb the extra syllable. For 
line 8, which is a continuation of line 7, the pattern is the oppo-
site: wə ‘and’ appears only in the second repetition of the line. 

Finally, as mentioned in relation to lines 5 and 6 just 
above, there are varying degrees of elision of the final segments 
in each line, which adds to the freshness and unpredictability of 
the song’s composition each time it is sung. 
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3.2. Lexicon 

As simple as this song may initially appear, a rich assortment of 
regional and local vocabulary is woven throughout. 

Two notable lexical items in this song are names of fish, 
neither of which appears in Beech (2004), Holes (2001) or Al 
Salimi and Staples (2019). For the second fish in particular, the 
status and identification has proven challenging.  

The song is named for the xəbbāṭ fish, which appears in 
the opening line. This word has also been transcribed in MusAr 
as xabbāṭ (Anonby and Al Kamzari 2024). Both of these word-
forms are obviously similar to Kumzari xubbaṭ, used for the 
young stage of a group of fish species (likely Scomberomorus gut-
tatus ‘Indo-Pacific king mackerel’, Acanthocybium solandri ‘wa-
hoo’, and Scomberomorus commerson ‘narrowbarred Spanish 
mackerel’) most commonly referred to as ‘kingfish’ in English of 
the Gulf (ibid.). Related terms recorded from other languages 
but which lack precise species identification are xobāt (Balochi; 
Anonby and al Kamzari 2024) and qobād (coastal Persian; Bet-
tina Leitner, pers. comm. 2021). 

A second type of fish is referred to in lines 5 and 6 of the 
song. The name of this fish seems to be ġērad, but its phonologi-
cal composition is difficult to establish on the basis of the re-
cording. The voiced uvular fricative ġ is constant, but as there is 
a secondary ‘lateral’ or even ‘palatal’ feel to this initial conso-
nant, it possibly appears with a coalesced or even lexically in-
corporated definite article l- in at least some of the repetitions 
(especially the second time), or perhaps contains a palatal y. 
Maryam Bayshak (pers. comm. 2020, 2022), who has reviewed 
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this recording, proposes the transcription ا�ئرد or لييرد, pointing 
to possible phonemic forms al-ˀērad or lyērad,26F

13 and translates 
this term as ‘anchovies’. While the obvious etymological source 
for this explanation, *ǧarād, generally refers to ‘locusts’ in Ara-
bic (Gulf Arabic: yarād, cf. Qafisheh et al. 1997, 657), its mean-
ing has clearly been extended to fish species: a consultant from 
Masira Island, Oman, uses the term al-yarād for Hirundichthys 
rondeletii ‘blackwing flying fish’ (Bettega, field notes 2023), and 
Euthynnus affinis ‘kawakawa’, which is in the same family as the 
kingfish (Scombridae ‘mackerels’), is known as jārid in the 
neighbouring Kumzari language (Anonby and Al Kamzari 2024, 
45, 57, 74).27F

14 While these explanations are convenient, they do 
not account for the appearance of a uvular ġ—an otherwise un-
attested sound correspondence—that we hear each time this 
word is repeated in the song. The identification of this fish thus 
remains problematic. 

Returning to the second line of the song, the verb šallat is 
found. This is a third person feminine singular form, used col-
lectively (see 3.4.), of a verb meaning ‘take’, and with extended 

 
13 The first transcription is unexpected, since in Arabic the definite ar-
ticle is not used with vocative nouns. However, for both proposed 
forms, it is possible that the definite article has been reinterpreted as 
part of the noun stem. Regarding possible variation between (histori-
cal) stem-initial (*ǧ>) y and ˀ in the proposed transcriptions, a similar 
phenomenon has been documented in Khuzestani Arabic, especially 
word-initially and before ī (Leitner 2022, 50). 
14 Interestingly, this term has also been extended and applied to ǧarād 
al-baḥr ‘spiny lobster’ in Standard Arabic (Wehr 1979, 142; note that 
Wehr glosses the term as ‘langouste, sea crayfish’). 
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meanings of ‘remove, carry away, lift’. In much of the Arabic-
speaking world, including some of the Gulf, the form šāl is 
found (Holes 2001, 287), but the Wortatlas (Behnstedt and 
Woidich 2014, Map 379a) shows that a cognate form šall is 
common in eastern and southern Arabia, and this extends to the 
Musandam Peninsula (Bernabela 2011, 78–80). 

In the same line, we observe the word maḥāməl (sg. 
maḥməl), which is commonly used in all Arabic dialects of the 
Gulf as a general term for boats and ships of all kinds (see Holes 
2001, 130), here serving as the agent noun for the verb šall. 

In line 3 the verbal form zābən, which is an active partici-
ple of the verb zaban, is attested. A range of meanings is associ-
ated with this root in different dialects. In the Hajar Mountains 
of northern Oman, it translates as ‘to auction’, with special ref-
erence to cattle auctions that take place weekly in the towns of 
the area (Bettega, field notes, 2014, 2016). The same verb, 
however, is found in Sowayan’s (1992, 272) study of the dialect 
of the Shammari tribe of Central Arabia, with the meaning of 
‘to seek refuge, to find shelter’, and this is clearly the meaning 
intended here. This connection is hardly surprising, considering 
that most dialects spoken on the Gulf littoral today are de-
scended from the Bedouin dialects of Najd (Holes 2007). The 
variable pronunciations of this word in the song, actually found 
as zābə and zāmbə, are addressed in the discussions of discourse-
level phonology (3.3.2.) and morphosyntax (3.4.) below. 

In the second half of the same line, the rhyming word 
ġābə appears. In almost every variety of Arabic, the root from 
which this word derives is connected to the idea of being absent 
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or hidden (this is true of Gulf Arabic, cf. Holes 2001, 385; see 
also Wehr 1979, 806 for Standard Arabic). Maryam Bayshak 
(pers. comm. 2020) suggests that this word should be tran-
scribed here as ġabba, and translated as ‘deep sea’. This proposal 
is consistent with Holes (2001, 374), who records the noun ġib-
ba or ġubba as ‘ocean, deep sea’ (though this meaning appears 
to be restricted to poetic registers of the language). We have al-
ready discussed how, in these texts, geminated consonants are 
weakly articulated, and contrasts based on vowel quantity are 
often neutralised (2.2.2.); as a consequence, a clear disambigua-
tion between the two alternative transcriptions given above is 
not possible. It appears, however, that some overlap between 
these two roots exists in Gulf Arabic itself. For the verb ġabb, 
Holes also reports the meaning ‘to disappear, be absent’. It 
would seem that a certain degree of ambivalence between 
C1V̄C2 and C1VC2C2 roots is common in the dialects of the area 
(see, for instance, the discussion about šall/šāl above). All in all, 
it seems clear to us that this word refers to the deep, open wa-
ters of the ocean, where the fish ‘hide’ and where it is difficult 
or impossible to catch them.15 

The highly specific vocabulary item maraḥ, which is used 
in line 4, refers to the action of a camel sitting (cf. Brockett 
1985, 195, who provides the corresponding causative marraḥ ‘to 

 
15 We have also observed that two inlet names on the west side of the 
Musandam Peninsula—ġubb and ġōban (as listed in Anonby, Al Kam-
zari and Al Kamzari 2022)—are similar to this word, further support-
ing the idea that this root may refer to marine geography within the 
regional context of Musandam. 
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make [camels] lie down’ and Sowayan 1992, 296, who gives 
the form amraḥ ‘to spend the night; to go to sleep at night’).16 
We interpret the full line wə-l-yōm maraḥ bə[-rəkāb-ə] as mean-
ing ‘But today [the camel] sat with its [loaded] back’, with the 
camel being understood from the verb’s internal semantics, and 
the camel’s back being understood, from the topical context of 
the song, as loaded down with fish. As for the curtailed word 
rəkāb-ə, which only emerges in its full form in a separate record-
ing,17 this item has been documented as a plural noun rčāb with 
the meaning of ‘mounted camels’ (Sowayan 1992, 270; Holes 
2001, 221; see also Wehr 1979, 413 for Standard Arabic). How-
ever, Maryam Bayshak (pers. comm. 2022), gives a richer un-
derstanding of the extended application of this term as it is used 
in this song: 

This [line 4] is an idiomatic statement used in Gulf Ara-
bic to mean the abundance of things. Ironically, it de-
scribes the act of a camel sitting down while its back is 
loaded. As for rkāb, here it means ‘what is put on the 
back of the camel’. The whole expression was called out 

 
16 Miranda J. Morris (pers. comm. 2023) has pointed out that the root 
mrḥ is also found in the Modern South Arabian languages (MSAL) 
Shehret, Hobyot, Mehri, and Btahret (Bathari). There, its meaning is 
connected to sores that can appear on the back of a pack animal due 
to a heavy load or a load inexpertly placed. In the MSAL, this root 
gives rise to both nouns and verbs with related semantics; see, for ex-
ample, Johnstone (1981, 173) for Shehret and Johnstone (1987, 269) 
for Mehri. 
17 The full form of this line was observed during later research; see the 
discussion in 3.3.2., including fn. 25, for further context. 
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to the caravans when they had to stop for rest, and the 
animals were to sit down on the ground. 

It is interesting that camels, which are not raised or employed 
on the Musandam Peninsula,18 are mentioned in this traditional 
song, sung long before the days of refrigerated fish transport; 
this provides a historical link between the fishing crews and the 
fish markets of the cities beyond the area, and suggests that the 
song itself does not originate on the Musandam Peninsula. 

In lines 5 and 6, the ġērad fish (see in this section above 
for discussion of this fish name) are addressed with the expres-
sion ḥayyāllā ‘welcome!’. This term, which is a fusion of the 
components ḥayy, from the verb ‘to live’, and aḷḷā ‘God’,19 is 
more commonly found with a grammatically singular address-
ee—even when addressing a plural audience—in the spoken 
language of the Gulf: ḥayyakuḷḷā ‘your (sg.) life’, fused with aḷḷā 
‘God’. Line 5 also ends with the shorter form ḥay, which could 
either be a reduction of ḥayyāllā due to pervasive discourse-
related shortening (3.3.2.), or a straightforward use of ḥay for 
the same purpose: an equivalent expression yā ḥay ‘welcome!’ is 
known from elsewhere in Arabic, for example, among older 
speakers in some areas of Oman (Bettega, field notes 2022). 

The verb zamaṭ appears in line 8. In Hanzal (1978, 275) 
and Woodhead and Beane (1967, 206), both cited in Holes 
(2001, 224), it is given in the form zamuṭ and glossed with the 

 
18 Camels are nonetheless featured in the pictographs at Qada, near 
Khasab on the north-western coast of Musandam Peninsula. 
19 As signalled in 2.2.1., the resulting terms appear here with no per-
ceptible phonological emphasis on ll. 
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intransitive verbs ‘to boast, brag’. However, since in this song 
the sultan is the direct object of the verb, we translate zamaṭ 
here as ‘defied’: zamaṭ bē-hə s-səlṭān ‘he defied the sultan with 
it’. 

Two final items of interest, both found in line 10, refer to 
money. While warča20 is a type of coin formerly used in the Gulf 
region (Maryam Bayshak, pers. comm. 2020), nēṭān ‘banknote’ 
is the broken plural of the Gulf Arabic word nōṭ, itself a loan 
from the informal English term ‘(bank)note’ (Holes 2001, 534; 
Holes documents the form nīṭān). 

3.3. Phonology 

As for āyāllā (2.2.), we explore historical and discourse-related 
phonological characteristics of the song xəbbāṭ as a way of situ-
ating its geographically and socially defined registers. 

3.3.1. Historical Phonology 

Many of the phonological observations made for the song āyāllā 
(2.2.1.) also apply here, for example: historical *q is reflected as 
g (fōg ‘on top of’, line 10); rhotic r is consistently alveolar [ɾ] ra-
ther than retroflex (maraḥ ‘it [camel] was made to sit’, line 4, 

 
20 One cannot help but notice semantic and formal similarity with Ar. 
warqa ‘leaf, piece of paper, banknote, thin piece of metal’ (cf. Wehr 
1979, 1245). This would point to a complete q > k > č sound path 
which, however, is not to our knowledge attested in any Arabic varie-
ty. (Similar sound changes in Arabic varieties which match only par-
tially include: *q > k and *k > č in the Baḥārna dialects of Bahrain, 
and *q > j [d͡ʒ] in Gulf Arabic; cf. Holes 2016, 50–55 and 59–63.)  
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and warča ‘coin’, line 10); l is not distinctively emphatic in 
ḥayyāllā or yāllā (lines 5 and 6); and the realisation of historical 
voiced pharyngeal *ʕ is unstable, clearly audible in the first rep-
etition of (ʕ)ənd-hum ‘they have’ but absent in the second.  

In the word ḍaġawəyyə ‘fishing crew’, historical *ḍ is re-
tained as a conservative emphatic alveolar stop ḍ. From a dia-
lectological perspective, this is interesting because a fricative re-
flex ḏ̣ is more common in much of the Gulf, and because in 
many dialects of MusAr, including that of the speaker, w and ġ 
are the usual reflexes of *ḍ. Therefore, in this case, there seems 
to be a ‘supra-regional’ or perhaps ‘classical’ framing of the 
phonology. 

The fact that this song is longer than āyāllā provides a 
more sustained opportunity to observe the patterning of 
ʔimāla—raising of historical *a to ə (also discussed in 2.2.1. 
above). Parallel to its behaviour in the song āyāllā, word-final 
ʔimāla shows up in ġābə ‘deeps’ (line 3) and ḍaġawəyyə ‘fishing 
crew’ (line 7). In the latter item in particular, for stylistic rea-
sons that are not clear to us, and in contrast to other femi-
nine/singulative endings in the songs, it is realised as a striking 
long and slightly diphthongised vowel [eːʲ] (see 3.3.2.). Word-
final ʔimāla does not apply in sawwa ‘he made’ (earlier in line 
7), perhaps because the final vowel is underlyingly long, or 
perhaps simply because w is patterning as a guttural consonant, 
as happens in the neighbouring Kumzari language (Anonby 
2020, 295–98). Non-application of ʔimāla in zāmba ‘taking ref-
uge’ (line 3) and warča ‘coins’ (line 10) is harder to explain. It 
could be due to unidentified emphatic elements associated with 
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prior segments; or, in the case of zāmba, the fact that phrase-
final deletion or metathesis is interfering with the raising pro-
cess (see 3.3.2.); or simply an artifact of the stylistic variation 
that seems to be generally encouraged in this genre, as we al-
lude to throughout the present study. In a couple of word-initial 
syllables, ʔimāla seems to apply in guttural contexts where we 
do not expect it: xəbbāṭ ‘kingfish’ (line 1) and məḥām[əl] ‘boat’ 
(line 2) (Holes [2001, 130] gives the latter word as maḥāmil). 
Admittedly, the centralised realisation of the short vowels in 
these initial syllables makes it difficult to be certain about their 
underlying identity. 

One additional phonemic shift is attested in this song. As 
is typical in MusAr (Bernabela 2011, 26; Bettega and Gasparini 
2022, 211–12) but uncommon elsewhere in the Gulf (Johnstone 
1967, passim), historical interdental *ḏ has been replaced by its 
dental counterpart d in the word dahab ‘gold’ (line 9). 

As a final element of historical segmental phonology, 
short u [ʊ] appears a couple of times in this song: once as a 3sg. 
masculine pronominal suffix in the line, kāməl šallat-u l-
məḥām[əl] ‘Did the boats take them all?’, and once in a 3pl. 
pronominal suffix in the word (ʕ)ənd-hum ‘they have’. (Depend-
ing on one’s interpretation of ō in the first instance of line 7, it 
may also occur there; see ‘Neutralisation of vowel length dis-
tinctions’ in 3.3.2. for discussion). This is interesting because in 
most MusAr dialects, short u has been characterised as phone-
mic but heavily restricted (see, for example, Jayakar 1904, 254, 
as well as insufficient proof of contrast in Bernabela 2011, 29); 
in others, possibly including the dialect of the singer, it is not 
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phonemic, occurring only as an allophone of ə in the context of 
labials and emphatics—or entirely absent, even in such contexts 
(Anonby, field notes 2018). In contrast, in Gulf Arabic as a 
whole it is almost always treated as phonemic (but see Leitner, 
Anonby, Taheri, and El Zarka 2021, 241–42 for an example of a 
Gulf dialect where it has been analysed as patterning as an allo-
phone of ə). Regarding (ʕ)ənd-hum, we acknowledge that u [ʊ] 
could in fact be a rounded ə in the context of m.21 In the case of 
kāməl šallat-u l-məḥām[əl], however, there is no obvious seg-
mental conditioning context for the appearance of u; as Berna-
bela concludes for one dialect of MusAr (2011, 29), and Bettega 
(field notes 2014, 2016) has observed for others, the u in this 
morpheme (which is -hu in Standard Arabic) needs to be re-
garded as phonemic. (Yet, intriguingly, this vowel is not round-
ed in the same 3sg. masculine pronominal suffix in rəkāb-ə ‘its 
loaded back’ [line 4, supplementary recording],22 or in lā ramēt-
ə ‘I will not give it up’ in the following song—perhaps with a 
view to sustaining the rhyming schemes in these verses.) 

Finally, and similarly at the convergence of historical 
phonology lexicon, and morphology, we observe the deletion of 
historical *h from the 3pl. pronominal suffix *hum in (ʕ)ənd-um 

 
21 Note, however, that in the song āyāllā, the vowel ə is not rounded in 
əmzāḥa ‘joking’ or səmēt ‘I heard’. Still, the appearance of ə in these 
two latter items could be attributed to CV template-defined insertion 
rather than an underlying vowel, and may therefore pattern different-
ly. 
22 In the discussion of this song’s morphosyntax (2.3.), we will return 
to the question of why a singular pronoun is used for plural objects. 
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‘they have’ (line 9). This deletion may be the result of a pro-
noun-specific process (as described in Yoda 2017, 85, and espe-
cially common in ‘sedentary’ dialects) or a broader, productive 
morphophonemic alternation that avoids a sequence of three 
consonants (which are normally not tolerated in the vast major-
ity of Arabic varieties; see Farwaneh 2007). However, in the 
small corpus treated here there is no possibility of comparing its 
patterning when attached to vowel-final stems, so the mecha-
nisms of this process remain an open question. 

To summarise the patterning of this song’s historical pho-
nology in its dialectological context, this text also shows ambiv-
alence between retention of local features and adoption of re-
gional Arabic features. 

3.3.2. Discourse-Level Phonology 

As is the case for historical phonology, phonological phenome-
na related to the discourse structure of this song, xəbbāṭ, mirror 
those encountered in the first song. An important case of me-
tathesis and an additional pattern of vowel insertion also 
emerge here. The voice quality of this song also differs from the 
pharyngeal style of the first song. 

Gemination. The length and constriction associated with 
consonant gemination, which appears exactly ten times over the 
ten different lines of the song, tends to be weak but still varia-
bly perceptible: xə[bˑ]āṭ ‘little kingfish’ (line 1), ša[lˑ]at-u ‘they 
took’ (2), a[wˑ]al ‘first, before’ (3), ha[jˑ]ā[lˑ]ā ‘welcome!’ (5, 
6), ha[jˑ]ā ‘welcome!’ (6), sa[wˑ]a ‘he made, put together’ (7). 
Clear gemination on y in ḍaġawə[jː]ə ‘fishing crew’ (also line 7) 
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is perhaps surprising, since in many spoken dialects a geminate 
y is not typically pronounced in the ambiguous īy[iːj]~əyy[ijː] 
segment23 except in context of discourse-related emphasis. 

In the final three lines of the song, the presence of the def-
inite article is signalled by phonetically variable gemination, 
differing even from one repetition to another, in s-səlṭān ‘the 
sultan’ ([sː]~[sˑ]; line 8), əd-dahab ‘the gold’ ([dˑ]~[d]; 9), ən-
nēṭān ‘the banknotes’ ([n]; 10). The faint or absent gemination 
in the final lines may reflect weak phonetic signalling associat-
ed with the definite article, or it may simply be the case that 
the singer has preserved some phonological distinctions less 
rigorously toward the end of the song as its phonetic intensity 
tapers off. 

Neutralisation of vowel length distinctions. Vowel length dis-
tinctions, in contrast, are frequently neutralised. 

Most prominently, as occurs in the first song, underlying 
long ā and short a (as established from our independent 
knowledge of the spoken language) are equivalent in length and 
vowel quality in the context of this second song. To give a few 
examples: the vocative yā in line 1 is phonetically short; the 
first vowels in the consecutive words kāməl ‘all’ and šallat-u 
‘they (coll.) took them’, which differ in spoken language, are 
pronounced the same in line 2; and the first vowels of zābə[n] 
‘taking refuge’ (line 3) and maraḥ ‘it (camel) was made to sit’ 
(line 4), which are found in the same position of a musically 

 
23 Neutralisation between these two interpretations of this segment in 
Arabic has been confirmed in discussion with colleagues (Janet C. E. 
Watson, Bettina Leitner and Stefan Procházka, pers. comm. 2022). 
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echoed line, are also pronounced the same—phonetically long. 
In the second repetition of line 3, the initial vocative yā and 
awwal ‘before’ coalesce smoothly into two syllables—yāwwal—
with a single long ā as the first vowel. The first vowel of the 
verb zamaṭ ‘he defied’ is pronounced long, even though it is 
short in the spoken language (see the discussion of this lexeme 
in 3.2. above), for no other identifiable reason than to fit well 
into the rhythm of the song. 

Further, there are several possible instances of lengthen-
ing of underlying ə. At the end of the word ḍaġawəyyə ‘fishing 
crew’, itself at the end of line 7, it is pronounced like ē, even 
slightly diphthongised to [eːʲ]—even though there is no mor-
phosyntactic basis to assume that the underlying form could be 
anything other than the historical feminine ending (most often 
realised as [ə] in the songs here); and without any clear condi-
tioning factors from the phonology, even considering rhythmic 
structure of the song and comparing it to other lines to this one. 
In the second repetition (only) of line 8, the form [wiː] appears. 
‘We’ interpret this form as a sung pronunciation of wə ‘and’ 
which, although we have not observed this in MusAr, is known 
from other dialects (for example in Egyptian and Bahraini Ara-
bic, cf. respectively Woidich 2006, 159 and Holes 2016, 114). A 
more segmentally grounded alternative interpretation of this 
form as the Gulf Arabic word wīya ‘with’ makes no sense in this 
syntactic context ([ ___ ] zamaṭ bē-hə s-səlṭān ‘[ ___ ] he defied the 
sultan with it’). Later in the same line, in both repetitions, the 
vowel ē in bēhə ‘with it’ (line 8), which is composed of the 
preposition bə- ‘with’ and the feminine singular pronominal suf-
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fix -hə, may have been lengthened for the purposes of the song. 
Otherwise, it may simply be the product of a natural lengthen-
ing process associated with bə- in this context, as occurs in 
many Arabic dialects; Bernabela (2011, 55) gives clear exam-
ples of this alternation in MusAr.  

Elision of final segments, and metathesis. As in the first song, 
final segments are frequently elided in the song xəbbāṭ for the 
prosodic purposes of timing and rhyme. In the four repetitions 
of line 2, məḥāməl ‘boats’ is consistently reduced to məḥām, thus 
fitting into the rhythm of that line; and because, as already dis-
cussed, the distinction between long ā and short a is neutralised 
in many parts of the song including the final sung syllable of 
the first two lines, this segmental reduction results in a perfect 
rhyme between wēn-kam ‘where are you?’ and məḥām. (It is dif-
ficult to determine whether the neutralised final vowels in these 
two words are pronounced more like short or long vowels—
given the song’s timing, we are inclined to view them as pho-
netically short; but in any case, these two vowels have equiva-
lent vowel quality and length.) 

In line 3, where the musical structure of the two halves is 
similar, an even closer parallelism is achieved by dropping n 
from zābən ‘taking refuge’ in the middle of this line’s first itera-
tion, thereby rhyming with ġābə ‘depths’ at the end of the line. 
When this line is repeated, a near-rhyming metathesised femi-
nine/collective form zāmba is used (see 3.4. for a discussion of 
the grammatical basis of this second form).24 Interestingly, clip-

 
24 While it may be tempting to view the metathesised form as an error 
in articulation, the form zāmba was repeated three more times in an 



144 Anonby and Bettega 

 

ping and metathesis facilitate the same conformity to con-
straints of rhythm and rhyme, but metathesis allows for reten-
tion of an additional piece of segmental content. 

All of the lines of the second verse (lines 3–6) have the 
potential to rhyme (ending with ġābə ‘depths’ / rkāb-ə ‘its back’ 
/ ḥayyā bə ‘welcome it!’), but in a reversal of the pattern de-
scribed so far, where segments are suppressed in order to 
achieve a rhyme, the latent final rhyming syllables of rkāb-ə are 
not uttered in this recording. They are, however, fully pro-
nounced in another version of the song, underlying the variabil-
ity and dynamic potential of the song. 

In the final verse (lines 7–10), the rhyming lines (8 and 
10) are separated, and the final-syllable rhyme is achieved 
without any reduction of the words sulṭān ‘sultan’ and nēṭān 
‘(bank)notes’. 

While pre-pausal weakening occurs in natural speech in 
any language, the intricacy of its patterning in this song con-
firms that it is used as a rhetorical device that helps match the 
content of the song to its constraints of metre and rhyme. 

Insertion of echo vowels. A curious phenomenon that turns 
up in the song xəbbāṭ, not found in the first song, is the inser-
tion of echo vowels in the final words of four lines: in the musi-
cally parallel lines 3 and 4, bə-lə-ġābə ‘in the depths’ and bə-

 
additional, spontaneous rendering of part of the song, following the 
initial recording (see 3.5.). 
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rə[kāb-ə]25 ‘with its [loaded] back’; and in the parallel lines 7 
and 9, ḍaġawəyya ‘fishing crew’ and makanūz ‘stored’. Unlike 
‘true’ epenthetic vowels, there are no constraints in the CV tem-
plates, well-known from spoken Arabic (Farwaneh 2007), that 
would necessitate their appearance. There does not appear to be 
a clear ‘rule’ to which one can attribute the appearance of the 
echo vowels here but not in contexts which are at least some-
what equivalent, such as wēn-kam ‘where are you?’ (line 1). 
However, we suggest that a general preference for open sylla-
bles when singing, as well as moderate resistance to lengthening 
underlying short vowels in a long musical syllable (admittedly 
violated elsewhere—see ‘Neutralisation of vowel length distinc-
tions’ earlier in this section), may factor in the emergence of the 
echo vowels. Alternatively, this may simply be artistic flair. 

Voice quality. Finally, in contrast to the first song, there is 
no pervasive pharyngeal overlay in the singing style of this 
song. 

3.4. Morphosyntax 

Although xəbbāṭ is the longest of the three songs treated in this 
study, there is little to comment on in relation to morphosyntax. 
Here, we will look at one interesting case of constituent word 
order, and the patterning of grammatical agreement in the song. 

Arabic poetry—both Classical and vernacular—is often 
caricatured as syntactically repetitive (Zwettler 1978, 71), alt-

 
25 In the second repetition of this line, this word is reduced simply to 
bə[-rəkāb-ə]. However, in a separate recording of this song, the same 
speaker sings out the fuller form bə-rəkāb-ə in one instance (see 3.5.). 
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hough “irregularities of syntax and word-order can be condi-
tioned by the requirements of meter and rhyme” (Zwettler 
1978, 103). This song offers an intricate case of such syntactic 
flexibility in line 2: 

kāməl šallat-u l-məḥām[əl]  
all she_took-it the-boats 
‘the boats have taken it all’  

In most present-day varieties of Arabic, including Gulf Arabic, 
subject-verb-object (SVO) is often identified as the dominant 
constituent order, with verb-subject-object (VSO) represented as 
a relatively common alternative. Here, if we consider kāməl ‘all 
[of the kingfish]’ as a determiner used in a nominal function, 
this would make it the primary object of the sentence (and the 
pronominal suffix -u, also referring to the kingfish, would be 
acting in a resumptive role). The boats, məḥām[əl], are une-
quivocally the subject of the clause. Such an object-verb-subject 
(OVS) constituent order is therefore doubly unusual in Arabic—
even by the standards of Arabic poetry—both because of the in-
itial position of the object, and the final position of the subject. 
In the free translation above, we have interpreted this line as a 
question, ‘Did the boats take them all?’, but our optional inter-
rogative interpretation is based on the structure of the discourse 
and has no bearing on word order. Rather, this reversal makes 
the object kāməl pragmatically prominent: ‘all’. Equally im-
portantly, it allows the text to fit into the rhythmic structure of 
the song and, with further poetic gymnastics—the combined 
clipping of the final syllable in məḥām[əl] and neutralisation of 
the vowel length distinction with a in wēn-kam ‘where are you 
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(pl.)?’ at the end of the preceding line (3.3.2.)—facilitates a 
rhyme between the song’s first two lines. 

Finally, certain phenomena related to gender and agree-
ment can be commented upon in passing. In the second verse of 
the song, the collective noun xəbbāṭ (which appeared in the 
preceding line) is referred to with the masculine singular suffix 
pronoun -u.26 The active participle zābə[n], in line 3, and whose 
subject is also xəbbāṭ, also appears in the masculine singular. In-
terestingly enough, in the second iteration of this verse, the par-
ticiple appears in the feminine singular instead.27 Variation in 
the type of agreement that collective controllers trigger is ex-
tremely common in spoken Arabic, resulting from the fact that 
these nouns are morphologically akin to masculine singular 
nouns, but are interpreted semantically as non-individuated 

 
26 This is the only occurrence, across all three songs, of a masculine 
singular suffix pronoun in the form -u. This is considered a typical 
‘sedentary’ form in eastern Arabia, and can be found in northern 
Oman (Holes 1989, 454), among the rural Shiite communities of Bah-
rain (Holes 2016, 83) and most notably in all Musandam varieties for 
which we have documentation (Bernabela 2011, 48; Bettega and Gas-
parini 2022, 207–8). The other occurrences of this pronoun either ap-
pear in the form -a (~-ə), a so-called ‘Bedouin’ feature which is the 
standard realisation in ‘mainstream’ Gulf Arabic, or, following the 
preposition bə ‘with’, are not segmentally realised. It is not clear why 
it is only in this specific context that the consultant opted for the form 
-u, but this occurrence constitutes yet another example of the ‘mixed’ 
nature of the dialect in which these songs were recited. 
27 In the form zāmba, as opposed to the expected zābna. As discussed 
above, this word seems to have undergone first metathesis and then 
assimilation. 
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plurals (which have a dedicated agreement type in Arabic, that 
is, feminine singular agreement; on these topics see Bettega and 
D’Anna 2022, 87–90). Line 2 contains a further example of a 
non-singular controller triggering feminine singular agreement, 
in this case a true plural (məḥām[əl] ‘boats’) with its verbal tar-
get šallat (‘they took away’, literally ‘it [f.] took away’). Mascu-
line singular agreement with a collective appears again in line 
6, where the singer salutes the ġērad fish with the expression 
ḥayyā bə (‘welcome to them’, but literally ‘welcome to it’).  

3.5. An Unexpected Supplement 

Unlike the other songs, which were only sung once, for xəbbāṭ 
the consultant broke into song after the initial recording session 
had wrapped up. We were unable to gather a recording of the 
whole second event; the consultant made it clear that songs 
come in their own time, and on their own (or his own!) terms. 
Still, although only a portion of the singing was recorded this 
time around, and with a hastily placed microphone so that the 
quality of the recording was not what we would have hoped for, 
it provides a useful point of comparison for analysis of the first 
production of the song. 

First, the pace and feel of the song are different in this 
second session. It is faster and increasingly disjointed as it pro-
gresses. Perhaps it captures the consultant’s memories of the ex-
citement and frenetic action that attend any great haul of fish!; 
followed by dénouement and recuperation as the jubilant reali-
ty of the catch sets in. It certainly resolves the abruptness of the 
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first recorded portion, which ends with a boast, but not yet any 
fish. 

Structurally, there is a fair bit of lyrical variation in this 
additional session as well. The consultant repeats the lines of 
the middle verse (numbered as in the transcription above), in-
terspersed with shorter lines as follows: ḥayyā bə / 6 3 4 6 / 
ḥayyāllā / 6 3 4 6 / ḥayyāllā ḥayyā bə / ḥayyā bə / 6 3 4 6. The 
generous intrusion of ḥayyāllā and ḥayyā bə gives the feel that 
the singer is both the initiator and the respondent in an an-
tiphonous climax of call-and-response. Words such as awwal 
‘first’ and wə-l-yōm ‘and today’ are sprinkled liberally in places 
where they were not used in the initial recording, suggesting 
that their function is as much rhythmic as it is linguistic. The 
song finally trails off into further snippets from these same 
lines. This supplementary text is therefore serendipitous in that 
it not only completes the discourse, but also reveals flexibility 
in the potential combinations of lines and words in a way that 
would not have been known from the more controlled context 
of the initial recording. 

The supplement further allows for verification of specific, 
perplexing elements in the original text: the metathesised form 
zāmba ‘taking refuge’, observed once already in line 3 (3.3.2.), 
is repeated three times here, confirming that it is not a simple 
‘slip of the tongue’; and an unabridged utterance of maraḥ bə-
rəkāb-ə ‘it [a camel] sat with its [loaded] back’, which is signifi-
cantly shortened in all other repetitions of line 4 in the texts 
(also discussed in 3.3.2.), surfaces once here. 
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4. Lā Ramētə ‘I Will Not Give It Up’ 

The third song, lā ramētə ‘I will not give it up’, is the shortest of 
the three pieces studied here. The consultant describes it as a 
song that is sung to bring luck for catching large fish. Here, the 
singer brings together the unwavering determination of the first 
song, ayāllā, and the defiance of the second song, xəbbāṭ, with 
an oath that he will never let go of the prized fish that he is 
hauling in. One can imagine a crew of fishermen using the 
song’s slow, pulsating rhythm to coordinate the collective draw-
ing in of a heavy fish hooked at the end of the ḥabəl ‘rope, line’. 
As ayāllā, this song is expressed in the first person.  

 1  ā wallā yā šaffī lā ramēt-ə 
 2 ā la[w] təngəlū-nī lə-l-məʕāšə[r] 
 1 ā wallā yā šaffī lā ramēt-ə 
 2 ā la[w] təngəlū-nī lə-l-məʕāšə[r] 
 

 1 Oh, I swear to God, O my tribe, I won’t throw it     
      away 

 2 Oh, not even if you (pl.) carried me to the  
     grave! 

The song consists of two verses, each repeated twice, in a 1-2-1-
2 structure. 

Lyrically, this is the simplest of the three songs studied 
here, but its musical effect is both subtle and powerful. Alt-
hough we have not conducted a systematic analysis of this 
song’s musical properties, it seems to be composed of only 4 
half-pitches, all adjacent to one another as on a rising and fall-
ing staircase; and, in contrast to the heptatonic (7 whole note) 
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scale of the song ayāllā, which is more familiar to a western au-
dience, it is seemingly tuned to a pentatonic (5 note) scale. 

4.1. Lexicon 

In line 1, the term šaffī appears. To our ears, the vowel is long, 
and gemination on f is hard to distinguish, perhaps even pho-
netically absent (?šāfī). Maryam Bayshak (pers. comm. 2020) 
views šaffī as the underlying form of this word, and this is the 
only form that we have been able to find in the literature: 
Brockett’s (1985) dictionary of Arabic from Khābūra on the 
Batinah Coast of northern Oman.28 In any case, as we observed 
with the terms šall and ġābə in the previous song, between dia-
lects there is often structural ambivalence for words originating 
in the same historical root, so either form is possible. Regarding 
its meaning, Bayshak translates šaff as ‘relatives’; Brockett trans-
lates it as ‘tribal federation’ (1985, 134). In our glossing of the 
song, we employ the intermediate term ‘tribe’. 

Beyond the word šaffī, along with the interjection ā, 
which is repeated at the beginning of each line for stylistic pur-
poses, no lexical items stand out; but a number of phonological 
and morphosyntactic structures deserve further discussion. 

4.2. Phonology 

Despite its brevity, the song lā ramētə exhibits several points of 
phonological interest. 

 
28 Technically, Brockett transcribes this term as šeff, which is phono-
logically equivalent to šaff in conventional Arabist transcription. 
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4.2.1. Historical Phonology 

As with the previous songs, historical phonology broadly situ-
ates the song lā ramētə within the larger regional context of the 
Gulf. Etymological *q continues to be consistently realised as g 
in təngəlū-nī ‘you (pl.) carried me’. Historical *ʕ is retained as ʕ 
in məʕāšə[r] ‘grave (n.)’, but given the pharyngeal insertions in 
the vocal style of the song (4.2.2.), this interpretation of its 
phonemic identity is not definitive. Finally, r is again pro-
nounced as a simple alveolar flap [ɾ] in ramēt-ə ‘I gave it up’. 
This same phoneme is clearly elided at the end of the second 
repetition of məʕāšə[r], but at the end of the first repetition it 
may persist as a weak retroflex approximant after a stylistically 
inserted pharyngeal; the acoustics of this segment are unclear in 
the latter context. Gemination, but no emphatic secondary ar-
ticulation, is maintained in l in wallā ‘I swear’. 

4.2.2. Discourse-Level Phonology 

Discourse-level patterning of the phonology is in some ways 
similar that of the previous songs. For example, the final seg-
ment of məʕāšə[r] ‘grave (n.)’ is elided, most clearly in the sec-
ond repetition of this word, to facilitate a simple coda rhyme 
with ramēt-ə ‘I gave it up’ at the end of the prior line. Voice 
quality and vowel realisations are also remarkable, but they 
pattern distinctively here. 

Voice quality. The voice quality of this song has a strong 
pharyngeal overlay, as is the case in the first song, ayāllā. In 
addition to a phonemic voiced pharyngeal ʕ, consistently re-
tained in məʕāšər ‘grave (n.)’, a prominent stylistic (rather than 
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phonemic) consonantal or secondary [ʕ]~[ˁ] breaks through at 
evenly synchronised intervals: 

ā wallā[ʕ] yā ša[ʕ]fī[ˁ] lā[ˁ] ramē[ʕ]t-ə[ʕ] 

ā la[w] tə[ʕ]ngəlū[ʕ]-nī[ˁ] lə[ˁ]-l-məʕāšə[ʕ] 

Vowel length and quality. Vowels are prominent in this song. 
They are sung loudly and slowly; consonants are brief intervals 
in between.  

As in the previous songs, vowel length distinctions are 
neutralised, and consonant gemination is compromised, to ac-
commodate the rhythmic specifications of the song. The song’s 
two lines follow identical timing (shown below, where ‘_’ is 
short, ‘__’ is long, and ‘____’ is extra long), and the length of each 
vowel is entirely dependent on its place in the metre. 

  _  _ __         _ __ _       __ _ __ ____ 
 ā wallā    yā šaffī    lā  ramēt-ə 
  _  _      __         _ __ _        __ _ __ ____ 
 ā la[w] tən  ͜   gəlūnī     lə-l-məʕāšə[r] 

Thus, long ā in the vocative particle yā is phonetically short, 
but the etymologically short a in šaffī is phonetically long. Fur-
ther, in the latter word, the presumed gemination on f is diffi-
cult to distinguish. 

In addition, with the ‘wide-open’ singing style, articulato-
ry distinctions among all the vowels are reduced: all vowels 
gravitate toward an unrounded, open [a]. Thus, the following 
realisations are found: 

ī > [ə] in šaffī ‘tribe’ and təngəlūnī ‘you (pl.) carried me’ 
ē > [æː] in ramēt-ə ‘I gave it up’ 
ū > [ʌː] in təngəlū-nī  
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ə > [ɐ] in ramēt-ə, twice in təngəlū-nī, and twice in  
    l-məʕāšə[r] ‘grave’ 

The diphthong in law ‘not even if’ is also levelled, to a monoph-
thong [a]. This ‘recalibration’ of articulatory targets makes it 
hard to recognise the words in the song, and their underlying 
forms can only be confidently established by referring to con-
text and to what is already know from the lexicon. 

4.3. Morphosyntax 

Although this song is only two lines in length, it exhibits some 
noteworthy grammatical constructions. 

As was the case with line 4 in the first song (2.3.), in the 
first line of this song we find the emphatic negator lā combined 
with a verb in the suffix stem to enhance the validity of the 
oath being expressed—lā ramēt-ə ‘I will not give it up’. The suf-
fix stem normally encodes past temporal reference and perfec-
tive aspect, but here again it is employed for its modal proper-
ties: presenting a certain future event as certain, as if it were al-
ready accomplished. 

In addition, the two verses of the song form a global con-
ditional structure in which the apodosis (consequent) lā ramēt-ə 
‘I will not give it up’ precedes the protasis (antecedent) la[w] 
təngəlū-ni lə-l-məʕāšə[r] ‘not even if you (pl.) carried me to the 
grave’. As in the first line, the chosen verb form in the second 
line (təngəlū-nī ‘you [pl.] carried me’) is a suffix stem, not be-
cause of its intrinsic temporal or aspectual properties, but be-
cause of its modal connotations. Verb forms associated with 
‘pastness’ are commonly employed in conditional structures in 
virtually all varieties of Arabic, as well as many other unrelated 
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languages (including the strong counterfactual form in English, 
‘even if you carried me to the grave…’). This is particularly true 
in the case of counterfactual conditionals, which in the dialects 
of the Arabian Peninsula are often introduced by the particle 
law, itself typically translated into English as ‘even if’ (see 
Ingham 1994, 140 for Najdi Arabic; Brustad 2000, 259 for Ku-
waiti Arabic; and Bettega 2019, 206–7 for Omani Arabic). 

5. Conclusion and Reflections 

In this study, we have joined Muḥammad Salūm al-Ḍhuhūrī on 
a voyage of discovery, at once literary, musical, and linguistic, 
through the inlets of the Musandam Peninsula and into the open 
ocean.  

The three songs described in this study—ayāllā ‘O God’, 
xəbbāṭ ‘little kingfish’, and lā ramētə ‘I will not give it up’—are a 
simple selection from the production of a single retired fisher-
man, in just one among some dozens of declining settlements 
along the coast of the peninsula. Even so, they are a rich and 
varied testament to the resilient, yet waning, livelihood and cul-
tural heritage that have arisen through centuries of harvesting 
of the sea. 

The three songs are born out of diverse undertakings, 
from the cooperative net-based harvesting of smaller fish to the 
hauling in of some of the sea’s greater offerings at the end of a 
single line held by many arms. Musically, different scales and 
modes are represented. The length of the songs varies from two 
to ten lines, yet with the stanzas of the shortest song drawn out 
almost tortuously, and contrasting with the lively tempo and 
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many repetitions of the lines in the longest song. Voice quality 
alternates between an even pharyngeal overlay in the first song, 
to a clear voice in the second song, to recurrent, non-contrastive 
pharyngeal intrusions in the third. 

In terms of syntax, there is little variation from structures 
of the spoken language, although frequent and fluctuating inter-
jections bring colour to the performance of the songs. One spe-
cific line in the second song, kāməl šallat-u l-məḥām[əl] ‘Did the 
boats take them all?’, which stands out as syntactically unusual, 
is motivated by a complex rhyming mechanism. 

In the second song in particular, the lexicon is rich and 
almost every line contains an item of interest; many of these 
words are illustrative of Gulf Arabic as a wider dialect group. 

As is often case in Arabic dialectology, historical segmen-
tal phonology provides many of the keys for understanding the 
geographic provenance and sociolinguistic status of the text. In-
terestingly, the phonological structures in the songs are ambiva-
lent, cutting across geographical distinctions. For example, the 
retention of historical *ḍ in ḍaġawəyyə ‘fishing crew’, typical nei-
ther of the Gulf (where ḏ̣ is expected) nor of Musandam Penin-
sula (where reflexes such as w and ġ dominate), is likely an em-
blem of the influence that Standard Arabic exerts in vernacular 
varieties of the language. Local MusAr features, such as re-
placement of pharyngeal fricative ʕ with glottal stop ʔ—albeit 
sporadically—are also attested. In contrast, the characteristic 
Gulf Arabic realisation of *q as g, which is not known from any 
Musandam dialect, appears in two of the songs; and the realisa-
tions of r in all of the songs conform to the flap allophone typi-
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cal of Gulf Arabic (along with most other Arabic dialects) rather 
than the retroflex allophone known from MusAr. The third per-
son masculine singular suffix pronoun is also found as -ə in two 
of three cases, as expected in Gulf Arabic, with a single excep-
tion (the -u found in the second song; see fn. 26 for discussion). 
Idiosyncratic traits, like the lisping of sibilants, add further 
complexity to the analysis. 

It is not only the historical segmental phonology which 
turns out to be of great linguistic interest. To return to the 
structure of the songs themselves, discourse-related processes 
are pervasive. There is a widespread tendency to neutralise 
phonemic distinctions of vowel length within the songs’ ca-
dence; and in the last song all vowels are phonetically levelled 
toward an open, central [a]. Perhaps most intriguingly, in tan-
dem with the neutralisation of vowel length, each of the songs 
strategically eliminates final segments—as many as five!—to fa-
cilitate adherence to a rhyme scheme. Metathesis is also intro-
duced as a mechanism for respecting rhyme. In other cases, the 
omitted segments themselves contain the unspoken key to the 
rhyming pairs. 

Taken together, these features reveal a rich and unique 
text that leans toward structural norms of the Gulf generally, 
but embraces both local and geographically agnostic features. 
Historically, fishing crews in Musandam, as well as rights to 
fishing grounds, have been constituted according to specific 
places of origin and local social groupings hierarchies (Zim-
mermann 1981, 138–51; Zimmermann and Goldfuß 2023). 
Therefore, it is noteworthy that the song is regionally situated 
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in addition to being locally defined. Still, even without frequent 
mixing of people of diverse origins within fishing crews, it 
seems to be the case that occasional intermarriage between 
communities, contact in shared spaces such as fish markets 
and—probably most importantly—sporadic intra-Gulf migrant 
labour, including fishing, have been sufficient to diffuse fishing 
songs along the coast. The mixture of linguistic varieties in this 
song is therefore a well-defined case of the ‘translanguaging’ 
found along other parts of the Arabian coast, and as described 
in the Introduction to this volume. (Considering that the varie-
ties being mixed in the songs studied here are all dialects of Ar-
abic, we light-heartedly submit that in this context the phenom-
enon might be aptly referred to as ‘transdialecting’.) 

Habalayn was once a bustling hub of fishing activity, 
complemented by a modest subsistence from the mountain be-
hind. Now, like most of the villages around the peninsula, it has 
been all but abandoned, living on—at least for the moment—as 
a memory. The mosque has been rebuilt; while some houses are 
newly restored, others have fallen into disrepair. Few people 
still fish, and even fewer remember the fishing songs. Like 
Muḥam-mad Salūm al-Ḍhuhūrī, many of the original inhabit-
ants now live in the Emirates, and only some of them still make 
the three-hour drive to gather in the village for weekends and 
holidays. More often, the alleys of Habalayn are deserted, in-
habited by only the wind. Over the water, where the sounds of 
fishing songs were once heard, there is only silence. 
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1. Introduction 

I first started to use the phrase ‘harvesting the sea’ in the 1980s, 
after spending time living with the Bəṭāḥira on the Dhofar 
mainland and with the islanders of al-Ḥallānīyah opposite (the 
only island of the group inhabited today). This made it clear 
that ‘fishing’ alone was not an adequate description of the ef-
forts these two groups made to wrest a living from the sea. They 
had little else. Cultivation was not an option for either; on al-
Ḥallānīyah island the only livestock were a few feral goats, 
while the Bəṭāḥira owned a small number of goats, even fewer 
sheep, and the odd camel or donkey as a pack animal.  

Figure 1: Camel pack saddle 

Photo © Miranda Morris, 1980s 
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2. The Bəṭāḥira2 

Today, the Bəṭāḥira are a small tribe in the central area of the 
Sultanate of Oman (Muḥāfaẓat al-Wusṭā, The Central Gover-
norate). Their area runs along the coast from modern Ḥāsik 
eastwards to Ashwaymiyah, extending inland to the escarpment 
and to areas of the desert plateau above. This region is de-
scribed by those living in Dhofar (B śə̣fūr) simply as Ś śeróḳ, ‘the 
east(ern area)’. Moving westward from Ṣawḳərə, their main set-
tlements were Śerbiṯōt (modern Sharbithat); Mingíy (the former 
settlement of those now living in Sharbithat, accessed today by 
a rough track); Warx (the former settlement of those now living 
in Ashwaymiyah, only accessible on foot or by sea); Ashwaymi-
yah (formerly called Gizərēt3 and later Šwēmyət or Šwēmīyət); 
Ḥaśḅərəm~Ḥaśḅərə and Ḥāsik. Apart from Mingíy and Warx, 
all these coastal settlements are today connected to Ṣalālah (B 
ṣəlōlət⁓ṣəlólt) by tarmac roads. Offshore lie the al-Ḥallāniyāt is-
lands (formerly the Kuria Muria islands). The Bəṭāḥira knew lit-
tle of the islanders: until recently neither they nor the al-
Ḥallāniyāt islanders owned boats with engines powerful enough 
to cross the seas that lay between them. Nor did they share a 

 
2 A fuller description of the Bəṭāḥira, their language and their history, 
can be found in the introduction to a collection of some 400 tran-
scribed and translated Baṭḥari texts in: Miranda Morris (2024). Ethno-
graphic texts in the Baṭḥari language of Oman. Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz. 
3 Not to be confused with the al-Ḥallāniyāt islands which are called in 
Bəṭaḥrēt gəzírət, pl. gəzēyir. 
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common language: the al-Ḥallāniyāt islanders spoke Śḥerɛt̄4 
which the Bəṭāḥira did not understand while the Bəṭāḥira spoke 
Bəṭaḥrēt, another of the six MSAL (Modern South Arabian Lan-
guages), today called Báṭḥari by most younger Bəṭāḥira and 
non-Bəṭāḥira.  

From the little that we can discover, it seems likely that 
the Bəṭāḥira originated as one of a group of indigenous inhabit-
ants of the drier areas of the wider Dhofar region. Later, pro-
gressively squeezed out of the more fertile watercourse systems 
and desert plateaus by more powerful and numerous incomers, 
they were finally left with little but the infertile strip of coast 
which they inhabit today. They believe that there was a time 
when their numbers were very much greater, when they con-
trolled territory ‘mən Ġadōn ɛ-Ġadōn’, that is from Wadi Ġadōn 
in the west, by the Yemeni border, up to Wadi Ġadōn at the 
eastern limits of their present area. Oral tradition relates their 
name, ‘Bait Baṭḥā’ or ‘Bait Baṭḥār’, to B baṭḥ, ‘fine gravel, sand’, 
illustrating their great number in times past.  

The Bəṭāḥira offer two conflicting myths to explain their 
downfall. One is the story of nāḳat Ṣāliḥ, ‘the she-camel of the 
Prophet Ṣāliḥ’, from whose four teats flowed four miraculous 
liquids. In their version of the myth (there are other versions 
with different protagonists all over southern Arabia), this prodi-
gious she-camel was slaughtered by squabbling Bəṭāḥira. As 
punishment, God sent them a plague of ants (B nōmīl) which ate 

 
4 These islands were settled by Śḥerɛt̄-speaking people of the Śḥaró 
tribal confederation, fleeing disturbances on the mainland. 
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up and destroyed everything, causing the death of the majority 
of the Bəṭāḥira.  

The other version attributes their decline to a long and 
disastrous period of war with the B burtuġāliyīn, ‘the Portu-
guese’. Even today, the Bəṭāḥira tell the story of the battle in 
which the burtuġāliyīn slaughtered 700 pregnant Baṭḥari wom-
en, and point to extensive burial sites they believe to be a con-
sequence of these conflicts. There are mounds said to be mass 
graves, and blocked-up ledges in cliff faces in which the corpses 
of Bəṭāḥira and their Portuguese enemies are said to have been 
laid. In this version, the few Bəṭāḥira who survived the wars 
were reduced to trying to eke a living from their present mar-
ginal area.  

Today the dead are buried in graveyard areas special to 
each clan: aˁabú yəśléluw əgənāzət bə-ḏ̣arāb té mədínət, k-aḳābər. 
áwḳaˁuw teh əté zəhébuw. mġārə áwḳaˁuw teh berk aḳābər wə-
áwḳaˁuw leh mədēḳif wə-áwḳaˁuw leh mən əṭáyn. u-mġārə ḥōśṣ́ụw 
leh bəṭḥā, “People take the bier of long staves to the graveyard, 
right to the grave. They lay it down (on the ground) until they 
are ready. Then they lower (the corpse) into the grave and 
block the body into the grave niche with large rocks to keep the 
earth from it. Finally they fill in (the whole grave) with sand.” 

Turning to more modern times, that the Bəṭāḥira once had 
greater authority is suggested by the fact that older men and 
women still recall the days when they were able to extract a fee 
from any non-Bəṭāḥira harvesting the frankincense trees in are-
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as around Ḥāsik, or who landed fish and shark5 at certain 
beaches and bays that the Bəṭāḥira controlled.  

When I first spent time in their area, in 1978, carrying out 
a survey for a polio eradication programme, the Bəṭāḥira were a 
small tribe. At this time, their population along the coast com-
prised fewer than 300 people. By other tribespeople of the area, 
they were regarded as ḏạˁīf, or ‘non-tribal, inferior’, not of 
course a description the Bəṭāḥira would use of themselves.  

Figure 2: Gāt watering place with cave shelter 

Photo © Miranda Morris, 2014 

 
5 Although shark are fish, both terms are used because it was shark 
hunting that dominated the commercial activities of Baṭḥari fisher-
men. Also because the Bəṭāhira themselves differentiate between ṣayd 
‘fish’, ḥūt ‘large fish’, and ləxām ‘shark’. 
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Their lives were relentlessly hard. Sweet water was always in 
short supply. Rare rains filled a few rock pools in the mountains 
behind, but mostly their water was obtained from lagoons or 
water-scrapes dug in seasonal riverbeds and was more or less 
saline. There was a small permanent water source at Mingíy and 

brackish water in the Warx lagoons (the two main centres of 
population), but otherwise this lack of water meant that women 
spent much of their time, when not searching for firewood, 
gathering shellfish or looking for fodder for their few goats, 
walking considerable distances to fetch water and then carrying 
the heavy waterskins back to their families.  

Figure 3: Women 
fetching water in 

goatskins, Al Jazir 

 

Photo © Miranda 
Morris, 1970s 
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Like their bedouin neighbours on the plateau above, most 
Bəṭāḥira were rarely stationary, but moved around according to 
weather, rare flushes of rains grazing, and, of course, the avail-
ability of fish and other marine foods. They gave everything in 
the natural world its own name, dividing living organisms into 
‘tribes’ and ‘families’: həmōtən l-ərawnə? maġrɛb̄tən. wə-ləxām 
fxāyəḏ, kel ḳəbílət bə-həms. wə-hermīt. kúlǝ śay wǝ-heh maġrɛb̄ bə-
hǝ́mǝh, “The names (of creatures) in the sea? They’re well 
known. And shark are divided up into clans, each tribe with its 
own name. Likewise, the vegetation. Every single thing has its 
own name.”  

Figure 4: Unloading goods from dhow to dugout 

Photo © Miranda Morris, 1980s 

Before slavery was abolished in the 1970s, traders in the wider 
region owned slaves, including a small number of minor traders 
among the Bəṭāḥira. However, these were always few in num-
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ber, and were concentrated mainly in the small permanent set-
tlements of Ṣawḳərə, Ḥāsik or Ḥaśḅərəm~Ḥaśḅərə.  

Before 1970, when Sultan Qaboos began his rule and eve-
rything in Oman started to change, there were no road commu-
nications in the Baṭḥari area and only a handful of Bəṭāḥira 
owned a camel for transporting goods or a dugout canoe for 
fishing. A small number travelled along the coast in the boats of 
others, and one or two even went as far as East Africa as pas-
sengers on the wooden trade boats that seasonally plied the 
Gulf and the south Arabian coast. Otherwise, they were very cut 
off from communication with others:  

hem nəkəˁēn xabīr məhímmJA u-bɛn̄ ˁagəlét h-əxabīr, hem heh 
nēkaˁ semḥ yəsīruw ḏ̣ar rəkōb il seh axayɛr̄ l-ərəkōb. wə-hem 
gəbəlīl tsyūrən bēs ərəkōb la, nəntəḳāl ṭad il heh yəsyūr 
axáyr, el yəḳāṭaˁ la bə-xabīr wə-yənākaˁ bə-xabīr h-aˁabú. 
wə-hem nōkaˁ fīsáˁ la, ber el yəḳérəb l-aˁabú mən ḥān aḥás 
ḥad yəhāmaˁ la hem heh yəṣˁāḳ, yəlíbəd búnduḳ bə-ṯérti wə-l-
śhəlēṯ té aˁabú yəbtəhéśụw wə-yənākaˁuw teh wə-yexēbərən 
tého. 

If the news was really important for us and we were in a 
hurry to learn all about it, if it was a flat area, they’d go 
off on riding camels, the best of the riding camels. And if 
it was a mountainous area that the camels couldn’t cross, 
we’d choose someone really fit who wouldn’t tire easily 
and give up, and he’d go to fetch the news for people. If 
he couldn’t come back quickly (enough), once he was 
close to people but out of earshot were he to shout, he’d 
let off a shot from a gun two or three times to alert them, 
and the people would come to him and he’d give them 
the news.  
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Some Bəṭāḥira went to fish along the al-Jāzir coast to the east, 
the home area of their traditional allies, the Arabic-speaking 
Janaba. Many of those who arrived by sea to trade were also 
Janaba, from Ṣūr and Jaˁlān in northern Oman. Over the years, 
a number of Janaba settled in the Baṭḥari area and there was 
considerable intermarriage between the two groups.  

After the 1970s the situation of the Bəṭāḥira began to im-
prove, and the way of life I am describing here came to an end. 

3. Harvesting the Sea 

The Bəṭāḥira depended for their survival on harvesting the sea, 
and over time they devised complex procedures and rules for 
managing the marine environment, some examples of which are 
given below in ‘Community Self-Regulation’ (section 3.19.). 
Although it was the men who went out to sea and who pro-
cessed the larger fish and shark, women too helped catch fish 
on occasion: 

waḳt hēn… aṣáyd el ḥātwi berk ˁayáḳ. wə-mən nəksēh ḥātwi 
berk ˁayáḳ, aˀáynəṯ tślōlən aṣṭārsən wə-neffərād beh, ḥad 
mən šérgi wə-ḥad mən ġárbi. ḏih el bərəkāt ḥelōk? tənākaˁ 
ḏih mən aġáwf wə-təzḥá berk aṣāṭər twat ərbīˁsa. wə-mən 
yəfərɛd̄ mən aṣāṭər? ḏik bəgədāt mən ḥelōk wǝ-ḏik bəgədāt 
mən ḥelōk eté fōr wə-hégər abárr. hēmˁak wəlá? ḏah ḥālət 
aḥawlá.  

Sometimes… the fish would become stranded in pools 
(i.e., left by the receding tide). And when we find them 
stranded in pools, the women would take their baskets 
and we’d drive them (into a corner), some (lit. ‘one’) from 
the seaward side and some from the landward side. This 
one would crouch down (holding open the mouth of her 



 Harvesting the Sea among the Bəṭāḥira 181 

basket) there? And this one would approach from higher 
up and drive the fish forward into the basket, towards her 
companion. And if they were to escape from the basket? 
That one would chase them from there and that one 
would chase them from there until they flew up and 
landed on dry land, do you hear or not? This was how it 
was for people long ago. 

However, mainly women harvested the sea by gathering a wide 
variety of shellfish and crabs. It was the women who managed 
the few goats which provided occasional milk, male kids for 
food, and skins to make the vital leather bags used for trans-
porting liquids and for the men to use in fishing. When nylon 
gillnets became available, the shark catch rose dramatically, 
and women began to be involved in processing these too.  

Figure 5: Cutting and shaping leather 

Photo © Miranda Morris, 1990s 
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There was a close relationship between the Bəṭāḥira of the coast 
and the bedouin of the desert plateau above. The Bəṭāḥira 
would give the bedouin fish and other sea products when times 
were hard in the desert, setting a prominent marker to indicate 
to those above that there was a surplus of fish, or handing part 
of the catch to hungry bedouin who came down to the coast in 
search of food. In their turn, when the sea was unproductive or 
too stormy to fish, the bedouin would reciprocate with milk 
products, palm leaflets and fresh or dried meat. 

Figure 6: Early morning among the goats, upper plateau 

Photo © Miranda Morris, 1980s 

3.1. The Sea 

The Bəṭāḥira say that the sea, rawnə, is a kɛf̄ərət ‘a non-believer’, 
that is, without mercy. el fēzˁan mən ərawnə ləkan mətˁátən ˁar 
mins. nəbˁār hēs bə-ḥəlléy mən aḳál lə-mətəˁát w-əmətˁát šēn śa la, 
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We’d go off at night to it because there was so little (else) to 
eat. We had no (other) food.” 

Some said that the sea was male one year and female the 
next. In the male year the seas were stormy and fishing poor, 
while in the female year fishing was usually good. It was also 
said that: ˁemōruw ərawnə? ədə́ni mabnōt ḏ̣ar ḳarān ṯawr. wǝ-
nǝhāḳ əṯawr tənākaˁ ḳuwwét. yəˁēməruw aḥawlá, “They used to 
say of the sea? (That) the world was built on the horns of a bull. 
When it bellowed, the sea would rise up and there would be 
storms. That’s what they used to say, the ancestors.” Another 
tradition was that the sea was controlled by an iron chain. As 
the seasons progressed, the chain would lengthen, and in the 
monsoon months, the seas would grow wild. When, after the 
monsoon, it started to wind itself back in and shorten, the seas 
would once more grow calm. I was also told by some Bəṭāḥira 
that the ‘stone seashells’ (i.e., fossil shells) sometimes seen in 
their area were the result of a terrible occasion when, one mon-
soon, the chain snapped and the seas swept over the land, 
sweeping up and over the caves where people were living. Then 
God, moved by their plight, fixed the chain more firmly so that 
the seas could never again cover the land.  

The sea was full of dangerous creatures: all kinds of shark 
prowled, there were stingrays, stonefish, sea snakes and harmful 
jellyfish: 

aṣammáṭət təḳaˁ b-ərawnə u-kel li təlyūfh txádəm beh hes 
ḥəmāwəḳ lə-śeyāṭ yaġáyr yənāfˁas ṯfɛr̄ l-aˁrān tənādxan beh. 
u-seh tənākaˁ kə-śéte. het tḥām xayr mən ərawnə wə-seh təl-
táġak bə-ḳəḏ̣áˁ! ḥad—ḥašāš—yəlébs xatḳān lə-ˀaynəṯ mins.  
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The ṣammáṭət jellyfish is to be found in the sea. If it 
touches anyone, it leaves marks like burns from a fire, 
though these can be treated successfully if you fumigate 
yourself with goat dung. They arrive in winter. You want 
nothing but good things from the sea, but these can kill 
you with the savage pain (they cause)! Some people—
forgive me—wear women’s clothes as protection against 
them.  

The hammerhead shark, while extremely desirable as a catch 
due to its value as a trade item, was greatly feared and its be-
haviour closely observed: hes təḳáˁ gīˁānət—hoh śink tēs la b-
aˁáyni, ˁar əġerɛ ́ l-aˁabú—hes gīˁɛt̄, hes xaṭəfɛt̄, yəˁēmeruw ttoh 
əbínsa ssēhem. w-əbínsa mən yənkáˁuw mən hēfələs berk ərawnə, 
yəsīruw ḥānāfho. hes ələxām ḏen yəsīruw, “When it’s hungry—I’ve 
not seen it with my own eyes, but people say it is so—when it 
gets hungry as it goes along, they say that it eats its own young, 
the hammerhead. And its young, when they emerge from her 
belly into the sea, can go along under their own steam. They 
make their own way just like this (other) shark.”  

The sea year had its own seasons when certain types of 
fish would reach the Baṭḥari shores. For example, the season of 
ḥeyšūf occurred around March: nəḥísǝb əwárx ḏénəmə, əwarx 
ḏénəmə nǝˁāmer heh ḥeyšūf. heh yǝˁēmeruw bǝ-ˁarabīyǝt ‘šahr 
ṯǝlāṯa’, w-enḥa nəˁāmer heh ḥeyšūf, bǝ-bǝṭaḥrīyit nəˁāmer heh 
ḥeyšūf, “We’d calculate the arrival of this month. This month we 
call ḥeyšūf. In Arabic they call it ‘the third month’, but we call it 
ḥeyšūf. In Bəṭaḥrīyit we call it ḥeyšūf.” 

Ḥeyšūf was followed by rəkféf (siríh yənākaˁ warx l-erkǝféf 
‘after it comes the month of erkəféf’), marked by the arrival of 
the queenfish, a very valuable fish. nəkəˁēs ‘əwárx lə-rəkféf’: 
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yənākaˁ mən boh, śə́tə wə-ḳayś.̣ ˁād ərawnə hādəˀ, bēs riyáḥ la. heh 
ḏek šəśỵōḳ əbəṭáḥari aḥāwəlí, ləbōduw ərəmɛd̄ əmbáˁdəh, “Then 
there comes the ‘month of the rəkféf’: it comes from here, winter 
and summer, when the sea is still calm, and there is no wind. 
That was the hardest time for the Bəṭāḥira in earlier times: they 
became weak and useless (lit. ‘ash’) after that.”  

Rəkféf is followed by warx lǝ-ṭāḳā sīrīt, ‘the month of the 
bluefish on the move’, another highly valued fish. After warx lǝ-
ṭāḳā sīrīt comes ríffə⁓riffēt, a period when small fish arrive in 
shoals, fish which could be caught in cast nets to be used as 
bait: embáˁdǝh tənākaˁ aˁáyd, əríffǝ; tənākaˁ aˁáyd əḏelǝfēt, wǝ-sirīs 
tənākaˁ əmeḥwērrāt, wǝ-sirīs tənākaˁ əgerrāt, “After it the shoals of 
sardine-type fish arrive, the ríffə. The ḏələfēt type arrives, fol-
lowed by the meḥwērrāt, followed by the gerrāt.”  

After ríffə⁓riffēt comes the season of the śeṭráx, the great 
amberjack, another very valuable fish: sirīs tənākaˁ śǝṭráx. śǝṭráx 
nəˁāmer hēs. tənākaˁ ḳayḏ̣, nāśaˁ, nəˁāmer hēs nāśaˁ, ḳayśạ̄t. wǝ-
nḥíseb lēs w-aˁabú yəḥēsəbuw lēs mən ráḥaḳ wə-ḳarīb, “After it the 
great amberjack arrive. We call it śǝṭráx. It comes in the sum-
mer, at nāśaˁ. We call it nāśaˁ, a summer season. And we’d cal-
culate the time of its arrival. People from far and near would 
calculate the time of its arrival.” 

Nāśaˁ is a period at the end of the summer, a time when 
the Bəṭāḥira say the ḥazāzi, bəkšīt and a few yəbāba shark start 
to arrive. (Most of the other shark came with the shoals of sar-
dine-type fish.) As well as nāśaˁ, there are other more general 
terms that describe the time of year. For example, tərmá is at 
the end of the monsoon, when the sea is just beginning to calm 
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down but is still too wild to go out to fish. (mən bēn) ərəbˁayāt is 
the period when the ṣɛrb season comes in after the monsoon re-
cedes, and the ḥwētəm star rises, bringing storms: ḥwētəm baˁl 
ḳuwwét mən bēn ərəbˁayāt, “The ḥwētəm star brings storms and 
comes between the end of the monsoon and the beginning of 
ṣɛrb.” 

Another way of dividing up the sea year was by the rising 
and setting of certain stars, the ‘star seasons’, each influencing 
the sea and the weather in its own way. For example, the Pleia-
des, ṯəréyyət, rising at the onset of the monsoon, bring gales: 

ərəggét lə-ṯəreyyət? ərəggét? o:h ḳuwwét! ərǝggét beh śa la! 
JAmā tfīdək!JA beh śa la ḥūt. ḏ̣arbə tkūn beh. tənākaˁ bə-šílli. 
wə-təġɛȳib ˁabú wə-tṯíbər ədənāwəg.  

The gales of the Pleiades? The rǝggét winds? Oh, but 
they’re fierce! The rǝggét bring nothing (good)! They’re of 
no use to you! They don’t bring any big fish with them, 
just violent storms. They arrive with the šílli star at the 
very end of the summer. And they bring death to people, 
and they smash the wooden sailing boats. 

Different ‘stars’ brought a different kind of low cloud and misti-
ness: tərīd lə-ṭámmə, ‘the mist of the ṭámmə star’, a thick fog; 
tərīd lə-rəggét, ‘the mist of rəggét’, a thick mist; tərīd lə-šaˁrān, ‘the 
mist of the šaˁrān star’ and tərīd lə-shēl, ‘the mist of the shēl star’, 
both light mists. These are differentiated from other kinds of 
mistiness: tərīd lə-mwēdaˁ, ‘the mist that greets’, a mist said to 
leave the al-Ḥallāniyāt islands to cross the seas to the Baṭḥari 
coast ‘to greet it’ (yəwáddaˁahJA), or tərīd lə-rəbšīš, ‘rəbšīš mist’, 
patches of mist that move from place to place. 
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Stars were indicators in other ways. For example, when a 
camel with bound udders returned to the settlement in the 
evening, no milk was taken from her, either by her calf or by 
her owners, until such time as the kəbkēb ḏ-eḥfō, ‘the star of un-
binding the udder’ rose. Stars also foretold the future: if some-
one saw the evening star, mə́štəri, and the dawn star, záhra, 
close together—something said to occur only once a year—this 
foretold either the viewer’s death or their future wealth.  

3.2. The Monsoon 

Life changed during the monsoon months: fishing was severely 
curtailed, and the winds, mists and drizzle made life by the sea 
uncomfortable as well as unprofitable. Most Bəṭāḥira moved in-
land to the more sheltered areas at the foot of the escarpment at 
this season. This was when they harvested the tiny dates pro-
duced by the few wild date-palms that grew at the head of small 
watercourses there.  

əxérəf nawb wəla ḳennōn? ḳennōn wə-heh aḥāyə ˁabú. 
yətēwyuw mə́nəh. yəśtəléluw ləh mən bəṭāḥərət wə-mən 
məhərē wə-mən ḥāgénbət, kel yəśtəléluw ləh, yətēwyuw 
mə́nəh. 

Were the wild dates large or small? Small, but they kept 
people alive. They would eat them. They’d transhume to 
wherever they grew, the Bəṭāḥira, the Mahra, the Janaba. 
They’d all transhume to them to feed on them.  

This was a very hungry time of year. Old men vividly recall 
swimming out to sea as soon as the seas began to calm down 
and the trade boats began to sail past their shores.  

 



188 Morris 

 

Figure 7: Plaiting wild date-palm fibre 

Photo © Miranda Morris, 1980s 

mən ənśényəh də́nəg? ṣɛrbí? nōfxan ənídən. śa la hwɛr̄i. 
nəwəṣáls ḏ̣ar nīd, nərābaḥ ḏ̣ar ənīd. u-mən nəšḳədéms ḥad 
yəsyūr šēn wə-ḥad yəffəlāt mínēn. wə-zōmuw tēn… dəblét 
tāmər wələ ḥāmsət ḏə-bən. tāmər? ənṭɛŕḥah berk ənīd. 
ənfə́kkəh mən əməśráˁa, nəbə́lḳ əməśráˁa, hām heh tāmər 
mékən? w-ənbə́lḳəh berkíh. wə-məġārə nənífxah. wə-
nənāfxah wə-nərábaṭ leh wə-nərābaḥ beh. ərawnə təlyūfh la.  

As soon as we saw a wooden trade boat, in the post-
monsoon season? We’d blow up our goatskin—there 
weren’t any dugout canoes! We’d reach it on an inflated 
goatskin, we’d swim out to it on the goatskin. And when 
we got right up close to it, some would go along with us 
(i.e., give us something), and some would run away from 
us (i.e., give us nothing). And they would give us… a 
handful of dates or a roasting of coffee-beans. Dates? 
We’d put them inside the goatskin. We’d open it up, at 
the neck-end. We’d open up the məśráˁa end, if there were 
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a lot of dates? And we’d open it up (and put) them inside. 
And then we’d inflate it. We’d inflate it, tie it tightly and 
swim off with it. The sea didn’t get anywhere near it (i.e., 
the dates). 

3.3. Glimpses of a Way of Life  

In the late 1970s, an elderly man reminisced: 

ḥayātho ˁar seh, aˁabú ḥawlā, aˁabú yəśxōlōl bə-ḳaˁ 
ḥəlákəmə, el šáho ḥab w-əl šáho tāmər w-əl šáho bənn. 
ḥayātho ˁar ḥayāt əbɛl̄i w-aṣáyd ḏékəmə. wə-yənētxuw. aḥád 
mə́nho yəṭáˁam mətəˁát la ġayr aṣáyd lə-mġadéft. mət ˁānāt 
ˁašfōr, śīdəfāt, ḥəwēn, ṣəfəlḥāt, zikt, yingēn… yəlák kel, 
əntóhsən mən ərawnə. wə-śēnəḥāt. hām enkaˁāt gǝ́ni, ǝnḳǝ́rs. 
śētǝ ǝntōh məns śa la, ǝntōh berk əmǝtǝwé, berk aṣáyd. w-
ǝnḳǝ́rs. wǝ-neḳēḏẹn lēs wǝ-naxarēfǝn lēs tá ṣɛrbí tkūn šēn, 
ǝgǝ́ni. 

That was their life, the earlier generations: they stayed in 
that area there, without grain, without dates, without cof-
fee beans—all they had was what the Lord gave them and 
that fish. Some people never tasted anything but the fish 
caught in the castnet. When the tide was out (there were) 
shellfish, sea lemons, moray eels, abalone, rock oysters, 
sea slugs… all those we used to eat. From the sea. And 
chitons. If a sack (of cereal) came, we’d hide it. We 
wouldn’t eat any of it (i.e., on its own) in the winter 
months. We’d just put a little of it into (other) food, add a 
little to the fish. And we’d hide it. We’d make it last the 
summer and the months of the monsoon: it would be 
with us, the sack, right until the ṣɛrb season (with the 
trade boats) came round again.  

There were rare dates from the wild date palms, or the fruit of 
the desert palm, Nannorrhops ritchiana: 
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syɛr̄ən fənānə h-aˁárf, u-bēsən məġḳāḳ u-tēwən mən əməġḳāḳ. 
u-bēsən maˁnīn, gɛr̄m, əntōh mən əgáˁ. gərmānɛt̄ən, axárf. 
ḥāwīl ləḳāṭwəs wə-hes bers mekən ṭɛŕḥwəs bərk maˁūn u-
ṭōḳwəs. hes bers kels rəḳáḳət, ḥelōbuw ḏ̣ars śxāf u-xedōmuw 
məġámsə u-mən ˁāṭərīt skōbuw bərkēs. 

We used to set off for the wild desert palms. They have 
tender inner stems that we’d eat. And they’d have fruiting 
stalks, fruit which we’d eat. Out of hunger. Tiny fruit, 
seasonal fruit. First, they’d pick them, and when they had 
enough, they’d put them in a dish and grind them up. 
When they were ground up, they’d milk some milk on top 
of them and make a hollow in the middle (i.e., of the fruit 
porridge) into which they’d pour some buttermilk. 

Figure 8: The Nannorrhops desert palm, with edible fruit 

Photo © Miranda Morris, 1980s 

The wild palm was also the principal source of fibre for making 
milking bowls, baskets and containers of all sorts, as well as for 
fishing equipment.  
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aˁárf? awḳāt ḳōlḥan tēsən, ftə́kkən mə́nsən aˁárf. ḥad yəślōl 
mən ˁĀrah ˁárf. wə-nəxádəmsən ḳeyād wə-nəxádəmsən əṣṭār 
nəślōl bēsən ṣayd wə-nəślōl bēsən tāmər.  

The wild palm? At times we’d pull (the branches) off, 
strip the fronds from them. People would go and collect 
Nannorrhops ritchiana leaflets from wadi ˁĀrah. And we’d 
make cordage from them and we’d make them into bas-
kets. We’d carry fish and dates in them.  

The ˁarf also provided medicine: to treat pain and general mal-
aise, a powder of dried leaflets was mixed with water, and the 
greenish liquid (saḳr aˁárf) used to wash the entire body. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9: Twisting 
fibre into cordage 
 
Photo © Miranda 
Morris, 1980s 
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Figure 10: Working Nannorrhops fibre with a bodkin 

Photo © Miranda Morris, 1980s 

Once emptied of their grain, the sacks were important material 
goods and were carefully differentiated. The basic term for sack 
was gə́ni~gə́nyət, pl. gəwēni, a small sack being gunāyɛt̄, the di-
minutive form. The biggest of all was the mərḥəlét, made by 
sewing together a number of sacks or lengths of sacking. Then 
there was the kə́ndiy, the sack in which the sorghum (ḏirrét) 
from Swāḥil (East Africa) was imported. It held six ferēsil-worth. 
There was the məsárfə which held four ferēsil-worth. The furúsult 
(pl. ferēsil) was a measurement learned from the peripatetic 
traders, in this area equivalent to some 28 lbs. How much a 
sack still contained was important to know, whether it was 
fóḳaḥ, ‘half full’, śəlēṯ, ‘a third full’, ribǝˁēt, ‘a quarter full’, 
xāmhət, ‘a fifth full’, and so on. One or two Baṭḥari traders 
owned a seds, a measure made from half a coconut, used espe-
cially for measuring out sorghum, rice or other cereal: seds mən 
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ḳaḥf, ḳaḥf l-erśəbét. əməkyōl bə-seds. wə-seds kel ḥad yəślōl 
hēmənəh. ənḥízəf la. hem ḥəzōfk, ṭad təzémha xáybət wə-ḥad 
təzémha mékən, “A seds is made from an outer shell, the (half) 
shell of a coconut. The measuring is done (by scooping) with a 
seds measure. And (with a) seds measure, each one goes off with 
his (fair) share. We don’t scoop it out any old how. If you were 
to measure out like that, you’d give one person too little and 
another too much.” Others used a scoop made from bark 
(ḳalifōt), preferably from an acacia. 

Otherwise, most measurements were determined by the 
human body. Thus, the smallest amount was miślol ḥašạ̄baˁ 
‘amount that can be pinched between fingers and thumb’. Then 
there was ḳabś ̣ ‘amount that can be grasped in one fist’; śạ́ġaf, 
‘amount that can be held in a clenched fist’; kef, ‘amount that 
can be held in a cupped hand’; and ḥafǝn, ‘amount that can be 
held in two cupped hands’. To measure length and breadth, a 
féṭər was the span of thumb to forefinger; a śebr the span of the 
outspread fingers, thumb to little finger; a gəmṣ the span from 
the little finger of the clenched fist to the point of the elbow; a 
ḏəráˁ the distance from the elbow to the tip of the extended 
middle finger; and a bāˁ the distance from fingertip to fingertip 
of outstretched arms.  

For counting and recordkeeping physical objects were 
used:  

ḥāwīl hes yəḳáˁ šen śay mékən, yēḳaˁ ṣayd əw ləxām, 
yəḥsébuw teh ˁabú. kel yəġārəb ḥsāb la, yəślōl ṣəwéyr wələ 
yəˁáḳəd bə-ḳayd, ṭīt ser ṭīṭ wələ ˁāśər ser ˁāśər. wə-yēḳaˁ 
yəġɛr̄əb tēsən ḥsābəh mən yáġwə, mən yəġálaṭ. 
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Earlier, when we had a lot of something, fish or shark, 
people would have to count how many there were. Any-
one who didn’t know how to calculate (i.e., in his head) 
would use stones (to do it), or would tie knots in a length 
of rope, one after the other, or ten followed by another 
ten. Then he would know how many he had, so that he 
wouldn’t be cheating or making a mistake.  

Accessing the high plateau above meant finding a way up the 
steep cliffs of the escarpment. 

ḥāwīl ḥērémtən xáybət wə-məkān el heh śūri la yaġáyr kel li 
yədlōləh. syɛr̄ən ənḥá wə-nəślōl əmətəˁátən w-əmōhən ḏ̣ar 
əgəmōl wə-śōbbən śigərēt. hes bérən bə-ˁamḳ lə-śigərēt kōsən 
məḳəfād wə-śébbeh la əgəmōl. wə-mġārə śōllən ṣəwéyr mən 
əras ̣ḥ́ lə-gəbəlīl wə-xədōmən tēsən əl-ḥārəm, rəs ̣ā́dən tēsən əté 
ərtəfəˁāt. wə-xərɛḡən mən ḏạ́rha əgəmōl əmǝtəˁátən w-əmóh 
wə-ṭōrḥan teh xəfīf. śēnən teh ḥāwīl yəhə́yuw. wə-ġɛr̄ən teh b-
əməḥṯām wə-śébbéh. rəkāt əl-ṣəwéyr il nəxál əməḳəfād əté 
ṭáwlaˁ. hes ṭáwlaˁ elḥāḳən leh əzə́mələh əḥáwlí, əmətəˁát w-
əmóh wə-zəmōlən tēsən ḏ̣árha wə-ġɛr̄ən teh. 

In the early days there were few tracks and the area was 
very difficult except to one who knew it well. We went 
(once), taking our food and water on (our) camel. We set 
off up the pass. When we were halfway up, we came 
across a steep drop which the camel couldn’t get up. So 
we gathered bits of rock broken off from the escarpment 
and placed them on the track, stacking them one on top 
of the other to make a slope. We unloaded the food and 
water from the camel’s back to lighten it—we thought 
otherwise it might topple over and fall. We then led it up 
by the halter rope. It climbed up it, stepping on the rocks 
piled up under the steep drop until it got to the top (of 
the built-up track). When it had reached the top, we 
fetched the load of food and water, loaded it up and led it 
off. 
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3.4. Living Quarters  

It was only within living memory that the Bəṭāḥira started to 
build single-room huts from stone rubble, though sometimes 
these were little more than windbreaks. 

əmšaˁɛŕ? ya hām šaˁārən! ənšaˁūr bə-zerb. nəxádəm zerb, 
zəwɛr̄īb. mən ˀəbōn. ˀəbōn? wə-nəzérəbsən ḏ̣ar əṭītsən. ḏeh 
ənzírbəh… hām mədēt? ənzírbəh mən aṭaráf šérgi. wə-hām 
bəlōt? ənzírbəh mən aṭaráf aˁáləwi. 

A place to spend the night? That’s if we had a place to 
spend the night! We’d spend the night in a zerb semicircle 
of stones. We’d make a semicircle of stones, a small semi-
circle of stones. From stones. Rocks? We’d stack them one 
on top of the other. We’d build this semicircle of stones… 
if the (prevailing) wind was the mədēt wind from the 
south-west? We’d build it with its back to the sea. And if 
(the prevailing wind) was the cold bəlōt wind from the 
north-east? We’d build it with its back to the north-east. 

But the shelter offered by the zerb was usually minimal: 

wə-kədōt ˁar ˀəbōn wə-xədāwər. u-mən ġasəráww nəḳṭōṭ beh 
mən ḥəbūr. yəḳáˁ ṭad šeh rə́diy wəla dišdášt wə-seh hwínət. 
w-axayār mə́nho ḏ̣árho gə́ni yəšāf bēs.  

And the ‘home’ was nothing but rocks or caves. In the 
evening we would shiver away in them from the cold. 
One person here or there might have a piece of cloth to 
throw over himself, or a full-length cotton gown, but it 
would be very thin and worn. The luckiest of them might 
have a sack to sleep under. 

The stone huts provided more permanent dwellings than the 
caves, overhangs and hollows scooped among bushes that the 
Bəṭāḥira had used before: hem yəḳáˁ ḥǝbūb lého, bəlōt wə́lə yəḳáˁ 
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lého mūsé, yēḳaˁuw bə-xadāwər. w-el kéddə, xadərdār, xadūr, “If 
there was a lot of wind, the cold winter wind from the north-
east, or rain, they would be in caves. Not (proper) living quar-
ters, just tiny caves. Caves.”  

Sometimes a temporary shelter was set up beneath an 
acacia: w-ənšūf māġáyr bə-ḥarāś?̣ ənḥífər. hām enḥá b-abárr, 
ḥfōrən ḥarāś ̣etá xadəmāt daxšīr, “And we used to settle to sleep 
under nothing but an Acacia tortilis. We’d dig a hole (beneath 
it). If we were inland (i.e., where the larger acacias grow), we’d 
dig under an acacia to make a hole as a shelter.” Any rubbish 
was kept well away from the sleeping quarters: kənést ḏạr ḥarāś,̣ 
bǝ-ḏābəl lə-ḥarāś,̣ nərūd ḏạ́rsa bə-ˁaśạ̄ś ̣ ḷə-ṣayd wə-rəhōtən wə-
ḥáḳaḳ wə-ġabbān l-embərwātən, wə-kel tḥāmh la, tərdē bēs, w-aḥád 
yəḳarābs la mən əguwwét l-aḏ̣āyǝs, “(We’d make) a rubbish dump 
on (another) acacia (or) to one side of (another) acacia, and 
throw fish bones, fish heads, tins and children’s excreta on it: 
anything you didn’t want you’d throw on it. No one would go 
near it because of its foul smell.”  

Closer to the sea, they would dig themselves in among the 
saltbush vegetation that grows along the shore:  

wə-hām enḥá b-ərawnə, əl-ˁəfirīt, yəˁēməruw hēs ‘ˁəfirīt’. ṭīt 
ṭaˁb wə-ṭīt ˁəfirīt wə-ṭad ˁarˁéyr. śōṯēt yəlánəmə? kélho nəḥífər 
báho. tá xadōmən kə́nnəs… ḏ-ergəmōt əl-kədōt. u-lāttədən 
bēs enḥá w-aġayāg. enḥá w-aġyāgən w-əbúnyən. kə́llən 
faxərə.  

And if we were beside the sea, the ‘ˁəfirīt’ Atriplex bushes. 
They call them ‘ˁəfirīt’. There’s one kind called ‘ṭaˁb’, 
Suaeda, and one called ‘ˁəfirīt’, Atriplex, and one called 
‘ˁarˁéyr’, tamarisk. Those three? Any one of them, we’d 
dig around and under them until we’d made, as it were… 



 Harvesting the Sea among the Bəṭāḥira 197 

as it were, a ‘lid’ for a home (i.e., an overhang to shelter 
beneath). And we’d all squeeze into it together, we and 
the men. Us and our men and our children. All of us to-
gether. 

The Atriplex bushes provided the best shelter. They were taller 
than the Suaeda and more common than tamarisk bushes. 

aˁafīr, ənšūf ˁar bēsən bə-mǝdēt, ənšūf bēsən mən ġárbi. wǝ-
bə-xerɛb̄ wǝ-bǝlōt ənśētǝ bēsən mən šárgi. tēli ḏǝ-xerifīt wǝ-
ṣɛrbí té tǝhbēb lēn əbǝlōt. mən təhbēb əbǝlōt šuwgɛś̄ən.  

The Atriplex plants? We’d have only these to sleep 
amongst at the time of an onshore mədēt wind. We’d sleep 
amongst them on the landward side. And when a hot off-
shore xerɛb̄ wind blew from inland or a cold bəlōt wind 
from the north-east, we’d spend the winter amongst them 
on the seaward side: at the end of the monsoon and the 
post-monsoon season. Until the cold bəlōt north-east wind 
started to blow. When the bəlōt wind started to blow in 
winter, we’d move off elsewhere.  

The verb dáḥdaḥ describes this making of a hollow among salt-
bush: it is glossed as ‘to scrape out a hollow among the roots of 
saltbush to make a sleeping place with some shelter from the 
prevailing wind’. Sand could be spread inside to make a softer 
bed, and taller stems of Atriplex cut and spread over the living 
Atriplex bushes to provide a rough sort or roofing. This practice 
produced a mocking saying among the Bəṭāḥira: ṣenḥ lə-ˁəfirīt 
wəla ṣenḥ lə-ġayyít, “A shelter in an ˁifirīt hollow or the shelter of 
a young girl?”  

When staying in the foothills or in the plateau above, oth-
er types of temporary shelter were made, such as the hzɛr̄, a  
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Figure 11a: Former living quarters at Mingiy 

Figure 11b: Former living quarters at Mingiy, with Maḥmūd Mšaˁfi  
Al-Baṭḥari (used with permission) 

Photos © Miranda Morris, 2014 
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Figure 12a: Former living quarters at Warx, with graves 

Figure 12b: Former living quarters at Warx, with cave shelters behind 

Photos © Miranda Morris, 2014 
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semicircular shelter of lopped acacia branches: ġaseráww? nəślōl 
hə-hzɛr̄ w-ənṣānaḥ beh, “In the late afternoon? We’d carry (some 
branches) to make a brushwood semicircle and we’d shelter in 
it (from the cold and wind).” When an acacia grew too low to 
shelter beneath, two or three branches from a dead acacia were 
used to prop up one side of the crown to make room for people 
or goats below. This was called mēśḳef (mən aḏ̣arāb lə-ḥarāś)̣ ‘a 
shelter (of acacia branches)’. If available, a length of sacking or 
old clothing was spread over the crown and wooden props to 
increase the area of shade. 

A length of cloth could be spread over any structure to 
provide temporary shade: wǝ-xadōmən xadīr ḏ̣ar ḥarāś.̣ wə-
nəxdárs… ˁar seh b-axaṭḳāyɛńyən, “And we’d make a canopy (for 
shade) over an acacia tree. We’d make shade… just with bits 
and pieces of our clothing.” On the coast, temporary shade was 
made by digging four driftwood posts into the pebbles and 
stones of the foreshore and stretching a length of material 
across the top. This was called ˁə́nnə. 

It was important to protect the few precious goats of the 
coast from cold and wet. A small, semicircular shelter (ziríbət) 
of acacia branches was made for them: wǝ-xadōmən ziríbət h-
aˁrān. nəxádəm hēsən ṣenḥ tərbāśạn beh mən ḥəbūr, “And we’d 
make a small, curved windbreak for the goats. We’d make a 
shelter for them to couch behind out of the cold.” Sometimes a 
circular stone pen was built, roofed with seaweed or saltbush 
branches: nəxádəm ḥarrát hə-hēṭār mən təlġāmən ḥāmōtsən, “We’d 
make a dry-stone pen for the female kids so that they couldn’t 
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Figure 13: Goat drinking dewdrops 

Photo © Hugh Morris, 1970s 

(go off with their dams) and suckle them.” The term ḥarrát 
turns up in a poem in which a poetess said, cursing witches: 
wēzəmə tēsən əmōbəḥāt / wə-məṣáwbəx wə-ḥarrát, “I’ll give them 
(i.e., the witches, as a place to live) the empty stone foreshore / 
Or the dusty plains, or the pens of heaped stones!” Mature fe-
male goats were separated from their kids at night. If there 
were no ḥarrát shelter, the kids would be roped together by 
means of a length of rope with a series of nooses through which 
the heads of the kids were fed. 

hēṭār təḳáˁan ḏābəl w-aˁrān əniyāb təḳáˁan ḏābəl. nəxádəm 
ḳayd lə-ˁarf wə-heh yənḳə́ṭaˁ, šəḳṭáˁ. u-mġārə nəxádməh mən 
əlyūx, əlyūx lə-ḳáṭan, wə-ḏen yəḥtərēkən la bə-hēṭār, bəhaw! 
wə-nəhēmyən tēs ‘rigəlēt’.  

The female kid goats would go on one side (of the aca-
cia), and the mature goats on the other. We’d make a 
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rope out of ‘ˁarf’ Nannorrhops ritchiana fibre, but that 
would break, it was friable and brittle. So then we made 
it from (pieces of) the gillnets, the cotton gillnets, and 
that would hold the kids fast. It wouldn’t budge, indeed 
not! We call it rigəlēt.  

Along the coast the goats found little natural graze or browse. 
So pairs of women took it in turn to lead their community’s 
goats inland in search of fodder. They would spend the day 
with them, gathering firewood and fodder, and return home in 
the late afternoon. Unfortunately, goats were reluctant to feed 
on marine products. In times of desperation their owners would 
force them to eat such foods by holding their noses firmly shut 
and then poking small fish, fish skins and other fish debris into 
their mouths. While they might eat fresh shark that had been 
boiled and squeezed dry, they could not be persuaded to eat salt 
shark. Sometimes, driven by hunger, the goats would eat dis-
carded spiny lobster shells (but not crab shells), fish washed 
ashore and dried to a crisp, or dried fishbones. They readily 
consumed any items of clothing or leather and plant fibre con-
tainers, so such possessions had to be hung up well out of their 
reach.  

Some families owned a wooden box (bə́ndis, pl. bənáwdis) 
in which they could store precious possessions, but bənēdis ḏen 
heh ˁar skik. el heh əlwāḥJA la, “These boxes were made from 
odds and ends of driftwood. They weren’t (properly made) from 
planking.” Nor was such a box thief-proof: a man recalled how 
he had buried his box of food beneath a mound of rocks and 
covered the whole mound with an old cotton gillnet, pegged 
down all around. Nevertheless, a hyena still managed to chew 
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through the net, knock the rocks aside and get at the food. Lat-
er, aluminium boxes with a hasp that could be padlocked shut 
(səndúḳ~səndíḳ, pl. sənáwdəḳ) became available, and these were 
hugely popular. 

3.5. Fishing 

Men fished from the beach with homemade cast nets (mġadéft) 
of differing circumference and mesh size, each with its own 
name, as śógəd, ġall, ṣównəwāt⁓ṣōn, śáġar. They fished with 
hook and line from rocks and cliff ledges, or out at sea from in-
flated goatskins. On the shore, they would make a shallow pit 
into which they would throw anything they caught: w-əməḳtōl 
beh mənḳēl. hes yənākaˁ bə-ṣayd yərūd bəh berk əmənḳēl, “The 
sites for line-fishing have a hollowed-out area: when he catches 
a fish, he throws it into the hollow (to keep it safe and mark it 
as his property).” They would set lines at dusk from clifftops to 
catch the shark and other large fish which came inshore to feed 
at night. Much fishing had to be done in the dark, and some-
times fishermen had to let themselves down on a rope to reach 
a good place from which to fish: the risk of accidents on the 
precipitous cliff ledges was high. Families or groups of bachelor 
fishermen would move along the shore, setting up home be-
neath rocks there or in shallow caves above the beach, any 
place from which they could keep a close eye on the sea. 

The Bəṭāḥira had many terms to describe different meth-
ods of fishing and the hooks that were used: forms from the root 
√ˁdn described fishing for the more valuable large fish such as 
kingfish, greater amberjack, cobia or blacktip trevally, with a 
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strong line, a large hook called maˁdīn, and bait of a tempting 
fish such as a mullet. Forms from the root √ndġ described fish-
ing for larger fish with the big məndīġ hook, fashioned locally 
from a large nail. Forms from the root √ṣrb described fishing 
from rocks revealed by the receding tide for medium-sized fish 
such as snappers and smaller groupers, emperor and sea bream, 
using a finer line with a smaller (imported) gəndēwi hook. Forms 
from the root √šwm described fishing with a fine line and a 
small homemade ráfəḳət~rəfáḳət hook beaten from a small nail, 
with a bait of crab, to catch fish such as small sea bream, snap-
per or wrasse. Forms from the root √ḥbl described fishing from a 
cliff for shark and turtle, using a multi-plied, strong line and the 
largest hook of all, the ḥadīd.  

Figure 14: Night quarters for fishermen near Mingiy 

Photos © Miranda Morris, 2014 
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After shark, the main prize was a ḥūt, ‘a large fish’, a fish that 
would feed many, or that could be used as barter or processed 
to sell to the trade boats: yǝnākaˁ tēn əgīr, berk aˁáyd, ‘the gīr fish 
(i.e., the large ḥūt fish and shark that follow the migrating 
shoals of small sardine-type fish) come to us, amongst the sar-
dines’. Among the ḥūt, the ṭōnik ‘kingfish’ (Indo-Pacific king 
mackerel or narrowbarred spanish mackerel) was particularly 
prized.  

əṭōnīk aḥawlá, aḥawlá yəḥísəbwəs ṣādti ṯəréh. hes təḳášḅis 
fáḳḥi, təgzérs, təḳáˁ mǝn ṯérti. w-aḥawlá yəṭráḥuw tēs mǝn 
ṯérti. təḳṣáṣən mə́nəh nxal əḏərwēt mən sərānə, náḥfi ṯəréh, 
ḏeh naḥf u-ḏeh naḥf. hem ber gəzōrək tēs fáḳḥi, tənḥāfh, 
śəḳḳát. afáḳḥ təhēdyən teh fáḳḥi ṯərti u-tənḥāf mə́nəh té sə́rəf 
sə́rəf.  

The kingfish, the first people, our ancestors, considered it 
to be equivalent to two fish. For when you’d divided it in-
to two halves, (when) you’d cut it in half, it became two 
fish. Our ancestors reckoned it to be equivalent to two 
(fish). You’d cut beneath the dorsal hump, from behind, 
to make two sections, this section and this section (i.e., 
one half with the head, the other with the tail). When 
you’d cut it (i.e., each half-fish) in two, you’d open (each 
half) out flat, split down the middle. You’d divide this 
half into two (further) halves and then you’d slice (each 
bit) across until it was all slices. 

Hungry fisher families encouraged one another with songs, 
mocking those lacking in skill and praising those who were suc-
cessful.  

hām ber ḳadəmə́ / ˁĀmer wə-Hzáˁ 

yənkáˁo bə-ṣayd / tá yəxás bə-ḳaˁ 



206 Morris 

 

t-aṣaˁé yəṣˁáy / w-əgīˁān yəśbáˁ 

If they got there first / ˁĀmer and Həzáˁ. 

The two of them would catch so many fish / That (some) 
would be left to rot on the ground.  

So that those coming down from the desert above in 
search of fish would go back up happy / And the hungry 
would be sated! 

Or they would criticise a man having a lie-in during the mon-
soon instead of getting up before sunrise to set off to catch the 
precious terˁān pompano, one of the few fish which could be 
caught during these wild months: 

kul yǝḥām nəwṣárs / wə-yəmśēś ‘bˁéli śabḥ’  

el yəšūf tá kə-saḥḥ / tá yəfégig leh aṣábḥ  

He who wants half its head / And to savour ‘the fat-filled 
ones’. 

Does not lie sleeping until the sun is well up / Until dawn 
breaks on him!6 

3.6. Shark for Trade and Barter 

For the Bəṭāḥira to be able to barter for or buy the necessities 
they were unable to produce themselves—cotton fibre to make 
fishing equipment, dates, cereals, cloth and knife blades—they 
had to have something to trade. There was a steady demand 
throughout the wider region for dried fish and dried shark meat 
(and later, shark fins).  

 
6 mśēś, lit. ‘to chew on something soft’; nāṣer ‘half of the head, split 
down the middle’. 
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Shark were trapped in homemade gillnets or caught on 
the lines set from the clifftops. The gillnets were tied together in 
a line of ten, set perpendicular to the shore. Each fisherman 
would swim out on his inflated goatskin with his net and stone 
‘anchor(s)’. He would tie his net firmly to his neighbour’s and 
set his anchor(s). Because some positions in the line were con-
sidered to be better than others, for fairness, lots (herwáˁ) were 
cast to determine which position each net was to occupy. The 
position closest to the shore (məráwwas) was disliked: it caught 
few shark, except in high summer when certain types of shark 
came close inshore to feed. The position furthest out to sea, the 
tenth (ˁāśerət or məwáxxar), was equally undesirable: laborious 
to set and check, and a great distance to tow any shark caught 
to the shore. The positions further out to sea were always less 
liked, the sixth (hētət), seventh (hēbaˁt), eighth (ṯēmənət) and 
ninth (tēsaˁt). The best of all were the second in line (rəkít), the 
third (śēlṯət), fourth (rēbaˁt) and fifth (xāmhət).   

A shark trapped in a gillnet was towed ashore, its weight 
lessened by strapping inflated goatskins onto it. It was then car-
ried to the məḳṭáˁ, lit. ‘cutting area’, a level place cleared of 
stones and debris, for processing. The head, tail and fins were 
removed, the trunk split open along its length, the guts re-
moved, the flesh scored in parallel lines and salt rubbed in. The 
trunk was then folded shut and left for the night. At sunrise the 
next morning, it was opened out flat, more salt was rubbed in 
and then it was left out in the sun. In the late afternoon it was 
turned over and placed flesh-side down, and at dusk it was once 
more folded shut. This was done daily for at least a week, until 
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the trunk had hardened and completely dried out. Pits (məléffə, 
pl. məlēfəf) for storing the dried shark were dug high on the 
foreshore, and the dried trunks were laid in them between lay-
ers of pebbles and dried seaweed: ḏ̣ar ələxām áwḳaˁ śaˁr, u-mən 
ḏ̣ar śaˁr áwḳaˁ ḥawbōn u-mən ḏ̣ar ḥawbōn, rāṣəl. ḥawbōn ḳánnətən, 
rāṣəl, “Put seaweed above the (layer of) shark, and above the 
seaweed put (a layer of) stones, and above the stones put (a 
layer of) pebbles: small stones, rāṣəl.” Once filled, the pit was 
closed and left until the autumn when the wooden trade boats, 
the máwsim, arrived. tənākaˁ də́nəg wə-nəśtɛm̄ mins. ḥad ḏə-šeh 
śay yəśtɛm̄ mins wə-ḥad ḏə-šeh śa la… “Trade boats would arrive 
and we’d buy things from them. The one who had something 
(to sell) would buy from them, and the one who had nothing…” 

Figure 15: Warx and lagoon with former shark pits in foreground 

Photo © Miranda Morris, 2014 
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Sometimes they could order items from the boats trading along 
the coast. 

baˁéli mkálla kel ḏǝ-šeh śay yǝxəṣāb šého, yǝxəṣāb… nǝ́rmi 
mǝxáwrig mǝn twot aḳáyḏ̣ wǝ-nǝxəṣāb šého. ḏǝ-heh šeh śay 
yǝxəṣāb. wǝ-yənākaˁho əməxṣāb wǝ-śay zyūd. wǝ-ḏǝ-heh śa 
la yǝśtēm mǝn dōlho. akṯīr nǝśtēm mǝn dōl eZífǝnə wǝ-
Bǝxéyyit nḥá, lǝ-láḥaḳ ǝnḥá. 

The people of Mukalla, anyone who had something (to 
sell) could order things from them. He’d order… We’d set 
the (shark) nets at mǝxáwrig, as soon as summer came in, 
and we’d make our order with them (then), the man who 
had (goods to trade). The order would come, usually with 
some extra. The person who had nothing (to sell) had to 
buy (directly) from them. Most of us would buy (what we 
needed) from Zífənə or Bxéyyit (two local Baṭḥari trad-
ers), we ourselves, in our day.  

In bad weather, the fishermen had to put the shark into the 
shark pit before they were quite dry. These shark were called 
xaserēt and were prone to spoilage and grub infestation, so nev-
er got as good a price as the properly dried shark. In the winter 
months when the trade boats were active along the coast, any 
shark caught were just salted and left for two days to partially 
dry out. After being washed in the sea, this kind of shark, called 
gínnə, was ready for sale. It never went into the məléffə pit. 
Traders would buy such shark still damp (ġamṭīṭ), and then ei-
ther dry them on board or sell them as they were at their final 
destination, and the buyer would complete the drying process. 
Like the xaserēt shark above, these never got as good a price as 
the fully dried shark. The gínnə method of dealing with shark 
was not possible in the summer months: it was too hot, and an-
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yway, at this time, the trade boats were few and far between. 
Instead, in summer, the shark would be spread out on the peb-
bles of the upper beach, skin-side down, and turned every sec-
ond day until the trade boats arrived.  

Large fish other than shark were also salted and dried for 
sale or barter. The Spanish mackerel or kingfish (ṭōnīk) was a 
particularly valuable fish. There was always a demand for its 
salted and dried flesh, and fresh it was excellent eating, feeding 
many people. Indeed, pieces of its raw flesh were given as a 
tonic to the debilitated or sick, in the same way as pieces of raw 
goat liver. To process the ṭōnik for sale, the fish were gutted, 
split open butterfly fashion, salted and then folded shut and set 
out to dry, but in the shade, never in the sun. In the hot sum-
mer months, they had to be processed as quickly as possible and 
sometimes had to be stored while still damp, preserved under 
an extra layer of salt. In the cooler months they could be left 
out until completely dry, when they were stacked in a cave or 
small stone pen to wait for the traders.  

 The Bəṭāḥira had little else to sell. They could some-
times trade some of the salt they’d harvested to passing boats. If 
they had any to spare, they might trade shark liver oil to visit-
ing crews who had beached their boat to scrub it clean of bar-
nacles and weed, or to carry out repairs. Some years there was a 
demand for cuttlebone. There was plenty of this along their 
coast, but the demand was unpredictable.  



 Harvesting the Sea among the Bəṭāḥira 211 

3.7. The Lack of Boats  

Until recently the Bəṭāḥira owned no boats, not even dugout 
canoes. The dugout only arrived in the days of older fishermen 
still alive today. Even then, only a small number from the 
community could afford one. (Illustrating this, one day I was 
with a group of old men and women as they enjoyed recalling 
exactly which man first managed to get hold of a dugout, where 
it had come from, its size, and what name had been given to it 
by its proud owner.) However, the fishermen recognised the dif-
ferent types of craft that sailed past them, or stopped off to 
trade or to beach their boats. The most widely used term among 
the Bəṭāḥira for a wooden sailing boat (beden in Omani Arabic) 
was də́nəg (pl. dənāwəg⁓dənōgər). The zəˁúmət (pl. zəˁēyəm), was 
another wooden boat they often saw (səmbūḳ in Omani Arabic, 
and some Bəṭāḥira also called this type of boat a sə́mbəḳ): 
zəˁúmət el heh də́nəg la, “A zəˁúmət boat is not the same as a 
də́nəg boat.” From travelling with trade boats or talking with 
others, they learned the names of other craft: the zǝwāfi boats of 
date palm ribs bound with coir fibre (līf), whose stern was the 
same shape as its prow; the ˁarśạ́t, a wooden craft with a single 
sail, and the ˁabərí or bū xášəm (lit. ‘with a long nose or beak’)’, 
a boat of wooden planks stitched together.  

3.8.  Use of Inflated Goatskins or Shark Stomachs to 
Go Out to Sea 

In place of sea-going craft, Baṭḥari fishermen used inflated goat-
skins. They swam out on one to set their gillnets, returning later 
to see if they had caught anything. They would bring one or 
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more extra goatskins with them, rolled up and tucked beneath 
one arm. These were for tying to the gillnet to lessen the weight 
as they hauled it up to examine it for fish. If there was a shark, 
a goatskin float was tied to it to make it easier to tow ashore.7 
This was something I witnessed myself in Mingíy in the 1980s.  

This need for goatskins to use at sea as well as in the 
home meant that it was essential for a fishing family to rear at 
least a few goats. That some fishermen were forced to make use 
of a dried shark’s stomach instead of a goatskin for sea work on-
ly goes to show how severe the shortage of goats was: hem tḥām 
tərābaḥ ləh, əgəśɛr̄ lə-ləxām, táxərgəh wə-təwāḳaˁ beh milḥāt wə-
təḳāśˁah té ḳéśaˁ wə-yəṣmōm lə-nəfxát nəfāxən teh, “If you want to 
use it to swim on, the shark stomach, remove it, salt it and then 
set it to dry. Once it’s quite dry and strong enough to take being 
inflated, we’d inflate it.” A shark stomach was not as strong as a 
goatskin and was said to be more susceptible to tearing on the 
barnacled rocks. I have recorded stories in which an imperfectly 
cured shark stomach gave out a smell that attracted shark, with 
terrible consequences. When a family only owned a single goat-
skin, the men and women would have to share it: the women 
using it to fetch water in the morning and handing it over to the 
men to take out to sea in the afternoon.  

Even line fishing could be done from an inflated goatskin. 
A fisherman would tie his equipment onto the skin, wrap his 

 
7 At the British Museum (Room B, panel 11, bottom) you can see a 
panel entitled ‘Crossing a river. Assyrian c. 845-860 BC. Assyrian offi-
cials supervise as the army crosses a river, probably the Euphrates. 
Some soldiers are to cross on inflated skins’. 
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bait and knife-blade into a scrap of cloth and wind this around 
his head, then paddle out to sea. He would manoeuvre the skin 
to make a seat—like a saddle on a horse—and would sit astride 
it, his legs tucked tightly around the skin, leaving both hands 
free. When he had finished fishing, he would tie his fish to one 
end of the extra length of line he had brought with him and reel 
this out to float far behind the skin. This was so that any shark 
in the vicinity would go for the fish rather than for the fisher-
man. One fisherman told me of a time when a shark went for 
the fish on his line, and by the time he reached shore there 
were no fish left.  

Figure 16: Tanning a goatskin 

Photo © Miranda Morris, 1980s 

3.9. Bait 

For the larger more valuable migratory fish, the best bait 
(śạmdēt) was a sardine, but shoals of sardine and other small 
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migratory fish were not plentiful inshore. All too often the 
shoals swam past too far out to sea for the Bəṭāḥira to be able 
to catch them. So instead, before setting off, they first had to 
catch fish by line or net to use as bait. Or they would go at low 
tide to hunt among the rocks and pools for crabs, spiny lobster 
or octopus.  

syɛr̄k wə-kōsk tēs bə-dəxšīr, wə-śōllək hēs məsmɛr̄ wə-dəġāśḳ 
tēs əréhs beh əté xarōgənə fˁēmsa. mēnˁak tēs bə-fˁēmsa wə-
ləbōdək bēs ḏạr ḥawbōn əté mātāt. ḳašạ̄bək tēs w-aḳātələk 
bēs bə-śwɛr̄. wə-tówə liy ṣayd bēs. 

I went off and found it (an octopus) in a hole. I took a 
pointed rod of iron and stabbed away at its head with it 
until its tentacles (lit. ‘legs’) emerged. I grabbed it out by 
the tentacles and beat it on a rock until it was dead. I cut 
it up and used it as bait on my line. And I got a bite with 
it. 

The octopus, squid, cuttlefish and spiny lobster were not much 
liked as food; the Bəṭāḥira say disapprovingly: ‘They have no 
blood, no fat’. tərəbáḥt wə-ġatráwwət wə-śīrəx wə-ˁašfɛr̄ hēsən 
ṭáˁam la. yətēwyuw tēsən aˁabú lekín hēsən ṭáˁam la w-el tənāfˁan 
tōk ˁar ṣayd. śabḥ śa la bərkēsən, yəlán kélsən, “An octopus, a cut-
tlefish or a squid, a spiny lobster and a sea snail have no fla-
vour. People do eat them, but they have no taste. Nothing does 
you any good except fish. They have no fat, those others.” 

But when really hungry people did eat octopus: 

terəbáḥt yaḳātəluw bēs wə-yəṭēbəxwəs. yōm yḥémuw tēs 
yətēwyəs. yegēldwəs əgəlādət mən aġáwf w-aḳśáˁwəs. hem 
ḳeśəˁāt ləffēs wə-awḳaˁēs bərk əgwēni wə́lə awḳaˁēs bərk… 
ḥayállah śay. 
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An octopus, they’d use it to linefish with, or they’d cook 
it. When they wanted to, they’d eat it. They’d remove the 
outer skin and they’d dry (the rest of) it. When it’s dry, 
roll it up and put it into sacks, or put it into… into any-
thing! 

Crabs also provided bait: ḥayśyōt? ḥayśyōt ḥawərɛt̄? ḏih hwinət, 
hwinət wə-seh śạmdēt. śạmdēt hə-kētəb wə-śạmdēt hə-ḳalāwət wə-
śạmdēt hə-bənāwət wə-śạmdēt hə-mɛr̄yət wə-ˁanəḳāb wə-hə-ˁaṣāb, 
wə-hə-ṣayd ḏeh ḳennōn, “The ḥayśyōt crab? The dark-coloured 
crab? This is a miserable creature. It’s a poor thing but it’s (use-
ful as) bait. Bait for the kētəb sea bream, for the ḳalāwət snap-
per, for the bənāwət drum and for the mɛr̄yət sea bream. Also for 
the ˁanəḳāb bream, the ˁaṣāb emperor, and (other) small fish 
like these.”  

Once caught, the crabs could be kept alive for several 
days. Their legs were broken off to disable them and they were 
placed in the shade, watered and fed with bits and pieces of 
marine material: el ˁād təmyōt la. nəwāḳaˁ hēs ṯirūr. wəla ṯirūr 
aṭáḥḥ, wəla śaˁr, “It won’t die yet. We give it bits and pieces to 
nibble at. Either bits and pieces from the shore, or seaweed.” 

Some fish could only be tempted by a very specific bait. 
The terˁān pompano was a key resource throughout the wild 
monsoon months: eterˁān naśạ́mdən tēs bǝ-ṣāfǝ. aṣṣāfǝ enṭǝḳūḳah 
mǝn kermām. yaˁśōś bǝ-kermām. wǝ-kermām hes herɛm̄ ḏih yaˁśōś 
beh. heh máwsim, ṣāfǝ. wǝ-ˁādǝh ḳennōn nəˁāmer hēs ‘ṣāfǝ’ wǝ-mǝn 
yaˁḳār nəˁāmer hēh ‘fēḏeḳ’, “For the terˁān pompano we use a 
bait of an immature mussel. We knock them off the rock—they 
‘grow’ on the rocks (in the sea). They grow on the rocks like 
this vegetation here. They have their own season, the ṣāfə mus-
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sels. When they’re still immature we call them ṣāfə and once 
they are full sized we call them fēḏeḳ.”  

If no bait were available, the fishermen would use a lure 
(ˁāwər) instead. They were skilled at making these from the 
stems of certain plants, whittling a section to make it look like a 
tiny fish or a sardine. If they had caught a firm-fleshed fish, 
such as a skfīt emperor, ṯeráḥa seabream, ṭāḳa bluefish or terˁān 
pompano, they could make a məśṭāṭ bait by taking a finger-
length slice of its white flesh, laying it on a piece of thickly 
twisted cotton (ftilət), tying the two together and then binding 
them to the line above the hook. With the cotton frayed out to 
look like a tail, once in the water it looked like a fine fat sar-
dine.  

3.10. Equipment and Care of Equipment  

The equipment used to harvest the sea was minimal and mostly 
made in situ. Nets of differing mesh size were made from cotton 
fibre brought down from northern Oman. All kinds of lines were 
twisted and plied from the same material. Hooks were ham-
mered from nails extracted from debris that floated ashore—
ships’ timbers, planking, old crates and so on—from the larger 
marine nails, large hooks to hook turtle or shark, right down to 
small fine hooks made from tacks. Strong threads were twisted 
and oiled to make a twine used to bind the hooks to the lines, 
and sinkers were made from holed stones or rare fragments of 
lead.  

All fishing equipment was precious and had to be properly 
cared for. The cotton equipment was treated at intervals with 
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plant extracts to toughen it and to stain it a darker colour to 
make it less visible: habġ śōllən teh mən hərmīt wə-hes təḳáˁ šōk 
moh wə́lə rawnə təblōləh té yəḳáˁ ṯéri. wə́lə hem šōk moh la, təbíṣəḳ 
ləh, (tə)tífəl ləh. wə-təmārax śwɛr̄ beh əté taḥwīrōr. mən yəśāns 
aṣáyd wə-təférəd. təḳáˁ hes ərawnə, el ḥawərrāt śwɛr̄, “The ‘habġ’ 
Heliotropium longiflora plant: we’d take (leaves) from the plant. 
If you had water or sea water, you’d wet it until it was all 
damp. Or if you didn’t have any water, you’d spit on it, wet it 
with your saliva. And then you’d smear the line with it to dark-
en it. So that the fish wouldn’t see the line and swim off. It 
would become like (the colour of) the sea, the line would turn a 
darker colour.”  

Certain seashells were gathered and burned to make a 
lime preservative (ḥek). Cotton lines and nets were soaked in it 
to stop them rotting. In the shark-fishing season this had to be 
done every three to four days. If not, it was said that “the shark 
would smell the nets and avoid them.”  

ḥāwīl ənḥá rēdən b-əráwnə śhəléṯ yōm. wə-mġārə əlyūx 
ləbōduw ˁáfər. wə-mġārə śōllən táho mən əráwnə wə-ˁesōfən 
báho bə-ṯirīt wə-śōllən táho əté ḏ̣ɛr əməḥkākə wə-śēlbən táho. 
wə-xōs ̣ś ̣ə́n ḥek b-əməḥkākə wə-ṭórḥan bēs rawnə. w-ezyēdən 
tēs ḥek əté ġadóh ḥek mékən wə-ġadóh ləbōn. mġārə ḥōkkən 
beh əlyūx kel waḳt ṭad. wə-kədōsən táho hawb əl-sāˁa. 
ṭórḥan táho wə-ḳśáˁən táho wə-ġasəráww rēdən báho b-
əraẃnə. 

First, we’d set the (gillnets) out at sea. Three days run-
ning. And then the nets would change colour and become 
reddish-coloured (i.e., from algal growth). So then we’d 
take them out of the sea and beat them in the shallows. 
Then we’d carry them to the liming pit and hang them up 
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to drip, shaking (the water from) them. We’d add ḥek 
lime to the liming pit and then add salt water. We’d add 
more lime until it was full of lime and (the water) had 
turned white. Then we’d bleach the nets, one at a time. 
We’d stack them in a heap and leave them there for about 
an hour. We’d leave them there and then we’d spread 
them out to dry. And that afternoon we’d set them out at 
sea again. 

Hooks were re-sharpened, and the vital goatskin floats oiled, 
any defects repaired, and any holes patched. Once a fisherman 
owned a hūri dugout canoe, it was treated with the greatest 
care. During the monsoon months it was drawn up high on the 
shore and turned upside down on props to keep it from direct 
contact with the ground. Hermit crabs could damage dugouts 
which were not raised on props: waḳt ḏeh li yerśōś, ḥaykɛk̄? 
yətoh aḳalfāt, “At this time those crawlers, the hermit crabs? 
They’d eat away at the caulking (i.e., cotton waste mixed with 
shark liver oil and hammered into any cracks in the wood).” 
The dugouts were soaked in shark liver oil to stop the wood 
drying out and cracking. When the seas grew calm once more, 
the dugouts were made ready for going out to sea by filling 
them with seawater for a few days and then rubbing them down 
to rid them of the strong smell of shark liver oil; otherwise the 
smell would frighten the shark away. The green algal growth 
and the barnacles that build up over time on the base of a dug-
out were carefully scraped off: hes tənākaˁ mən ərawnə, ədə́nəg 
təḳáˁ bēs śaˁr wə-xáras wə-yəghɛb̄uw tēs b-abárr wə-yaˁrémwəs wə-
yəṣáluw tēs bə-ṣift wə-təḳáˁ šərár “When it (the dugout) comes up 
from the sea, it is (covered) with seaweed and encrusted with 
barnacles. They would drag it up the shore and scrape this off 
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and then oil it with shark liver oil until it was clean and 
smooth.”  

3.11. Salt  

Salt (milḥāt) was essential for processing and preserving fish, 
and especially the commercially valuable shark. The best for 
this (and for cooking) was sea salt, either that extracted from 
the bodies of brackish water such as the lagoons and estuaries 
of the coast, or, after the high monsoon tides or after a storm, 
from saltwater pools and caves close to the shore.  

The Bəṭāḥira differentiated between many types of salt: 
séfi, fine grains of salt gathered from around a body of saline 
water or rock pool; ḏ̣ársi, lumps of discoloured salt collected 
from the banks of an estuary; enṯɛr̄i~enṯīri were fragments of 
salt-impregnated matter scraped from around a lagoon (wə-
milḥɛt̄ enṯīri, ḥanít lə-xār? təmláḥ bēs la, ‘but the enṯīri kind of 
salt, the whatsit of the lagoon? Don’t use that to salt it [i.e., 
food]’); sáġat~sġat, the crisp, salty crust found in the vicinity of 
a lagoon, and in certain caves and overhangs in the mountains 
above, where it makes reddish streaks. Salt could be extracted 
from the saltiest water (zaˁāḳ) of a lagoon by boiling it down, 
and this was called milḥāt lə-xār, ‘lagoon salt’. Water could be 
made salty for cooking by soaking salt-laden plants such as Dy-
erophytum indicum (émlaḥ~məlaḥláḥ) in water and then strain-
ing it.  

Enṯɛr̄i~enṯīri is soft and looks like earth, and was mainly 
used medicinally: put on the fire with a little water, boiled, and 
the paste smeared over a major wound or sore. If bound with a 
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bandage, the cloth would set hard like a plaster cast. This prop-
erty was useful when treating a fracture: the limb was tightly 
bound in strips of cloth soaked in the paste, applied as hot as 
the patient could stand.  

The various kinds of rock salt collected in the mountains 
were not usually used for cooking or preserving. Milḥāt lə-
gəbəlīl, ‘mountain salt’, was used in the manufacture of gun-
powder; miláḥt~milḥāt əl-gənōt, a kind of rock salt found at 
Gənōt, was powdered and used to strengthen leather and dye it 
dark brown. A kind of carbonaceous mudstone8 called samd was 
collected and used in the same way to produce a black dye. 
milḥāt lə-ˁarēśi was a rock salt found in the interior desert: the 
white chunks were reduced to a fine powder and used to treat a 
variety of eye conditions (təḳáˁ ləbənēt wə-nawb wə-seh də́wi lə-
ˁayéntən, “it’s pale-coloured and comes in large chunks and is 
medicine for eyes”). 

3.12. Non-Fish Marine Food  

There was plenty of food to be had from the sea apart from fish. 
The sea slugs, sea lemons, sea cucumbers, spiny lobsters, squid, 
octopus and cuttlefish were mainly caught by men, while shell-
fish were mainly gathered by women. Sea urchins could be bro-
ken open for their edible gonads. A wide variety of shellfish 
were eaten: all kinds of sea snails, mussels, rock oysters, chi-
tons, limpets, clams and cockles. Shellfish were at their fattest 
in the autumn and winter months, and at these times groups of 

 
8 I am indebted to Alan Werritty for this identification. 
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women would set off for the best shellfish sites, armed with a 
metal spike for prising shells from rocks or for spearing cepha-
lopods and other marine invertebrates.   

ˁagərēz lə-gəmōl? yǝkūn ṭawīl. wə-yǝkūn ˁar nātfax. el ḥāṭṭat. 
yǝkūn ṭawīl w-el ḥāṭṭat. wə-mən fənānə boh? beh nəḳfīf 
ḳennōn, ḏ̣afīr. wə-yətóh beh, wə-yəˁayš beh.  

An ˁagerēz lə-gəmōl ‘camel testicle’ sea slug? It’s long. And 
it just inflates itself. It’s plump (lit. ‘ripe’). It’s long and 
fat. And at the front, here? It has something like a small 
scab. (Something like) a fingernail. And it eats with it, it 
keeps itself alive with it. 

wə-ḥāwīl mən nḥām nəġāṣ hə-śīdəfāt? yəskōk lēn əxádər. māt 
tḥām ənxárəg śīdəfāt yǝkūn bə-xádər lə-śīdəfāt. nəṭābxah. 
nəḳālaˁ bə-wəˁā moh w-əmóh nəḳālaˁ beh milḥāt w-ənṭābxah. 
(tə)ṭābxah bə-śeyāṭ. tfhɛś̄ beh etá yəbhɛl̄. mən yəbhɛl̄? 
tśḳōḳah bə-skīn. təḳášḅəh tá (tə)ṭālaˁ əgəlādət ḥāwərɛt̄ l-
aˁámris wə-yəṭālaˁ ttih əṣāfi əl-ḥilw l-aˁámrih. ənḳášḅəh wəḏīr 
wəḏīr, wəḏīr wəḏīr, wəḏīr wəḏīr? naxərāgəh w-əntóh. 

And before, when we wanted to dive for śīdəfāt sea lem-
on? It would block the entrance to its niche (lit. ‘cave’) 
against us. When you wanted to get the sea-lemon out, 
there it would be in its śīdəfāt ‘cave’. We’d cook it. We’d 
put water in a cooking pot and salt the water, and we’d 
cook it. You’d cook it on the fire, boiling it until it was 
ready to eat. When it was ready to eat, you’d split it open 
with a knife. You’d cut the black outer skin away and put 
it to one side, and the pure good flesh you’d put to an-
other side. We’d cut it up slice by slice, slice by slice, slice 
by slice? We’d take it (a slice) and we’d eat it.  

yingīr? ədəfféth mən əmṣáˁ līnət wə-mən aġáwf bēs ḳaśərīt, 
ḏ̣árəh ḳaśərīt. wə-ḏ̣̣̣ar əḳaśərīt śay yəṯəmōr beh, hes śef. beh 
śēf, hēmˁak? yēḳaˁ b-ərawnə k-aˁánət, wə-ḥāwīl yətēwyuw 
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teh. yəṭēbxuw teh bə-ṣifɛr̄i, yəfḥāś sāˁat əté yəbəhél u-mēt el 
bēhəl, yətēwyuw mə́nəh, w-əmətəwéh śūri.  

A yingīr sea cucumber? Its body below is soft, but on top 
it has an outer skin. It has a sort of outer skin on top. And 
there on top of the outer skin grow something like hair. It 
has (something like) hair, do you hear? It can be found at 
low tide and people used to eat it. They’d cook it in pots, 
let it boil for a while until it was ready and then eat it. 
And its flesh is good. 

Diving for foods such as these was only possible when the sea 
was calm and clear. The frothing, churned up seas of the four to 
five months of the monsoon made most diving impracticable. 
The occasional ‘red tide’ or algal bloom brought by onshore 
winds from the east in the hotter months also made the sea too 
murky for diving: ərawnə ḥũr dəmkərát. hes ərawnə dəmkərát wə-
təġyōṣ bēs təbṣār śa la, “There’s a red tide today. If there’s a red 
tide and you’re diving, you can’t see anything.”  

3.13. Hunting Turtle 

The Bəṭāḥira, like the Janaba fishermen to the east of them, 
were renowned above all for their skill in hunting turtle. Their 
preferred turtle was the green turtle. They would climb to a 
high point to look for one coming up for air, or they would see 
one far below, feeding. They caught them either by casting for 
them with a strong line and large iron hook, or, if a fisherman 
was down on the shore or out at sea, he would swim silently up 
behind the turtle and try to place a hook in its neck, by hand. 
Helped by others, he would play it on the line until it was ex-
hausted, when it would be towed ashore, turned upside down 
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and butchered. The meat and fat of a turtle used to be regarded 
as the best of all eating. An old man told me in the 1980s: 
aḥāmis axáyr mən ḥūt l-əráwnə kéləh. ḥāwīl. wə-nāṣerə aˁabū 
yətēwyuw tēs la yaġáyr hem aḥád axáybət mən aḥawlā, “Turtle is 
better than all the fish in the sea, (at least) we used (to think 
so). Nowadays people don’t eat it, except one or two of the old-
er people.” They knew what their preferred turtles liked to feed 
on: (tə)tōh śaˁr kéləh, lekín baˁlít ˁalǝfēt tkūn śūrōt, “they (turtles) 
eat all kinds of seaweed, but the kind that feeds on ˁalǝfēt sea-
weed is very good.”  

A great celebration would be held when a turtle or a dol-
phin was caught, or if there was a good haul of prime fish such 
as bluefish. Women would dress in their best, and after every-
one had eaten their fill, there would be singing and dancing. 

aġabīr? nənáḥag leh. əbēhər? nənáḥag lēs. terˁān ḏih sīrɛt̄ wə-
tənáḳaˁ b-əlyūx, mən kōriyəJA? ənḳáhəb nənáḥag lēs. aḥāmis? 
nənáḥag leh, l-‘aˁamméy l-aˁabú’, l-‘aˁamméy lə-ḥaytām’. 

The dolphin? We used to dance for it. The large mullet? 
We used to dance for it. The migrating terˁān pompano 
fish when caught in the gillnets? When some twenty 
(were caught) at once? At midday we’d dance for them. 
The turtle? We’d dance for it: the ‘mother of the people’? 
The ‘mother of the fatherless’? (i.e., even the fatherless 
would get plenty to eat if there was turtle.)  

3.14. Nothing Went to Waste   

The main priority for people so often hungry and with so few 
material possessions was to waste nothing. To give a few exam-
ples:  
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The swim bladders of larger fish (ġōś⁓̣ġawś)̣ were inflat-
ed, rubbed with salt and hung up to dry for two or three days, 
and then used as containers for the purest shark or fish liver oil.  

Even when eating something as everyday as a chiton, as 
well as the fleshy foot, the hard muscular girdle of the shell was 
also pared off and eaten. 

Tobacco (təmbɛk̄ə~tənbēk) and snuff (nəšḳét) were rare 
treats, and the Bəṭāḥira had various ways of stretching the little 
tobacco they could get hold of. They would take a piece of cloth 
and char it at the fire. Then they would take a small amount of 
tobacco leaf and hold it over the fire until it changed colour. 
The tobacco and the charred cloth were crushed together, and 
the powder used as snuff. Smokers would also scrape away 
around the mouth and stem of their soapstone or wooden pipes 
to remove fragments of nicotine and other deposits, and careful-
ly add these to the little tobacco they had.  

Eye-black, koḥl, was appreciated as a cosmetic but was al-
so believed to sharpen the sight. Imported antimony was rare 
and substitutes had to be found. One alternative was to use 
lamp-black made by collecting soot from burning oil. The best 
was that made from shark liver oil cooked in a little pot with 
another inverted on top. The greasy soot was scraped off into a 
shell, and a scrap of cotton dipped into it repeatedly until all 
the grease had been absorbed. This oily cotton was stored in 
another shell and used as eye-black. If the cotton was soaked in 
butter or melted marrow fat before being dipped into the ‘soot’, 
the preparation lasted well. Cephalopod ink too was collected 
and used to stretch a small amount of eye-black.  



 Harvesting the Sea among the Bəṭāḥira 225 

On the rare occasion that a camel was slaughtered, the fat 
of the hump would be carefully shared out. Small pieces would 
be salted and dried and kept in a shell to use for oiling and wa-
terproofing leather.  

The slaughter of one of the few goats was a major event 
and the meat was made to last: ǝlēlǝt aḥāwǝlēt naˁtēśyǝn 
mǝśạ́wbisa w-ǝlēlǝt ǝmtélyǝt naˁtēśyǝn ḥadgdɛl̄sa, “On the first 
evening we’d eat the bits of it which are roasted (i.e., the inter-
nal organs that do not keep well), and the second evening we’d 
eat the back legs.” The most precious parts, the ḳəndōl, namely 
the sternum (ḳḥó), head (rih) and heart (ḥalbīb)—all the parts 
with most fat and most savour—would be offered to the elders 
or to any visitor(s) present. éxərguw əḳəndōl fənānə h-aˁabú 
xēhār, yəšuwhāləh, “Take out the ḳəndōl parts first and give them 
to the old men: they deserve it.” The other prime parts of the 
carcass, the larger marrow bones (enśịfót), the liver (šəbdīt), and 
the intestines (məˁuwyān) would be carefully shared out among 
all those present. Some of the meat of the carcass was cut into 
long thin strips and hung up to dry in the sun. These were 
stored to be eaten as a future treat or, when the sea had not 
provided anything, to flavour a plain cereal dish. 

Even in the 1980s older people were grumbling about 
what they saw as the extravagance of the younger generation:  

hes nəxádəm mətəˁát, īrēz, wə-tḥərāḳ ṣifərēyət, náxərgəh 
məns w-əntōh, nəḳḥārəh. hes nāṣərə la, nāṣerə hes tḥərāḳ 
ṣifərēyət, ḥad yəḳḥārs la. ˁar yáwḳaˁ bēs moh wə-yəḳəhāb. 
wə́lə yəšˁār bēs wə-kə-saḥḥ áxərgəh.  

When we used to cook food, rice, and it would burn onto 
the pot (lit. ‘the pot would burn’), we’d take (the burned 
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bits) out and eat them. We’d scrape out the pot (i.e., and 
eat the scrapings). Not like nowadays. Today if food gets 
burned onto the cooking pot, no one scrapes out the 
burned bits. They (just) put water in it and keep on chat-
ting. Or they leave (the pot) overnight and in the morn-
ing remove it (i.e., any burned-on food).  

The Bəṭāḥira devised ways of making the best of shark which 
were too small to be worth processing, or of the pieces cut off 
before the shark was processed, such as the head. nasālˁan əríh, 
“We remove all the flesh and skin from the head.” Making a 
meal from this was a somewhat laborious process: first the layer 
of skin, subcutaneous fat and flesh was sliced all the way round 
from the base of neck to the snout (as you might peel an orange 
from top to bottom). This was then peeled away from the carti-
lage below, leaving only the eyes, producing a series of strips 
held together by the snout. The whole thing was boiled, and 
once cooked, was put into cold water to soak. When cold, the 
outer hard skin could be rubbed off and discarded, and the part 
underneath was cut into slices and eaten. It was said to be very 
soft and quite delicious and was called səlāwaˁ, lit. ‘cheeks’. 
Even the the coiled sperm ducts9 of the mature male shark, 
ˁōmid, were cooked and eaten with relish.  

Not everyone owned a knife blade. Flints could be 
knapped and used instead. 

hām el šey skīn la? əsyūr hə-ˁabēyil. ˁabēyil tkūn bə-Gǝnōt. 
wǝ-yǝkūn heh mǝkǝnīn. maġrīb. bə-Gǝnōt ənbīl. nəˁāmər 
hēsən ənbīl. wǝ-yənēḳədwəsən. yənēḳədwǝs wə-yənēbəlwəs tá 
tkūn hes skīn. thɛm̄ˁi? wǝ-hām hēt bǝráḥ bə-barr? aˁabīl ḏeh 

 
9 I am indebted to Alec Moore for the identification of ˁōmid. 
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aḥāwər ḏeh, yǝkūn ḏ̣ar ḥadīyib. ḏ̣ar aḳarān? tsyūr wǝ-
təníḳdǝh. tkūn seh skin. aˁabú yǝsɛḥ̄eṭuw beh ˁarān. wə-yǝkūn 
lǝbōn, bˁéli Gǝnōt, ḏeh b-ərawnǝ yǝkūn lǝbōn. nǝbrét. ənǝbrét 
tkūn b-ərawnǝ. tkūn bə-giḥāb, mən dōl ḥawbōn bə-giḥāb? 
tkūn bēsən.  

If I had no knife(blade)? I’d go for flints. There are flints 
at Gənōt. And there is a special place where they can be 
found (lit. ‘a safe refuge’). A known place. In Gənōt there 
are flint beds. We call them ənbīl, ‘flint beds’. And they 
knap them and chip away at them, whittle away at them 
until they’re (as sharp) as a knife, do you hear? And if 
you’re outside, inland? Flints of this dark-coloured type 
are to be found on top of little mounds of rock. On top of 
(little) rocky protrusions (lit. ‘horns’)? You go and chip 
away at it until it becomes (like) a knife. People used to 
cut the throats of goats with it. Those found at Gənōt are 
pale-coloured. The ones found by the sea are white (and 
called) nəbrét.10 The nəbrét ones are found by the sea, on 
the dry foreshore (i.e., beyond the reach of the sea). 
Where it’s stony, up on the high dry foreshore? They’re to 
be found there, amongst them (i.e., among the stones). 

Or the teeth of shark could be used:  

ələxām yəḳɛr̄ḥuw beh. wǝ-yəḳéšə̣buw bēsən ərəhōtho wə-
yǝsḥéṭuw bēsən. yǝślōl ḏābəl mən xah. axáyr amṣáˁi. fīdīm? 
beh məṯēni niyāb wə-šēn hes əmwās. minēdəm ḏ̣iríf? wə-
bəṣīr? yəxádəm… yəḳɛŕḥ aˁámrəh b-əmṯēni fīdīm. ˁar hām 
ber māt wə-ber heh əriḥ ḳāśaˁ, wə-ber enṣalṣōl əmṯēniha. 
wəla ˁādha ṭɛŕi, yəxáreg hōk la.  

 
10 Glossed as: ‘flint stones found by the sea, one side black and one 
side white’.   
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They used to shave their hair with shark (teeth). They’d 
cut their hair with them and they’d cut the throats (of an-
imals) with them. He’d take a section from a jaw: the 
lower row of teeth is best. A fīdīm shark?11 It has teeth. It 
was like a razor blade for us. A skilled person? With good 
eyesight? He’d use… he’d shave himself with the teeth of 
a fīdīm shark. But only once it was dead and its head has 
completely dried out and its teeth become loose. If it was 
still fresh, you couldn’t get them out. 

Or shards of glass: 

aw bə-ḳirzān. bə-ḳarāz. naḳṣōṣ ləḥāyit wə-naḳṣāṣ(s)ən? 
bédəliJA məkāyin? məkāyin śa la. ṯəbōren ḳarāz, hēmˁak? 
ḥašāk… w-aḳṣɛṣ̄an beh wə-ṭhārən beh.  

Or with small glass bottles. With a small glass bottle? 
We’d cut the hair of the beard, trim the hair? Instead of 
razor blades? There weren’t any razor blades. We’d break 
a small glass bottle, do you hear? Forgive me… we’d use 
(shards of) it to cut hair and to make ourselves ritually 
clean (i.e., by removing pubic and axillary hair). 

3.15. Cooking  

One of the problems faced by the Bəṭāḥira was the lack of fire-
wood in their area. Alternative fuels such as dried seaweed or 
old pieces of net had to be used instead. This lack of fuel, com-
bined with a shortage of water and scarcity of cooking pots, 
meant that a number of ways of preparing or preserving food 
without the use of water were devised. All sorts of sea creatures 
and cuts of fish were preserved in salt, smoke, sun or wind.  

 
11 Pigeye shark, whitecheek shark or dusky whaler. 
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Any fuel was used sparingly: either the catch was put di-
rectly onto a small fire, or tucked into the embers, or cooked on 
fire-heated stones. Turtle and other large sea creatures were 
cooked slowly in pits underground. Fish were cut up in a varie-
ty of ways, usually to ensure that they needed as little time on 
the fire as possible. All fish had to be cooked right through: 
əġəlīl əntóha la, hem yəxérəg mən śeyāṭ wə-yəḳáˁ beh ḏ̣ɛr̄, “We 
don’t eat insufficiently cooked fish, if it comes off the fire and 
there is still blood in it.” Some of the terms for preparing and 
cooking fish are described below.  

maxmīd~mxamdōt~xamīd is fish baked in hot ash:  

ḥāwīl nawśạ́ˁ śeyāṭ u-met el həmədāt śay mən aṣáyd 
ənxámdəh wə-śay mən aṣáyd ənsérəf wə-śɛ̣b̄ən teh lə-śeyāṭ. 
śay yəḳáˁ mekən wə-śay yəḳáˁ xaybət. hem heh mekən, aṣáyd 
yaˁgāb śeyāṭ təḳáˁ ḳewīyət, wə-hem heh xaybət yaˁgāb śeyāṭ 
ḳewīyət la; neḳérfədən teh té yəbhēl. məġārə hem bəhēl 
naxrāg əḳəśyār il ḏ̣árha w-aˁśạyś ̣w-əríh w-əntóh. ḥad minēn 
yətóh mən maxmīd wə-ḥad minēn yətóh mən məsərīf.  

First we’d light a fire. When it had died down, some of 
the fish we’d cook in the hot ash and some we’d cut into 
pieces and roast directly on the fire. Sometimes there’d be 
many (fish) and sometimes only a few. If there were a lot 
it had to be a hot fire, but if there were only a few only a 
gentle fire was needed. We’d turn it over and over until it 
was fully cooked. When it was ready to eat, we’d take it 
off the fire, remove its skin, bones and head and then eat 
it. Some of us would eat it cooked in one piece in hot ash 
and some of us would eat it cut across in sections. 

mawšīḳ (JA māšōka) was a method of cooking fish (and especial-
ly duˁéyr mullet) directly on the fire. Some removed the entrails, 
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others left them in, depending on the type of fish and what it 
has been feeding on: əmawšīḳ? txerāg əli berk hēfələh. hām yətōwə 
śay, wəla tōh əwarš wəla tōh śay? “(To do) the mawšīk? You’d 
remove everything from its stomach, if it had been eating any-
thing or had been feeding on warš weed,12 or had eaten some-
thing (undesirable)?”  

nġal~nəġāl were small pieces or large flakes of flesh re-
moved from any leftover fish. They were picked clean of skin 
and bones and dried in the sun and stored in cloth or sacking. It 
was usually eaten just as it was, dry.  

məṣalmút~məṣlámət (pl. mṣālim~məṣalēm), also called 
śéryiḥ, were pieces of fish larger than the nġal above, and fresh 
rather than cooked. This way of preserving fish was used when 
there had been a good catch. After everyone had eaten what 
they wanted, any raw fish remaining were prepared for drying 
by gutting, cutting off the head and removing the backbone. 
The fish was then laid out flat and cut at an angle into very thin 
slices, taking care not to cut through the skin below. The fish 
were then spread out on a flat, dry surface and left out in the 
sun. Some rinsed the sliced fish in salt water before drying it. 
This kind of dried fish kept well (əmṣalmút txayūs la, “the mṣal-

 
12 warš is an algal growth that appears on rocks and in the sea in the 
monsoon months. The Bəṭāḥira say: əwarš ərəbəṯōt l-ərawnə, ˁafərɛt̄ wə-
hśə̣rɛt̄, yəḳáˁ bēs ṣayd yətóh mə́nəh. wə-hes yətōh əduˁéyr aḏ̣áy bēs əwərš, 
wə-təṭˁām b-axáhk, mən ənəġəlōt l-aṣáyd, “The warš weed is the foam 
and froth of the sea. It’s reddish and greenish and fish swim amongst 
it, eating it. When the duˁéyr mullet eat it, they smell of the warš, and 
you can taste it in your mouth, the taste of the ‘sweat of the fish’.” 
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mút dried fish don’t go off”) and could also be sold or used in 
barter.  

A preparation similar to məṣalmút was ṣfēyif, but this was 
done with larger fish. The raw flesh was cut across thinly on the 
horizontal before being salted and sun-dried. This was similar to 
the way the meat and fat of camels, goats, ibex and gazelle was 
preserved, in which it was cut into long ropes (məḳədēd or 
ḳədīd), salted and dried in the sun. In a turtle, the ropes of meat 
and fat had their own name, ḳasyɛr̄. The meat of large shellfish 
too could be preserved by cooking it and then threading it on a 
string and drying it in the sun and wind. Preserved ṣfēyif flesh 
was generally chewed without further preparation. 

For special occasions, a dish called ˁársi was made, said to 
be a speciality of the Jaˁlān area in the north. Whatever cereal 
was available was cooked and then pounded to a paste with any 
flesh the fishermen had to hand, dried or fresh. The mixture 
was stirred hard and long until it formed a coherent paste, 
when it was poured out onto a serving dish or flat rock to be 
eaten.  

Another special dish was ləkīš. For this, a fine whole fish 
of a type known to have a lot of fat, such as a ṭāḳa bluefish or 
large duˁéyr mullet, was cooked in as little water as possible, 
and left to cool. Once cold, it was pounded to a paste, some-
times with added cereal, sometimes not. The liver of a small 
shark was then mixed in. If there were no bluefish or mullet, 
the fresh meat of a small shark could be used instead. In hard 
times, an inferior type of ləkīš was made using the livers of a 
small and otherwise valueless shark: waḳt aḳáyḏ̣ hem el yǝkūn 



232 Morris 

 

šēn śa la, el šēn maḥḥ wələ ṣə́ləṭ wələ tāmer wələ śay, nexerāg šəbīd 
əl-bə́ni bəkšīt wə-nəwāḳˁas berk ḥab w-əntóh. nəˁāmər heh ləkīš, “In 
the summer, if we had nothing, no butter oil and no vegetable 
oil and no dates, we’d remove the livers from a young bəkšīt 
shark and put them with the cereal and eat them together. We 
call it ləkīš.”  

3.16. Preparing Shark as Food 

Fresh shark meat was not much liked by the Bəṭāḥira, the dried 
flesh was preferred: wə-ləxām hem el gēˁak gēˁak, toh mə́nəh 
xáybet. wə-heh el śūri la wə-yəˁáləz bōk. ˁar mən aḳál lə-śay, 
“Shark meat, if you’re really hungry, eat a little of it. It’s not 
good food and makes you feel sick. It’s only (eaten) when there 
is nothing else.” Also, a shark of any useful (i.e., commercial) 
size was too valuable as a barter or trade item to be used just as 
food. However, there were some dishes were made with shark: 

ḥalūb was a dish made with fresh shark. Pieces of flesh 
were boiled and then put into cold water with some salt. When 
cold, the flesh was squeezed and wrung out until as dry as pos-
sible. If any fresh shark liver were available, this would be 
melted down over a slow fire and its oil added to the shark 
flesh. A line in a poem says: nəḥalīb mən ələxām / u-məxaṣīrə 
šəbdīt, “We’ll make ḥalūb of fresh shark meat / And add a relish 
of freshly melted shark liver.”  

Another way of making fresh shark meat more palatable 
was to make mədməlōt. The flesh was cooked in water; a bed of 
stones was heated and the liver placed on top. Then a further 
layer of hot stones was placed on top of the liver and the liver 
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turned frequently to stop it burning. When liver and flesh were 
ready, pieces of sacking were put on the ground and the cooked 
shark flesh was broken up into small pieces. The cooked liver 
was placed on top of the shark flesh and the sacking folded over 
on top. The whole bundle was squeezed and wrung until the 
liver and its oil had melted into the shark flesh. 

Once dried, shark flesh was for trading, not for eating. 
Nevertheless, pieces had sometimes to be trimmed off the trunk 
to improve the appearance before it was buried in the mǝléffǝ, 
or there were shark which hadn’t dried well enough to sell but 
should be eaten before they spoiled. Small pieces of dried shark 
(ḳóśaˁ) were usually chewed and eaten without further prepara-
tion, or they might be soaked in water and then squeezed and 
rubbed hard to make them softer to eat. This was called ˁarīḳ, 
from the verb ˁarōḳ ‘to rub hard, as between the fingers’.  

ələxām əl-ḥōli, hām šēn mətəwé la, ənḳášə̣b mǝ́nhe mātən. 
ənḳášḅǝh bə-skīn. héməh mātən. ənḳášə̣b mǝ́nhe mātən, mǝn 
dōl xōgǝn beh h-əmilḥāt. wə-nəślōləh té berk əmóh. wə-hām 
berk əmóh ənṭəḳōḳah bə-ˁābən. ənṭárḥ hābən nxálha wǝ-
hābən ḏ̣árha, wə-nəṭḳōḳah w-ənrūd beh berk əmóh w-
ənráḥśạh. wə-nǝˁāmər heh ‘ˁáriḳ’. əntóh.  

The year-old (dried) shark: if we had nothing to eat, we’d 
cut a mātən13 strip from it. We’d cut it off with a knife. It’s 
called mātən. We’d cut a mātən strip off it, from where we 
had slashed it for the salt. And we’d take it to where we 
could put it in water. And once it was in the water we’d 
beat it with a stone. We’d put a stone beneath it and a 

 
13 The strip of flesh between the slashes into which salt was rubbed: if 
a strip is given a hard yank, it peels off.  
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stone on top of it and we’d beat it, and (then) we’d throw 
it into the water to wash it. We call it ˁáriḳ. We’d eat it. 

3.17. Fats and Oils from Fish and Turtle 

In all creatures the Bəṭāḥira prized the fat above all else. They 
have a different name for every kind of fat, in fish, shark and 
turtle, as well as in livestock. As fat from livestock was a rare 
treat, mostly the Bəṭāḥira had to get their fat from sea crea-
tures. The fatty parts of a fish were considered to be the best 
parts: the belly fat, the intestines, the head, the tail and any 
subcutaneous fat (ḏek məfāləḳ el beh gawd la əmətəwéh axáss, 
axáyr sərfét14 il bēs gawd, “That section with no skin, it’s inferior 
eating. The side with the skin is best.”) The flesh itself was the 
least important bit.  

The very best fat was to be found in the larger groupers, 
the cobia, the greater amberjack and certain mullet and emper-
ors. Fish fat was cut up and melted down to be used as a dip-
ping sauce for the cooked flesh, or for a few dates or cereal. The 
Bəṭāḥira differentiated between the fats in fish. For example: 
ḳerśạ̄b~ḳarśɛ̣b̄ is the belly fat; məḳérśạ́ˁ~məḳérśị́ˁ is the fat and 
stomach of larger fish, especially large groupers; śạrmāt is the 
fat beside and above the liver, while kərōś is fat from any fish 
when it has been stuffed into the swim-bladder or stomach of a 
large fish, such as a tuna. Kərōś was cooked over a slow fire and 
eaten just like that, or its contents were poured over other food 
as a rich treat.  

 
14 sərfét (pl. serf) is a fish halved along its length and then each half 
cut across in sections. 
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The plentiful fat extracted from the carcass of a healthy 
turtle was regarded as especially valuable. The ġallét 
(əmˁuwiyān) was the middle stretch of the intestine and/or the 
layer of fat that lay around it.15  

əġallét bēs śabḥ, ərəbśát. txádəmən tēs aˀáynəṯ wə-ḥad mən 
aġayāġ. txárəg məns ferṯ wə-təḳáˁ rəbśát lǝ-śabḥ. rəbśát baˁlēt 
əmˁuwiyān. ḥad yǝtoh la nīt, ˁar behəlét. wǝlǝ ˁemōrən 
txédəm tuˁāl berk enxarīr.  

The middle stretch of the large intestine has fat, the rəbśát 
fat. Women and some men would work it. She’d remove 
the partially digested material from it and what remained 
was the rəbśát. rəbśạ́t is the fat of the turtle belly, found 
around the intestines. No-one would eat it raw, only 
cooked, because we used to say that otherwise it would 
give you worms in the nose.  

The orange-coloured rəbśát fat is particularly rich, and is found 
in the upper belly, while the ġallét fat in the lower belly. Both 
kinds were preserved by salting and stuffing the large bowel 
(yəkḏālət) of a green turtle with them. Fishermen prepared the 
yəkḏālət as a container by salting it heavily and hanging it up in 
the wind and sun to dry. No cooking was necessary. The 
yəkḏālət could also be stuffed with turtle meat and fat which 
had been cut into ropes and hung up to dry. After chopping 
these into tiny pieces, they were stuffed into the yəkḏālət with a 
little salt. This fat ‘sausage’ was rubbed all over with salt and 
hung up in the wind and sun. Once quite dry, the top was tied 

 
15 The upper part of the intestine is called maˁgīg əl-ˁīd, the part called 
bəgēlyət in a goat carcass, and which children inflate and play with 
like a balloon. 
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down, and now the family was the proud possessor of a source 
of meat and fat which was said to keep almost indefinitely.  

For fish oil, the best livers to melt down were those of 
groupers, triggerfish and leatherjackets. The livers were cut up 
and put in a shell or other container over a slow fire until the 
oil had finished oozing out. This oil was fine enough to be taken 
directly as a food (but a very impoverished Baṭḥari woman I 
knew had thirteen live births and, with no goats and little 
breast milk, tried to rear her children on fish oil. Tragically, not 
one of her babies survived beyond two years.)  

Among shark, the best oil was ṣift lə-biˁl, the oil extracted 
from the livers of the sawfish. The next best was ṣift lə-śāṣət 
made from the livers of the lemon shark, sicklefin lemon shark 
or whitetip reef shark. Third best was the oil made from the liv-
ers of the bəkšīt pigeye, spinner or bull shark. The livers of these 
shark also made the best medicinal oil, and especially for the 
condition known as fekk, ‘wound inside the chest’,16 which 
caused persistent chest pain and a cough often accompanied by 
blood. One small shellful was drunk every morning to ‘close the 
wound’. Otherwise the most widespread treatment for any ill-
ness was cauterisation: hes təḳáˁ bōk waˁk u-berk axáyr wə-śōllək 
śay w-aṣbáḥk axáss, bōk əmwēhən wə-ṯaˁbét. ḏek šəgnōb. w-əgánb 
heh mēṣḥar: ṭad l-əríh wə-ṭad lə-ketf wə-ṭad boh l-aśạ̄laˁ ḳennōn, “If 

 
16 Most probably tuberculosis: during a 1980s survey we found that 
the majority of Bəṭāḥira were suffering from this disease, though they 
were marginally better off than the inhabitants of al-Ḥallāniyah island 
opposite, where during the same survey only a single newborn baby 
was found not to have the condition.  
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you got a head cold, recovered but then carried something 
(heavy) and took a turn for the worse, you’d develop məwēhən, 
‘a pain on one side of the upper chest’, and a cough. This was 
called šəgnōb. Ganb was treated by cauterisation: one on the 
head, one on the tip of a shoulder, and one here, on the smallest 
rib.” 

By pouring a little fish liver oil into a shell and inserting a 
cotton wick, a light could be made if urgently needed:  

ṣaft nəxádəm mə́nəh, naṣāryən beh té nəbəṣār. nəwāḳaˁ aṣáft 
bə-ḥaḳḳát wə-nəxádəm heh ftílət lə-ḳaṭn wə-naṣāryən beh. 
hes aṣáft ṣāfyət, nəślōl ġāzəl, aġāzəl nəxádəm mə́nəh ləyūx, 
ḳaṭn, nəxádəm mə́nəh aṭáh ləṭə́ṭ, txádəms ftílət. wə-təwāḳˁas 
berk aṣáft. 

We’d use fish liver oil. We’d make lighting from it so that 
we could see (in the dark). We’d put the oil in an old tin 
and make a cotton wick for it and set it alight. If the oil 
was pure, we’d take some cotton—the same cotton we 
use to make the gillnets—and make a twist of it like that. 
You’d make a wick out of it, and you’d put it inside the 
oil. 

A coarser oil made from shark livers was used as a dip for other 
drier foods and was also taken in very small quantities as a ton-
ic. However, it is said that not all shark liver oil was edible: that 
of the blacktip or the hammerhead could produce an allergic 
reaction with severe itching. This thicker, less pure oil was 
smeared over a camel once it had been treated for mange, or, 
when the Bəṭāḥīra started to own wooden dugout canoes, this 
or the scrapings from the bottom of the shark liver drum was 
the preferred material for oiling the wood. This kind of oil was 
made by placing the huge livers in a container, usually an old 
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oil drum saved for the purpose, and then boiling them down, 
stirring continuously. As the livers began to break up and pro-
duce an oily liquid, they had to be pounded with a heavy club 
in between stirrings. When a layer of pure oil finally separated 
out, the mixture was left to cool and the oil sieved through a 
piece of cloth.  

3.18. Useful Non-Food Items from the Sea  

The sea provided many useful things apart from food. For ex-
ample, the toothed rostrum of a sawfish could be used as a 
weapon, or in dancing, could be flourished instead of a sword:  

əbiˁl, ḥāwīl yəstəlébuw səlīb, yəlēbəduw beh. ḏeh ḳennōn 
yəkín xafīf wə-ḏeh nawb yəkín ṯḳīl. wə-śay yəḳṣéṣuw beh wə-
śay yərēdyuw beh. 

The sawfish: in earlier times people used to use them 
(i.e., the rostra) as weapons, they would hit people with 
them. The smaller ones are light and the bigger ones 
heavy. Some were used to cut with, and some were 
thrown away. 

The spear-like bill of the sailfish or marlin made a skewer 
around which strips of meat and fat were wrapped, and shark-
skin was useful as a file:  

yəhínənuw ḥaskināt ḏạ̄r ḥayśạ̄t. ḥayfīt ələxām? mən təṭráḥs 
bə-śeyāṭ wǝ-téfhśis? xarāg ḥámərət əli ḏạ́rha. ḥayśạ̄t? nəḥá 
nəˁāmər hēs ḥayśạ̄t.  

They’d sharpen knives on the rough sandpapery skin of 
shark. The skin of the shark? If you put it on the fire and 
bring it to the boil? Remove the tough layer of skin on 
top. The ḥayśạ̄t? We call it ḥayśạ̄t. 
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The long, flexible tail of certain stingrays could be used as a 
whip, and the stomach contents of dark rock crabs made a med-
icine for chest complaints or whooping cough: 

ḥayśyōt ləbənēt tənāfaˁ la, axáyr aḥāwərɛt̄ il təḳáˁ bə-ḳəśɛr̄. 
bēs də́wi. hes təḳśɛŕs, ḏeh bə-hēfələs, aḥāwər, ənḥá nəˁāmər 
heh aġābs, ˁamōruw heh də́wi. yətēwyən teh. mən təḳáˁ bōk 
ṯaˁbét. ḏik ḳeśəˁīt nəˁāmər heh ṯaˁbét wǝ-ḏik məšaġərōt 
nəˁāmər heh śḥāḳ.  

A white (ghost) crab is no good, the black one found 
among the rocks is better. It contains medicine. When 
you remove its shell, this black stuff in its stomach—we 
call it its excrement—they say that this makes a good 
medicine. They’d eat it. When you had a cough. That dry 
kind of cough we call ṯaˁbét, and that other we call śḥāḳ, 
‘whooping cough’. 

Shells provided a variety of containers: small cooking pots; 
scoops to measure the precious grain; serving dishes for melted 
fat; receptacles for precious materials such as snuff or eye-black; 
feeding bottles to drip milk or fish oil into the mouths of babies. 
A shell could serve even as a container to hold the last breath of 
the dying:  

əmēyət hes yəmét ḥāwīl agˁārən teh lə-ḳabəlét, awḳáˁan b-
əréh boh. wə-maˁtēdən awḳāfən heh ḥawm šəklālən heh bə-
ḥawm ənisméth nəxál axáh. u-maġāṭən heh ḥādōtha wə-
fˁēmha té yəḳáˁuw tuww. wə-śạtōmən heh aˁyāntha mən 
yəḳáˁ tuww la.  

When a person dies, first we lay him down on the ground 
facing west, placing his head right here. And then we 
hold up a shell under his mouth to catch his last breath. 
And then we stretch out his hands and legs so that they 
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lie nicely, and we close his eyes so that he doesn’t look 
bad. 

Many useful materials drifted ashore, from woods of all kinds 
(some with useful nails) to cuttlebone to valuable ambergris. 
Beachcombing was a serious activity practised by people of all 
ages. 

3.19. Community Self-Regulation  

The Bəṭāḥira devised a complex system for regulating the har-
vesting of the sea so that the weak and disabled were given 
some protection, a system to ensure that no member of the tribe 
was left out. To give a few examples:  

During the hard and hungry monsoon months there were 
clear rules about who could fish what, where, and when, and, 
importantly, how the catch should be shared out—at times of 
widespread hunger the distribution of fish was strictly con-
trolled. At such times, people would gather wherever the men 
were fishing. All the fish they caught were cut up and piled in 
small heaps, each heap being equal to one ‘share’, each share to 
be divided among five people. Then lots were cast to determine 
which group of five would receive which heap of fish. The cast-
ing of lots was a device commonly used by the Bəṭāḥira to make 
decisions that all would accept were fair.  

hes naḳātələn atxōf ṣayd. atxāfuw bə-ṣayd, ˁamōruw: “hēdy-
uw! hēdyuw herbáˁtko.” ḥātsəbən. “hīt bə-kədōtš kam?” 
ˁamórš: “enḥá xammáh. hoh w-əribáˁi w-əbínyən śōṯēt: xam-
máh.” het šōk əríh. ḏek ezīmə teh śabḥ. wəla hām hoh l-
aḳātələk wə-nōkˁak b-aṣáyd? wə-taˁábk? het hōk əríh wə-hoh 
kīrəś.  
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When we’d been line-fishing, by the late afternoon there 
would be fish. The (fishers) would come back in the early 
evening with the fish and they’d say: “Share them out! 
Share them out among your people!” We’d make our cal-
culations. “You in your home, how many are you?” You’d 
say: “We are five people. Myself, my husband, and our 
three children, so five.” You have the head, then we’ll 
give the fat to that other one. Or if it was I who had 
caught the fish on my line and had gone to the trouble of 
catching it? You’d get the head and I’d get the stomach.  

What fishing was possible during the months of monsoon wild 
seas was firmly regulated. Rabbitfish were one of the few fish 
that could be caught at this time. Customary law said that these 
fish may only be fished for at night, not during daylight hours, 
and even then not just anywhere. In the Mingíy area, for in-
stance, fishermen were only allowed to fish for rabbitfish at 
seven named coves, and even then they were allowed only to 
catch enough to feed their families, not to take any extra to dry 
for later consumption or for barter or trade.  

When fishing at night, and especially for the valuable 
duˁéyr mullet, another key fish of the monsoon period, a fisher-
man would draw a line, məgárrat, on the beach before he left to 
indicate that this section of the shore had already been fished. A 
fisher who arrived later would see this and go to another area 
to try his luck. This was not done when fishing for duˁéyr in the 
daytime. During the monsoon in the Xīmīt area, the rules for 
fishing the duˁéyr mullet were different again. By the end of the 
summer, sailing ships were no longer passing by on their way 
back from East Africa, or on their way to Oman and the Gulf. 
From this time on, no private, individual fishing for duˁéyr mul-
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let was permitted. In addition, when fishing in the Xīmīt fishing 
area, everyone had to be careful to make no noise: there was to 
be no playing of games, no scuffing of sand or throwing of 
stones. This risked frightening this vital but timid species away, 
driving the fish out into deeper and inaccessible waters. For the 
whole duration of the monsoon, any duˁéyr mullet caught were 
seen as belonging to the whole tribe. None but Bəṭāḥira were al-
lowed to fish the Xīmīt area, and moreover, only at night and 
only when there was no moon or when the moon had set. In 
addition, every fisherman had to cover his head and conceal his 
cast nets ‘so that the moon couldn’t see them.’ Nor could any 
fishing begin until all the fishermen were assembled. Only then 
would the person elected as foreman give the call to say that 
the casting of nets could begin. Non-fishermen would come 
from all over the area to sit and wait above the shore for the 
fishing to come to an end. All duˁéyr caught were carefully di-
vided up according to the number of adults in each household. 
Again there was a casting of lots to ensure fair distribution. (A 
child counted as an adult once he or she ‘could eat a whole mul-
let at one sitting’). 

As a final example, the traditional rules about the third vi-
tal fish of the monsoon months, the terˁān pompano, were even 
more complicated. People used to flock to the Gənōt area where 
these fish congregated at this time of year. Fishermen were al-
lowed to try and catch a pompano, but not with a bait of its fa-
vourite food, the tiny ṣāfə mussel that grew among the monsoon 
algae. A fisherman could try and gaff the fish, or bait his hook 
with another bait, or even make a cast with an empty hook, but 
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he may not use a ṣāfə. If he were to catch a pompano at this 
time of year with ṣāfə bait, his fish became ˁawf, ‘taboo’, and 
no-one should eat it. It was an additional rule that this particu-
lar fish could be eaten only by Baṭḥari men and in the hours of 
daylight. When a man brought terˁān pompano back to where 
his family was waiting at nightfall, he had to conceal them in a 
basket held behind his back, and, as he drew near, make a low 
continuous whistle to warn any women of his approach. The 
women then had to take the fish from the basket with their eyes 
closed, and look away while they put them on the fire to cook. 
Even then, only a Baṭḥari woman could take it in her hand to 
cook. If she were pregnant by a non-Baṭḥari man, she temporar-
ily forfeited her Baṭḥari status and could only eat these fish 
when cooked by someone else. She recovered this status once 
she had given birth. In the 1980s I was told that terˁān and tur-
tle were the ‘principal food of the very first ancestors’. Because 
of this, many still say today that any terˁān pompano should be 
rubbed with dirt after being caught to make them look unappe-
tising. Otherwise the ‘spirits of the ancestors’ would be drawn 
irresistibly from their graves towards it, and would ‘take over’ 
the person who had the terˁān, so great had been their lust for 
its flesh when they were alive. 

The Bəṭāḥira allowed non-Bəṭāḥira to fish their beaches, 
but they extracted a fee, ˁārib, from them if they brought any-
thing valuable ashore, such as a turtle, a good-sized shark, or 
even ambergris. In Ḥāsik, those using fish traps (ḳerḳār) had to 
pay a one-off fee to the first Baṭḥari who came to claim it. Of 
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course, such fees were rarely paid in cash, but in more useful 
items, such as cotton fibre, cereal or cloth.  

There were rules too for determining ownership of any 
find of value washed up on the shore or found floating in the 
shallows after a storm. Customary law controlled the ownership 
of ambergris, ships’ timbers, planks, crates, nails—anything of 
consequence. This law laid down how far above the tideline an 
item had to be placed to establish ownership; it determined 
how its value should be calculated and shared if it had been 
seen by more than one person; it specified what share was due a 
non-Baṭḥari if he or she had found something in Baṭḥari territo-
ry and handed it over to a Baṭḥari.  

3.20. Passing on Expertise to the Next Generation  

Adults taught children about harvesting the sea, sometimes by 
encouraging them to watch or help them as they worked, some-
times by passing on factual information, such as where the 
ḳeṣˁáyr trevally was to be found: ḏeh ḳeṣˁáyr ḳennōn? yəlíbəd 
ḥawīr wə-yəšaˁūr bə-ḳāṭer, “This small kind of ḳeṣˁáyr trevally? 
They come in shoals and they spend the night in the current.” 
Or they would show them how, with a rabbitfish, the first thing 
to do was to remove the gallbladder (mirr), and only then could 
the intestines be taken out and squeezed slowly from top to bot-
tom to remove the partially digested contents (ferṯ). The fat-rich 
intestines could now be enjoyed, either eaten raw, or cooked. 
They would explain to them that this process was not necessary 
for rabbitfish caught at night: as they only feed by day, at night 
their intestines are empty of ferṯ and can be eaten straight away. 
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These ‘clean’ rabbitfish intestines were called máḳlaṭ: l-aḳalṭāt, 
bēs ferṯ la, “clean rabbitfish intestines: they contain no partially 
digested matter.” Children were taught when fish would be fat 
and when lean, for example, the ṭāḳa bluefish. mən káṯər l-əməsīr 
ḥāwīl təḳádər la tsyōr la mən śábḥəs, u-məġārə hes tkānaḥ el ḥad 
yətóhs la mən axáṯəm, “Because of all their travelling: they start 
off being hardly able to move they are so fat, and then when 
they come back (i.e., to the Baṭḥari seas), they are so thin that 
no one eats them.” Or they were taught how to recognise a fish: 
terˁān bēs ‘xah’ la, ˁar ḥarkīk, “A tərˁān pompano has no ‘mouth’ 
(i.e., no teeth), it’s nothing but gums.” They would be taught 
that this kind of pompano spawns in winter: it grows very thin 
at this time and is hardly worth catching. It starts to fatten up 
again in the post-monsoon ṣɛrb season at the the time of the ris-
ing of the ləḥēmər star.  

Sometimes adults would recite practical little ditties to 
children, such as:  

śwɛr̄ tfyūd əla bəġáyr gəndēwi / w-əgəndēwi tfyūd əla bəġáyr 
śạmdēt.  

əgəndēwi tfyūd əla bəġáyr kədēt / wə-kélsən tfyūd əla bəġáyr 
śạmdēt.  

The fishing line is no good without a hook / And the 
hook is useless without bait. 

The hook is useless without a sinker weight / and they’re 
all useless without bait. 
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Or: 

aḳáyd yəfyūd la bəġáyr məḏərā17 / w-əməġadéft tṯéḳəd la 
bəġáyr təkədí.  

The (shark) line is no use without a big chunk of bait / 
And the cast net will not sink without (lead) weights. 

Or a parent would repeat lines from short poems to help im-
plant the information in a child’s memory, as: 

xerɛb̄ xerɛb̄ək əbɛl̄i / hes xerɛb̄ək ewġadīt.  

Oh xerɛb̄ wind, may the good Lord destroy you / Just as 
you destroyed our chances of catching the small ṭāḳa 
bluefish! (Because when these winds start to blow, the 
bluefish swim out to deeper seas.) 

Or: 

ṣéri ber mǝdīt / əli yəlbōd ḥiyāb 

nebśɛr̄ǝn beh / ǝmbaˁd ǝxerɛb̄. 

The ṣéri wind from the north-west, child of the mədīt wind 
from the southwest / That blows away the sea mists lying 
low over land and sea.18 

We call down blessings when it arrives / After the searing 
hot winds from the interior! 

Some mnemonic lines were clearly learned from their Janaba 
neighbours to the east, speaking their own dialect of Arabic, as: 

səlḥūb / lā mí / wǝ-lā gǝhūb 

 
17 məḏərā (pl. mḏawri) ‘(when setting shark ropes from cliffs overnight) 
large chunks of fish used as shark bait’.  
18 Some say əli yəlbōd ḥayɛm̄ rather than ḥiyāb, ‘which blows (the sea) 
right up to the pebbly ridge high above the tideline’.  
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The səlhūb wind? / Neither rain / nor black rainclouds 
(does it bring). 

Or: 

ḥǝbbēt ḥǝbūb əkōs / rīḥ syāḥīyǝ  

ˀin sékkərət mǝn ṣabḥ / tyīk ˁasərīyǝ  

wǝ-tyīk yōm bǝ-bérḳ / tǝnšāf lǝ-wāḏ̣īyǝh 

I love the gentle kōs wind from the southwest / A gentle 
syāḥīyǝ wind that goes everywhere (i.e., across sea and 
land). 

If it dies down in the morning / A dust storm will come 
to you.  

And a day of lightning will come to you / Its flashing 
clearly visible.19 

Children also learned about fishing through play: they would 
throw fragments of cereal on the surface of a lagoon and when 
the tiny lagoon fish rose to feed, they would practise casting 
miniature homemade cast nets over them. Any fish they caught 
were placed in a container with salt below and above and left 
until quite dried when they became toys to play with.   

3.21. Beings from the ‘Other World’  

The spirits of the ‘other world’ were always present. Sometimes 
heard, they were never seen, only sensed. The most numerous 
were the spirits of their Bəṭāḥira forebears. They were known as 
əmōwət~əmɛȳit, ‘the dead’, or (e)skún, lit. ‘inhabitants’, here of 
the mədínət ‘graveyard’: əmdínət l-əmōwət. kel li yəmét nəwāḳˁah 

 
19 Janaba Arabic √n-šwf, ‘to be visible’. 
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bərkēs, ‘the place of the dead. Anyone who dies we place them 
in it’. These spirits were also called as bə́ni šūf,20 as in parts of 
Dhofar. Such ancestral spirits caused little trouble as long as 
they were treated properly. They usually stayed in their under-
ground world, emerging to go fishing, cormorant hunting or 
simply to see what was going on and how their descendants 
were faring. On the anniversary of their death, they would 
come up above ground to find the gifts left out for them by 
their descendants to mark the date: the spirits of the dead had 
to be placated with gifts. If they were treated with insufficient 
respect, they became dangerous and vengeful and were to be 
avoided. For example, a limb touched by one of the angry 
‘dead’ became paralysed and lifeless. The spirits had an affinity 
with felines, leopards, certain birds of prey and hyenas: wə-hes 
yərékəb ḏ̣ársa mōwət, eskūn yərékəbwəs? aˁárri yənāśạˁ, “And 

 
20 In eastern Dhofar the spirits of the dead were known as bēt ɛ-sū̃f (in 
central and western Dhofar more commonly as il-xōfiyīn). These 
ancestral spirits were believed to have a similar lifestyle to their living 
descendants, constantly on the move with their livestock. It is said 
that in the past the living and the dead were visible to one other, until 
the day a woman goatherd ran out of milk and a bēt ɛ-sū̃f camel 
herdswoman gave her some camel milk. The woman goatherd liked it 
so much she determined to try and get hold of a spirit she-camel. It 
was a time of good rains and the camels were well fed and frisky. She 
placed her old and crippled father in the path the spirit camels took as 
they came back home in the early evening. As she had planned, the 
camels trampled her father to death. When she demanded 
compensation, the spirits did indeed give her a single she-camel. 
However, they told her that from that day on no living person would 
ever see any member of the bēt ɛ-sū̃f. 
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when a spirit of the dead rides it, the ancestral spirits ride it 
(i.e., the female hyena)? The male hyena roars and moans.” 

Certain places in the Baṭḥari area were particularly asso-
ciated with the spirits of the dead. One of these was Məḥābāṭ, a 
deep hole near Śạˁīt cove. This bay was owned by Məḳāzaˁ 
Wahaibi, not the Bəṭāḥira, who had to pay a landing fee if they 
caught a valuable fish here. Sometimes a goat would find its 
way down the hole and then be unable to extricate itself. When 
this happened, only a Baṭḥari man of the Məšérma clan was al-
lowed by the spirits to climb down and rescue it. Even then, on-
ly under certain conditions: he must be naked—removing even 
the waist-string worn by all males from birth and any ring worn 
on hand or ear; he must wear no eye-black; and his head must 
be shaved bare and covered with a layer of dried or drying sea-
weed bound round with a length of cordage twisted from the fi-
bres of the Nannorrhops desert palm.  

Spirits were also associated with cairns (ˁasēm, pl. ˁasmīn), 
erected to mark clan or tribe boundaries, or to commemorate a 
specific death or conflict. If a Baṭḥari passed by a cairn, s/he 
would pick up a stone, spit on it and throw it at the pile, saying 
something along the lines of: rēdək ḏ̣ark śəddét, “I cast any evil 
on top of you!” In the 1980s, an elderly man told me that he re-
called women throwing stones at a person to curse them: they 
would spit on a stone, lay a curse on it and then throw it at 
their victim with further curses. The accursed would fall ill with 
a wasting sickness and within two months or so would be dead. 
Indeed, Bəṭāḥira women were often feared by people of other 
tribes as having alarming powers: able to conjure up winds, di-
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rect the creatures of the sea, cause water to disappear or to be-
come undrinkable. 

The jinn (gənnéy, fem. gənnīt, mpl. gənnó, fpl. gənnéytən) 
were also dangerous visitors from the other world, though they 
could be repelled by throwing water in their face (śə̟bōl). A jinn 
would always steal a child he had produced with a human, and 
it was believed that the human parent could only recover their 
child by cutting the jinn’s forehead and flicking some of its 
blood over the child to force the jinn to release it. This potency 
of blood was further illustrated when listening to two old men 
reminiscing about the days of the slave boats. They said you 
could steal a young slave by rowing out to the boat and telling 
the captain you wanted to buy one of his cargo. When the boy 
or girl was lowered into your dugout, the trick was to suddenly 
push off from the ship, pushing the child into the bottom of the 
dugout. If, between boat and shore, you managed to bite a 
shred of flesh from the ear of your captive and make it bleed, 
the child then became your property.   

As is common elsewhere in the wider region, the Evil Eye 
was to be avoided: it brought sickness or some other misfor-
tune. Various strategies were employed to circumvent it: for ex-
ample, if two breastfeeding or pregnant women met, they 
would give one another a small scrap of material from their 
clothing to avert the ‘Eye’, an exchange known as məgrīr (pl. 
məgrōr). An illness called gerr (from the same root as məgrīr) 
could be caused by a baby being given the breastmilk of an ‘in-
appropriate’ woman (a slave feeding the baby of a free woman 
and vice versa). This could only be cured by cauterisation: one 
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brand on the xamrét l-əríh, ‘the soft spot, the fontanelle’; one on 
the ḳəṣṣát, ‘the middle of the upper forehead’, and one on the 
ḳermáˁ, ‘the hollow at the base of the back of the head’.  

Figure 17: Leather and wood cradle, back view 

Photo © Miranda Morris, 1970s 

4. In Conclusion  

The Bəṭāḥira harvested the sea out of necessity, to survive. 
There were few alternative foods: some milk products from 
their few domestic animals or bartered with the bedouin of the 
plateau above in exchange for fish, and rare meat from male 
kids and lambs. They hunted certain birds, and in particular 
plump cormorant nestlings. At night, men lowered themselves 
down cliffs and crawled along ledges, listening for the cheeping 
of the nestlings. They then ‘fished’ for them with a special 
hooked gaff (mawm). The only other meat came from an occa-
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sional hare or rock hyrax, or an Agamid lizard trapped in its 
lair, its skin tanned to make a container for dates, fat or oil. For 
those few who had access to a gun of some kind, there might be 
a gazelle or an ibex to share. Any other food—dates and date 
syrup for sweetness; ḳišr coffee-bean husks to be boiled up again 
and again, and of course sorghum—came with the trade boats. 
All of these had to be paid for with dried shark meat and other 
fish.  

To catch enough to trade and to eat, the Bəṭāḥira had to 
have real expertise: it was only this that made survival possible. 
Bətaḥrēt is an unwritten language, so much of this huge body of 
knowledge could only be passed down the generations through 
stories and short poems encapsulating these hard-earned skills.  

However, the sea can no longer be harvested as it used to 
be. The numbers and species of fish have decreased.  

əbəkšīt aḳaˁāt hes abáṭḥ ḏek mən kéṯəris. nāṣərə əl-ḥūt ḳɛl̄ lēn 
w-əl-ḥūt śa la wə-xáybət. w-əduˁéyr lə-ḥáləh yənōkaˁ la. wə-
ˁabū gərɛf̄wəh mən barr wə-rawnə. 

The bəkšīt shark used to be like that sand there, so many 
of them there were. Now the large fish have grown fewer. 
There are no large fish anymore, or very few. And the 
duˁéyr mullet no longer comes when it used to, and peo-
ple have scooped them up (i.e., with seine nets) from the 
shore right out to sea. 

The climate is changing: 

w-ǝmbōn əmilsē yəsádeḳ, el hēs nāṣǝrǝ la. nāṣǝrǝ yǝnōkaˁ śa 
la. ǝmbōn heh yəsádeḳ lǝ-ḥálǝh. men nǝśǝnēs, mǝn aˁabú 
yǝśényuw abárḳ, nḥá nǝḏēllǝn minǝh, nǝkǝnūn bǝ-xadōr ḏ-
ikǝnúnǝn tēn. 
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Before, the rain could be relied on, not like now. Today 
nothing comes. In the old days it used to fall at its ap-
pointed time. As soon as we saw it, when people saw the 
lightning, we’d seek refuge from it, we’d shelter in caves 
that would keep us safe from it (the rain).  

And the language? An elderly woman said: 

wə-nāṣərə ˁar… ḥāwīl məkān əl-ḥaskānyən wə-ġarɛ ́ əl-
ḥaskānyən… Bəṭaḥrēyət. enḥá šēn ˁar ḏénəmə: śōṯēt hēxār 
wə-ˁágizi ṯert li yəġtéryuw Bəṭaḥrēt. w-əbēḳi? yaġáyr 
yəšḥáwəlwəs yaġár yəġtéryuw bēs la. JAraḥ bəhə́m əmdāris, 
wə-raḥáw bəhə́mJA ˁarabīyət. hēmˁak? ġarɛ…́ yəlónəmə šēn 
mən tərāṯ.JA  

And now there is only… in earlier times our people had 
their own area, their own language… the Baṭḥari lan-
guage. We have only this (now, i.e., in the settlement 
here): three old men and two old women who speak 
Bəṭaḥrēt. And the rest? They might understand it, but 
they can’t speak it. The schools have taken them (i.e., the 
younger people) away, and the Arabic language has taken 
them away, do you hear? The language… those (things) 
are all that remains to us of (our former) culture.  

With the loss of the language and the disappearance of the 
small number of elderly men and women who still speak the 
language and remember the ways of the past, all this hard-won 
knowledge, with the cultural traditions and socio-economic 
practices of the speakers, will be lost too.  
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5. Baṭḥari Texts: Introduction  

5.1. Collecting Audio Files       

When I lived in Dhofar in the 1970s, I worked with the Bǝṭāḥira 
and visited their area regularly as part of my job with the Civil 
Aid Department of the Office of the Minister for Dhofar, and 
later when working with the Rural Health Service for the Minis-
try of Health. I was able to carry out some preliminary work on 
their language with Bəṭāḥira who came to the regional capital 
of Salalah,21 and to make some recordings. When I left Oman in 
1980 to return to the UK, I was invited by the Diwan of Royal 
Court, Oman, to pursue my researches into the MSA (Modern 
South Arabian) languages and the way of life of the speakers. 
Subsequently I made two extended field trips a year, some of 
which were to the Baṭḥari area. I stopped fieldwork in Oman in 
1990 and began to work in Soḳoṭra.  

From 2013 to 2016 I worked on a project headed by Janet 
C. E. Watson, funded by the Leverhulme Trust.22 Janet Watson, 
Domenyk Eades and I worked on documenting five of the MSA 
languages, Śḥerɛt̄, Mehri, Ḥarsūsī, Hobyōt and Bəṭaḥrēt. I con-
centrated mainly on Hobyōt and Bəṭaḥrēt, the most endangered 

 
21 Many came to be treated for tuberculosis, very widespread in their 
area, and had to stay in an isolation ward until such time as they were 
no longer in danger of infecting others. I was living in the hospital 
compound, so was close by for visits. 
22 Documentation and Ethnolinguistic Analysis of the Modern South 
Arabian Languages: RPG-2012-599. 



 Harvesting the Sea among the Bəṭāḥira 255 

of the MSAL languages, though I also made recordings of Śḥerɛt̄ 
and eastern Mehri.  

All but one of the texts23 presented here are from the ear-
lier period, the late 1970s to 1990.      

5.2. Subject Matter  

For both the earlier and later recordings, my aim was to try and 
elicit ethnographic material that would illuminate the way of 
life of the Bəṭāḥira prior to the accession of Sultan Qaboos in 
1970. I asked about specific skills, customs and management 
systems, and tried to encourage speakers to reminisce about 
their past lives, to recall stories they used to tell and poems they 
used to sing. 

5.3. The Speakers  

None of the speakers represented here are still living, and they 
were all elderly when they made the recordings. With no oppor-
tunity to attend any sort of school, they were all the product of 
a purely oral culture.  

5.4. The Use of Arabic  

Even in the 1970s when I started to work with the Bəṭāḥira, 
Bəṭaḥrēt was a dying language, and for the majority of the 
younger generation, Arabic was already the language of daily 
use. The Arabic they spoke was the dialect of the Janaba, their 
neighbours to the east, a large and powerful tribe found in 

 
23 6.2. Memories of Hungry Times [20130404_B_B02_memories.wav 
(13.14)]. 
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northern as well as in southern Oman. The principal traders 
who used to call in at the Baṭḥari anchorages to buy their fish 
were from the Ṣūr region, an area dominated by the Janaba 
tribe. In the south the Janaba and Bəṭāḥira shared a similar ter-
rain and way of life. They had many traditions and customs in 
common, they often fished together and they intermarried. The 
children of such marriages were often bilingual in the Janaba 
dialect and Baṭḥari. In the transcriptions below, most of the Ar-
abic terms used were borrowed from, or heavily influenced by, 
this dialect of Arabic. 

5.5. Equipment  

These early recordings were made either with a Uher Report 
4000L portable reel-to-reel tape-recording machine, 1981 mod-
el, or with an ordinary inexpensive cassette recorder—I no 
longer remember which model. 

5.6. The Editing of Sound Files 

The transcribed texts presented here do not come with the 
metadata of the archived audio files of the later 2013–2016 pe-
riod, but are referenced according to my own filing system of 
the time (e.g. [1980 BATTXT3]). Nor are the transcribed texts 
always direct transcriptions of the recordings themselves, but 
ones modified or corrected by subsequent work carried out in 
the 1980s in Oman. This involved listening to the recorded 
tapes with various Baṭḥari speakers and data interpreters, espe-
cially Zifena Musallim Daġaš, Musallim Muṭawwaˁ ˁĀmir, Mehri 
Muḥammad Sālim, Shaikha Mubārak Ḥamad, Shīḥa Ḥamad Saˁd 
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and Khalīfa Ḥamūd Sālim (the last named the only one of this 
group still alive today). The transcriptions below represent their 
preferred version at that time. The texts have been further edit-
ed to remove repetitions, slips of the tongue, incomplete words, 
the odd mm…, er…, ah…, and so on. 

6. Texts 

6.1. The Terror of Life Before and Life Today 

1. ḥāwīl hes nəġídəf bǝ-xarifīt, əlū šiš əbréš tḥémi tərīd24 b-əbréš w-
el təġídəf bǝ-xarifīt ḏikəmə. tǝˁāmər la ġayg yəḳáfəd bēs wə-yəxarāg 
məns. w-aḳáṣiy tənākaˁ b-aġáwf mə́nəh wə-heh əmṣáˁ yəġyōṣ. 
yəfēġəzuw hə-šəbdítš.       

Before, when we used to cast the nets during the monsoon, if 
you had your son with you, you would rather throw your son 
away than go and cast a net in that monsoon sea! You would 
say it would be impossible for a man to go into it and return 
from it (alive)! The waves come right up while he dives right 
down. They squeeze your liver (i.e., with terror), even to think 
about it! 

2. ǝwáḳət el ḳəṣərāt… šāhid allāh ḥām l-əfdé… ˁar nāṣerə bōk 
nəsīm. nərūd bēsən mən ḏ̣ar gərf wə-nəwāḳˁan əṭəwīl b-əmṣáˁ əgə́rf 
ḏek li nəṣār ḏ̣árha. ḏ̣árha aḳáṣiy wə-nǝxálha mən ḥān nərūd bǝ-
śwɛr̄ yēḳaˁ həbəˁēt abwáˁ l-əmṣáˁ. u-mən ḥānə nərūd b-əmġādəf ṭad 
yǝˁēməruw heh śɛṣ̄ət, ləxām, yədə́rəg əmbēnwəs ənḥá w-əmbēn 
əmġadéft.  

 
24 2fs., addressing me, a woman.   
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The times were hard… may God be my witness, I would rather 
pay in compensation... but now you can breathe!25 We used to 
cast them from a ledge over the sea, and we’d put the long 
rope26 below that ledge we were standing on. The waves would 
be breaking over it, and below it, where we’d cast the line, it 
might go down seven bāˁ!27 And where we’d cast the nets, a 
kind of shark which they call the śāṣət28 would be swimming 
around between us and the net.  

3. JAyətāgi allāh səbḥānəh ˁazz wə-gillJA! yəˁēməruw aḥawlá il ho 
ebɛl̄i yəḥə́rəs bənēdəm mən śay yəśṛórəh, wəla ˁemōruw mən yəbˁār 
əbnēdəm b-ərawnə tədə́rəgən əmbēnwəh w-əmbēn əmǝġadə́ftəh hābaˁ 
hwēməś, el ˁād yəśānsən la wə-yəfāzaˁ mənsēn. ebɛl̄i ṣarəfēsən 
mə́nəh mən śān yəxádəm l-aˁámrəh w-əbínha lə-mətəˁát. 

May God keep us safe—to Him be all praise and honour! The 
early ones said that the good Lord protects people from harm. 
They used to say that when a person goes out to the sea at 
night, between him and his net lie hābaˁ hwēməś, ‘seven mon-
sters of the sea’, but he neither sees them nor is paralysed by 

 
25 Literally and metaphorically: people are now healthy enough to be 
able to hold their breath when diving. 
26 əṭəwīl ‘the long one’: the rope around the circumference of the net. 
I.e., he’d throw the net but hold onto the end of this rope. When he 
saw fish going into the net, he’d gently pull this rope in to trap them 
in the net. 
27 bāˁ: the distance from fingertip to fingertip of outstretched arms 
(equivalent to a fathom). 
28 śāṣət: whitetip reef shark, lemon shark or sicklefin lemon shark.    
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fear of them. The good Lord keeps him safe from them so that 
he can labour for himself and for his children to provide food. 

4. u-nəkəˁāt aˁáyšə ḏíkəmə eté ṣɛrbí. nōkˁan swēfər u-nōkaˁ tāmər. 
u-mékən aˀáynəṯ aṣábərsən eté ṣɛrbí, ḥsābsən, hem rəbəˁīn wə-hem 
xamsīn. šēn enḥá śạft bǝ-ṣɛrbí nəsḥāṭ. u-tśíni əmēgaˁ ḏin? il təṭḳōḳi 
bēs əbín? árbaˁ bēs keyl ḏirrét ḏin. tǝˁēməruw aṭáh. aṭaˁām ənḥá 
nǝˁāmər hēs ‘ḏirrét’.  

And that is how we lived until the post-monsoon season, ṣɛrb, 
arrived. (Then) the people on the trade boats would come and 
dates would come. And many were the women who had to wait 
for their marriage portion until the ṣɛrb season, be it 40 or 50 
(silver Maria Theresa thalers). We’d hold the wedding feast in 
the ṣɛrb season. We’d slaughter something. And you see this 
mortar? The one you grind the coffee beans in? It holds four 
keyl scoops of this sorghum. You do like this (with it). Our food, 
we call it ḏirrét, ‘sorghum’.  

5. ḏek nōkaˁ bǝ-ṭīt wə-ḏek l-aġbōr ṭīt u-ṭad nōkaˁ bǝ-ṭīt. u-bérs ˁar 
ṭīt, erēbˁat, nōkaˁ bēs ṭad. ehtēdyuw tēsən bǝ-ḥawm, ḏek fəngān. u-
fəngān ḏek wáḳtən ˁadīm, śa la fəngān, ˁar šého ḥawm ḏen l-agādaḥ 
mən ərawnə yəhtēdyuw beh. yəḳśạ́bwəh nīˀ. ḏek waḳt xaṭāf. 

That person would bring one (measure), another would add an-
other measure, and another would bring another. And there 
would still be one lacking, the fourth. Another person would 
bring (that). They’d share it out with a seashell, that coffee cup. 
At that time there was no such thing as a ‘coffee cup’: they just 
had this shell washed ashore from the sea to use to share it out. 
They used to chew it (the grain) raw. That time has passed.       
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6. nāṣərə xāmməh ˀālāfJA w-aśạ́ft śḥanét əl-mōṭərE ḥaḳáḳ wə-xaṭḳān 
u-mətəˁát u-kel śay yəférəḳuw teh l-aˁabú: əmətəˁát yətēwyuw tēs u-
xaṭḳān wə-ḏ̣ayˀ wə-kel śay təhtēdyən teh aˀáynəṯ. u-mən ḏ̣ars 
məsḥəṭāt əl-ˁalōg ḏ̣árha śabḥ aháwb lə-ṭawl lə-hed. 

Now five thousand (Omani riyals) as a marriage portion, and 
for the wedding feast a carload of tins and clothing and food. 
And they share out everything between people. They eat the 
food, and the clothes and perfume and everything the women 
share out (between the families). And over and above that, they 
slaughter a camel calf, which has fat on it the length of a hand! 

[1980s BATTXT4. B17] 

6.2. Memories of Hungry Times 

1. yōḳˁan enḥá… zəmān, yōḳˁan enḥá zəmān, mǝn saˁt. yōḳˁan bǝ-
Gənōt. yōḳˁan bə-Gənōt. śxōlālən, yēḳaˁ aháwb əl-warx bə-Gənōt. 
w-əl-híni? mǝˁayšə śa la. ṣayd ˀin ḥāṣələn. lēlət e-nōkˁan bə-ṣayd, 
naˁtɛś̄yən w-əntóh. wə-lēlət e-nōkˁan bə-śa la, ənšaˁūr lə-xalí.  

We were once... a long time ago. We were once, a long time 
ago, a long time ago. We were at Gənōt. We were at Gənōt. We 
stayed there, at Gənōt, for what must have been about a month. 
And for what? There was no (other) livelihood. (For) fish, if we 
got any. On a night we caught fish, we’d prepare them and eat 
them for our evening meal. And on a night we caught nothing, 
we’d go to bed empty-bellied. 

2. wə-śxōlālən warx. baˁd warx, syɛr̄ən. xarɛḡən. wə-šaˁárən bə-
Gənōt. enḥá yōḳˁan bə-… ḥāwél bə-Lə́ḳak. šaˁārən bə-Gənōt. b-ilēl 
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baˁárən. u-nōtxan. ḥárramnā yin eḏráyən teh (KH śa la) bhaw. śa 
la. śa la mǝˁayšə, ḥūt śa la. u-ṣēbaḥ lēn aṣabḥ. 

And we stayed for a month. After a month we moved off. We 
left. And we spent the night at Gənōt. We’d been at… before 
that we’d been at Ləḳ́ak. We spent the night at Gənōt. We set off 
to fish with cast nets in the dark. Damned if we got anything, if 
we made anything bleed!29 (KH Nothing?) Not a thing! Nothing. 
Nothing for us to live on. There were no large fish. And morn-
ing broke on us. 

3. kə-saḥḥ enḥá ˁamōren: “gəhīmə Ḥaśị̄fə”. Ḥaśị̄fə, naxl. zəmān, 
ḥawlí. Ḥaśị̄fə naxl. abáṭn lə-Šweymīyə. abáṭn mǝn aġáwf. (KH mǝn 
aġáwf. tǝˁēməruw heh ‘baṭn’?) nǝˁāmər heh ‘baṭn’. 

In the morning, we said: “We’ll go to Ḥaśị̄fə.” At Ḥaśị̄fə there 
are (wild) date palms. A long time ago, before. At Ḥaśị̄fə there 
are (wild) date palms. (In) the wadi of Šweymīyə. At the top of 
the wadi. (KH The top of the wadi. You call it [i.e., a wadi] 
baṭn?). We call it baṭn. 

4. ḥelōk məkāni ṯəréh. məkān yǝˁēməruw heh Kəllét. məkān 
yǝˁēməruw heh Kəllét wə-məkan nǝˁāmər heh Adārit. məkān 
nǝˁāmər heh Kəllét wə-məkān nǝˁāmər heh Adārit. ənzēn? əlí śxōlōl 
b-Adārit, JAhām mərtāḥ. bə-ġāyit əl-ḥaznJA, śay yənēkaˁuw xérifho 
ˁar xaybət. 

There are two places there. One place they call Kəllét, a place 
they call Kəllét. And (another) place they call Adārit. We call 

 
29 Lit. ‘to cause to bleed’, a stock phrase for being successful when 
fishing. 
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one place Kəllét and one place Adārit. Right? Those who stayed 
at Adārit weren’t very happy. Sad to say, only a few of the dates 
had ripened. 

5. əli śxōlōl bǝ-Kəllét, Kəllét ṭaybəhJA. Kəllét tərāsJA Kəllét, ˀāxər šay. 
ˀāxər šay Kəllét. howm lə-Kəllét, híni Kəllét? howm lə-Kəllét “ˀāxər 
ˀāxər, ˀāxər lə-naxl. ˀāxər lǝ-naxl mǝn aġáwf, ˀāxər eh… l-abáṭn.” 

Those who stayed at Kəllét, Kəllét was good. Kəllét, don’t you 
know Kəllét, at the very end (of the wadi)? Kəllét is right at the 
very end (of the wadi). The name ‘Kəllét’ means what? Kəllét 
(means) ‘the very end’. The final, the final date palms. The final 
date palms at the head, at the end of eh… the wadi. 

6. (KH tǝˁēməruw heh Kəllét) nǝˁāmər hēs Kəllét, Kəllét ˀāxər. wə-
seh naxl, naxl Kəllét. bēs moh u-bēs naxl wə-ˁabú zəmān ḥawlí 
yəśxōləluw bēs. əlí šeh əníšərəJA wəla rān wəla baˁr (KH ˀáywa?) 
yəśxōləluw bēs. wə-nəśxōlō:l té yəktəmāl minēn šaˁrān. 

(KH You call it Kəllét) We call it Kəllét. Kəllét, right at the end. 
And it’s a place of (wild) date-palms, the Kəllét date palms. It 
has water and date-palms, and in the old days people used to 
stay there. Those who had livestock, either goats or camels. (KH 
Yes?) They would stay there. And we stayed right until the 
šaˁrān star-season came to an end. 

7. mǝn ektəmōl minēn šaˁrān, šxarɛḡən. šxarɛḡən etá Šweymīyə. 
(KH Šwēmyət) Šweymīyə… Šwēmyət. śxōlālən bə-Šwēmyət, 
śxōlālən ˁādən warx. ˁer wəla l-axṭōr (nə)nātax b-ilēl. ˁer wəla lə-
śwɛr̄. ˁer wəla śay, etā: ektəmōl minēn shēl. 

When the šaˁrān star-season came to an end, we left. We left 
and went to Šweymīyə. (KH Šwēmyət) Šweymīyə… Šwēmyət. 
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We stayed in Šwēmyət. We stayed (there) for a further month. 
Either we’d go down to the sea at night, to cast our nets, or 
we’d fish with hook and line. Or something (else), right until 
the shēl star-season came to an end. 

8. mǝn ektəmōl minēn shēl, warx lə-shēl ektəmōl? šuwgāśən (KH sir 
shēl, habó tǝˁēməruw: “hādəˀ...?”) “k-əl-shēl...” “əshēl ahādəˀ / wə-
ġafíḳ śūrōtən.” (KH śūrōtən) “wə-ġafíḳ śūrōtən.” ser əshēl, əshēl 
ahādəˀ. “wə-ġafíḳ śūrōtən / ser əshēl ahādəˀ.” ənšəxrāg. ənšəxrāg. 

When the shēl star-season had come to an end, when the month 
of shēl had finished? In the late afternoon we set off. (KH shēl, 
what is it you say about shēl: “Calm…?”) “At the shēl star sea-
son…” “The seas of shēl are calm / And the time of calm seas30 
is lovely.” (KH Lovely.) “And the time of calm sea is lovely.” Af-
ter shēl, the seas of shēl have calmed down. “And the time of 
calm sea is lovely / Once the seas of shēl have calmed down.” 
We left. We set off. 

9. Warx. (KH tsīruw Warx?) áha. śxōlālən bǝ-Warx. ḥōlən beh. 
śxōlālən. śxōlālən… ṣerbāt, gifgīf. śxōlālən ṣɛrbí. śxōlālən śétə. u-
ḏíkəmə ḥālətniJA. yənākaˁuw tēn ḥerbáˁtyən mǝn aġáwf, mǝn ġárbi, 
əbedw. 

(For) Warx. (KH You went to Warx?) Yes. We stayed at Warx. 
We made our home there. We stayed (there). We stayed… all 
through the ṣɛrb post-monsoon season. Through the gifgīf31 peri-

 
30 ġafíḳ ‘calm seas’: as the shēl star-season comes to an end, periods of 
calm seas and wild seas alternate. 
31 gifgīf ‘the state of the sea in between the monsoon and post-monsoon 
(ṣɛrb) seasons’. 
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od at the very end of the monsoon. We stayed there right 
through the ṣɛrb season. We stayed there throughout the winter. 
And that was how we lived. Our friends and neighbours used to 
come down to us from above, from inland, the bedouin.  

10. yəwréduw lēn (KH yḥémuw ṣayd) yḥémuw ṣayd wəla ḥāmis 
wəla ġabīr wəla ḥūt. wəla ləxām (KH áha, śay mətəwé) ˀayyJA 
mǝˁáyšə. əfəṭān? yawmət el nētḥuw baˁś,̣ ˁabú šáho həbáˁr. 
yawréduw baˁr. hǝbáˁr.       

They’d bring their animals to water them in our area. (KH They 
wanted fish.) They wanted fish or a turtle or a dolphin or a 
large fish. Or shark. (KH Yes, something to eat.) Anything to 
keep them going. I remember? One day, some of them came 
down, people with camels. They were taking camels to water. 
The camels.       

11. wə-lēlət, yawmət əl-mirād, ḥad əla yəḥélbsən həbáˁr eh… əl-
ġarbiyīn, bˁél abárr (KH yəḥēlbsən la) yəḥēlbəsən la tá tərédən 
nəhōrə, tərédən ḏ̣ar əmóh lə-Warx. təwrédən. 

And at night, on the day they watered them, no-one would milk 
the camels eh… the inland people, the people of the desert. (KH 
They wouldn’t milk them.) They wouldn’t milk them until (the 
camels) had been to water at midday, been to drink at the wa-
ter at Warx. They would drink.       

12. mǝn erādna… enḥá ber šēn xabīr, yínsən həbáˁr ḥũr aġáyg fəlān 
l-ewrōd, allāh yərḥámhəm, əfəṭānho heh bə-ḥāl Saˁd, Saˁd ber… ber 
Šərēgi. əfəṭānho, əfəṭānho wə-heh bǝ-ḥāl əNífṭəh, allāh yərḥámhəm. 

wāyidīnJA əfəṭānho, heh bǝ-ḥāl Ḥəwārīz. méken, méken, ˀabú 
méken, ˀabú ḥawlá. 
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Once they’d drunk… the news had reached us that on that day 
it was the camels of such-and-such a man which had come 
down to water. God have mercy on them! I remember them: the 
late Saˁd, Saˁd the son of… the son of Šərēgi! I remember them, 
I remember them. And the late Nífṭəh, God have mercy on 
them! I remember so many of them: the late Ḥəwārīz. Many, 
many. So many people, the people of before. 

13. wə-yewréduw. ənzēn. enḥá mǝn əmbōnih erédən. enḥá w-
əbúnyən w-əribīˁyən. tá ḏ̣ar əmóh (KH tséləbuw) nəsəlāb. w-aˁabú 
hēḳuw, hēḳuw həbáˁrho. hēḳuw, hēḳuw, hēḳuw ta: rúwyən həbáˁr. 

And they took them down to water. Right. We had already 
fetched (our) water before, we and our children and our people. 
(We were) right above the water. (KH You were waiting.) We 
were waiting. And the people came and watered, they watered 
their camels. They watered them and watered them and wa-
tered them until (all) the camels had drunk. 

14. ebrēkuw həbáˁr w-enḥá śxōlālən. yēḳaˁ aháwb əl-fāḳh əl-sāˁa. 
sāˁa? məġārə ˁaśēśwəsən wə-ḥelōbuw. wə-ḥelōbuw. əfəṭān, allāh 
yəráḥmǝh wə-yaġfúr leh! heh bǝ-ḥāl Saˁd, Saˁd Msállim (KH yēḳaˁ 
rǝḥīm, ḏíkəmə waḳtəh).  

They couched the camels and we all sat down (together). It 
might have been for about half an hour, an hour? Then they got 
them to their feet and they did the milking. And they milked 
(their camels). I remember, God have mercy on him and forgive 
him any sin! The late Saˁd, Saˁd Msállim. (KH He was a kind 
man, that one, at that time!)       
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15. ˀinnə heh rǝḥīm ḏek, ḏékəmə. yədáwwərJA ṭāsə, ṭāsə beh śxaf, 
yəḥéləb. Bāti Šīgə šeh, həbáˁrha, allāh yəráḥmǝh wə-yaġfúr leh. wə-
šeh eh… Ḳarśạ́ym yəlá, Yáḥiy. (KH šíddənə ḥad.JA) áha. (KH eh! 
ber ǝMsállim) JAərábˁa ˁādha ṣaḥḥJA? (KH ber māt) ber māt? (KH 
mm.) allāh yəráḥmah wə-yaġfúr leh! lā-illāh ˀil-allāh! 

He was indeed kind, that one. That man. He looked around for 
a small bowl, a bowl with some milk in it—it was he who was 
doing the milking. He had camels of the Bāti Šīgə bloodline, 
God have mercy on him and forgive him any sin! And he had 
eh… those Ḳarśạ́ym camels, Yáḥiy.32 (KH What a one!) Yes. (KH 
Eh, the son of Msallim!) Is the man (i.e., Yáḥiy) still alive? (KH 
He died.) He’s dead? (KH Mm.) God have mercy on him and 
forgive him any sin! There is no God but God! 

16. (KH yā xayr bun!) yā xayr… yā xayr bun! yā xayr bun, bə́ni 
Msállim! yā xayr ˀawādim!JA lā-illāh ˀil-allāh! mǝġārə yədáwwər 
láho bǝ-ṭāsə. yātJA Enṭáyfa, egīˁa, šeh sərbét. taˁbān. 

(KH What excellent sons [he left behind]!) What excellent… 
what good sons! What good sons, the children of Msállim! What 
excellent people! There is no God but God! Then he looked 
around for a bowl for them. The late Enṭáyfa, he was really 
hungry. He had a lot of young children. He was in a poor way. 

17. JAyədáwwer ləhéJA bə-ṭāsə. yǝˁāmər heh: “śxāf! aġtəbíg!JA śxāf!” 
(KH “śxāf”) wə-yəśxāf. yǝˁāmər heh: “śxāfk ˁād! śxāf! rəwí!” 
yǝˁāmər heh: “JAˁāzim náfsikJA!” wallāh fēṭəniḳ əbehəlít (KH “ˁāzim 
ˁar náfsik!”) “JAˁāzim náfsikJA!” 

 
32 The nickname of Yáḥiy. They were Janaba bedouin.  
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He looked around for a bowl for him. He said to him: “Drink 
milk! Take and drink! Drink milk!” (KH “Drink milk!”) And he 
drank the milk. He said to him: “Drink more milk! Drink milk! 
Drink your fill!” He said to him: “Go on: as much as you want 
(i.e., there’s plenty)!” By God, I remember his words! (lit. 
‘word’) (KH “Go on: just as much as you want!”) “Go on: take as 
much as you want (there is plenty)!”       

18. “JAtǝbā zāyid? ˁāzim náfsikJA!” (KH “tḥām zēyid?”) “tḥām 
zēyid? ˁāzim náfsik!” ˁamōr: “la…” ˁādho śxāfuw. ˁamōr hēmˁak 
wəla? “mǝn śxáfən enḥá w-ərəbīˁyən w-əbúnyən ˁād əlí šēn? enḥá 
ṣǝdōrən warx.” wə-yəlāk ewtəkīluw. 

“Do you want more? Go on: take as much as you want!” (KH 
“Do you want more?”) “Do you want more? Go on: take as 
much as you want!” He said: “No...” They had already drunk 
some more. He said, do you hear or not? “What we’ve drunk 
(now), ourselves, our people, our children and the others with 
us? That will last us for a month!” And those people went on 
their way. 

19. w-enḥá lə-ḥāləh ḏékəmə. u-naḳātələn. u-nənātax. u-mǝˁayšə 
(KH sīrāt) mǝˁayšə māšiyə. seh mǝˁayšə taˁbānə. yōm mǝn ḥayyām? 
yōm mǝn ḥayyām tšəghɛm̄ tēn ˁayd, tənākaˁ tēn aˁáyd. (əm)bōnis, 
ḥāwéls ˁabú. 

And as for us, that was how we lived. We fished with hook and 
line. We fished with cast nets. And that was how we survived. 
(KH Life went on.) (This) way of life continued. It was a very 
hard way of life. One day? One day, in the morning, sardines 
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arrived. The sardines reached our area. In the early days, the 
way people lived before.  

20. hes tənākaˁ ˁayd wə-yəhōmaˁwəs yənākaˁuw ˁabú. yənēkaˁuw 
əl-ḥūt wə-yənēkaˁuw ələxām wə-yənēkaˁuw aṣáyd. yōm mǝn 
ḥayyām, yǝˁēməruw hēs ‘yōm mǝn ḥayyām lə-Maˁfédət’. tšəgəhɛm̄ 
bə-ˁayd wə-ləxām. ləxām wǝ-ˁayd wə-ṭāḳa. 

When sardines arrive and they hear about it, people come. The 
large fish would come and the shark would come, and (all sorts 
of) fish would come. One day they named: ‘one day at 
Maˁfédət’.33 (On that day) sardines and shark arrived in the 
morning. Shark and sardines and ṭāḳa bluefish. 

21. (KH wə-ṭāḳa) áha. ḥad yaḳātələn wə-ḥad yə́rmīJA hēmˁak? wə-
ḥad, hēmˁak wəla, l-əmḳádərəh. šəghəmōt tēn aṭāḳa, ḏíkəmə seh, w-
aˁáyd? šowḳáˁan bēs. armēniJA. əlyūx ləbədáho. (KH rēdko bə-lyūx 
b-ərawnə).           

(KH And bluefish.) Yes. Some fished with hook and line and 
some set (gillnets), do you hear? And all (lit. ‘someone’), do you 
hear or not, did whatever they could (i.e., to catch fish). In the 
morning ṭāḳa bluefish arrived, that was what happened. And 
sardines? We got going right in amongst them. We set the gill-
nets. The gillnets got them. (KH You set the gillnets in the sea?)       

22. əlyūx rēdən báho berk ərawnə. w-abérḳˁan bə-ṭaḥḥ. ḥad 
yənātax, wə-ḥad, ḥēmˁak wəla? yaḳātələn. (KH h-aṣáyd) h-aṭāḳa. 
kels ṭāḳa. kə́llis ṭāḳa hēmˁak? wə-JAxaḏēna hāẓẓəneJA. śɛ̣ṭ̄ən h-
ərūḳətni, mǝˁáyšətni. 

 
33 The name of a shark-fishing site near Warx. 
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We set the gillnets in the sea. And we raced here and there 
along the shore. Some with cast nets, and some, do you hear or 
not, with hook and line. (KH For the fish.) For the bluefish. 
They were all bluefish. All of them were bluefish, do you hear? 
And we took whatever we could get. For something to eat, for 
survival. 

23. Khalīfa eh… šuġlJA ṭad, šuġl taˁb. ḏ̣ar ənīd. ɛ-Khalīfa, ber 
xadōmək? Khalīfa, ber aḳātələk teh? (KH la.) ber xadōmək teh? 
ah? (KH la.) ˁādək el xadōmək teh la? (KH ˁādi la.) Khalīfa, ber 
xadōmək teh! 

Khalīfa eh… one way of working—exhausting work!—on the 
goatskin. Khalīfa, have you ever done it? Khalifa, have you 
fished from one with hook and line? (KH No.) Have you done 
it? Yes? (KH No.) You’ve never done it? (KH Not yet.) Khalīfa, 
I’ve done it! 

24. u-ber syɛr̄k ḏ̣ar nīd. u-ber ḳātələk (KH la, hāḏa bers…) ah? 
(KH bers šēn) bers šíko, ahá? (KH mǝn dōlək, ˀáywa) ah, mǝn dōli 
hoh. bers šíko. áha. zēn. (KH áxlaf ġayris!) la, la, wāyid šiy.       

And I’ve gone out to sea on a goatskin. And I’ve fished with 
hook and line from it. (KH No, this is already…) What? (KH 
We’ve already done that.) You already have it, yes? (KH From 
you, yes.) Ah, from me. You’ve got it already. Yes. Right. (KH 
Turn to something else!) No, no. I’ve got lots (to say)! 

25. zēn. tēmmən b-ǝwáḳtni li enḥá beh. w-ənˁayš. w-ənˁayš. enḥá: 
eta:… bérən tēli. Khalīfa, b-ilēl, hām el šēn ḥad yǝˁíśər tēn la? 
tšuwġār əlēl ṯəbəryān. (KH wə-tślōlən aṣáyd.) wə-tślōlən aṣáyd állah 
b-il-ˁafw! (KH tślōlən aṣātər.) 
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Right. That time of ours came to an end, that time we were liv-
ing in. And we survived. And we lived. We (went on like that) 
until… we were at the end (of these early days). Khalīfa, at 
night, if we had no one waiting on shore to take our fish from 
us? The hyenas would go for them in the night! (KH And would 
take the fish.) And would take the fish, God damn them! (KH 
They’d take the whole basket!)  

26. tślōlən aṣāṭər… (KH w-aṣáyd) wəla… šēn gə́ni. wə-tślōlən lēn 
lə-ḥūtni. mǝn nəṭə́wi eh… aṣāṭər… (KH e:yh! nədəkōt béko bert 
ˁAli) tkəs aṣāṭər… aṣātər šowḳaˁāt beh bert ˁAli. hēmˁak? bert ˁAli. 
ṯəbərīn hēmˁak? ber nəgəfāt lēn… əzēn wə-šēn, kel ber śəllāt lēn! 

They’d take the whole basket… (KH And the fish.) Or… we’d 
have a sack. And they’d steal our large fish from us. When we 
came back at night (after fishing) eh… the basket… (KH Eh! 
She’d come across your stuff, the daughter of ˁAli.34) She’d find 
the basket… the basket in which they’d been put, the daughter 
of ˁAli, do you hear? ˁAli’s daughter! The hyena, do you hear? 
She’d shake and worry away at our basket (i.e., to get at the 
fish)… the good and the bad, she’d carry the lot off! 

27. ṭerḥāt tēn ḥābīṭ. “habó?” “habó?” “twōth ṯǝbərīn! twōth ṯəbərīn 
wə-ber twōt l-aṣāṭər wə-twōt… wə-śạbəṭāt… ˀin əməksōt b-aṣāṭər 
ḏíkəmə.” kélha bəḳōt la, hēmˁak? zēn. ṭɛw̄ən. 

And she’d leave us with absolutely nothing. “What?” “How?” 
“The hyena’s eaten them!” “The hyena’s eaten them and it’s 
eaten the basket! And it’s eaten… and it’s taken… everything 

 
34 ˁAli is ˁAli ber Ḥsayn, the popular nickname of the fox. 
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there was in that basket!” Not a thing was left of it, do you 
hear? Right. We’d come back at night. 

28. hes ṭɛw̄ən, hēmˁak wəla? kéddə. el fíḳiy. w-el ṣanḥ. w-el kéddə, 
xadərdār, xadūr! xádər. nəġtaśọ̄m beh. yəkūn šēn eh… wəla 
mənsūl… Khalīfa tġāribis əmənsūl? (KH aġārbis əmənsūl, ˀáywa) 
zēn. tkūn seh… (KH ḥāwərɛt̄) ḥāwərɛt̄. mǝn ˁAmān yəxēdəmwəs 
(KH áha) bˁéli ˁAmān yəxēdəmwəs (KH kínnis bišt) kínnis bišt. 

When we came back at night, do you hear or not? Living quar-
ters: no covers; no shelter; no (proper) homes. (Just) tiny caves. 
Caves! A cave. We’d curl ourselves up in a tight ball inside them 
(lit. ‘curl up knees to belly with the head tucked in’). We’d have 
with us eh… either a mənsūl thin woollen cloak… Khalifa, do 
you know the mənsūl? (KH I know it, the mənsūl, yes.) Right. It 
was… (KH Black.) Black. From Oman. They make them (there). 
(KH Yes.) The people of Oman make them. (KH It’s like a bišt 
cloak.) It’s like a bišt cloak. 

[20130404_B_B02_memories.wav (13.14)] 

6.3. Making Nets 

1. əlīx śəlwēṯ, el heh bə́tti ṯérti la. wə-hem ṯəlāṯək teh, yaḥṣōṣ wə-
yēḳaˁ ḳawí. ṯə́ləṯ yəḳáˁ dəwayl wə-ṯə́ləṯi ṯəréhi ˀīdántən. hem el 
ˁafīrōr, hūnōtəh ərawnə, w-ələxām yəffəlōt mə́nəh. hem el ˁafīrōr 
yəḳáˁ həwīn, śạˁf, wə-yəbśạ́reh ələxām u-hūnōtəh ərawnə. wə-hem 
ləbədéh ələxām wə-dōraˁ beh, yəḳáˁ śạˁf, yəbśạ́rəh wə-yəffəlōt 
mə́nəh. wə-hem dōraˁ beh, yəbáśə̣reh. 

The yarn used for the gillnet was three-ply, of three strands 
twisted together, not just of two strands. Because if you twisted 
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three strands together, it would be tight and strong. The third 
(strand) could be old (yarn) but the other two were newly 
made. If the twine became red-brown, if the sea had rotted it, 
then the sharks would avoid it. If it was red-brown it would be 
weak and friable, and the shark could (easily) break it—the sea 
had rotted it. And if a shark swum into it (i.e, the gillnet) and 
got stuck in it, it would be weak and (the shark) might break 
out of it and get away. And if it had become entangled in it, it 
would break it. 

2. əlyūx el heh waḳtən ḏénəmə la. ḥāwīl yənākaˁ ṣōṭəli u-berəh 
zāḥib w-aḳáṭn yēḳaˁ maġśɛ̣f̄. ḥāwīl əṣōṭəli bˁél ədənāwəg aġśạ̄fwəh. 
šého ˁar ṣōṭəli. aġāzəl mən ˁamān. aḳalābho xāməh ḥə́btuw. ḥāwīl 
maġśɛ̣f̄, məġārə xāməh ḥə́btuw. təṭwāh35 u-bərāmək teh lə-fxaḏ. 
ḥāwīl aġāzəl nəṭwāh. ḥāwīl śarx u-məġārə ṭēwək teh mən ṯəréh, mən 
bə́ṭṭi ṯəréh wə-awḳáˁk teh. 

The gillnets—not how it’s done nowadays. In earlier times, ṣōṭəli 
jute twine would come, ready to use. And the cotton came al-
ready plyed. Before, the boat people would already have plied 
the ṣōṭəli jute twine. They only had ṣōṭəli twine—cotton had to 
come from (northern) Oman. Place them one on top of the other 
until you have five strands. Firstly it was plyed double, then 
five strands (were plyed together). You’d twist it and roll it to 
thread on the thigh. Before, we had to twist the cotton fibre 
(i.e., ourselves) to make thread. To begin with it came as a 

 
35 təṭwāh, √ṭwy, ‘to coil the worked thread into a skein: by rolling two 
threads together at a time around the knees to make a length of 
twine’. 
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loose hank of fibre and then you’d twist it double, you’d make a 
doubled strand and set it aside. 

3. u-məġārə xadōmək tēsən mən xāməh. məġārə ṭēwək tēsən fáxərə, 
mən xāməh, kélsən ˁaśirīt. məġārə yēḳaˁ ḳabbət. məġārə bərāmək 
teh. wə hem ber beh ḥays, ḳəsōrək teh té yəḳáˁ məṯṯəlēṯ. u-məġārə 
xadōmək teh līx. əríh mən aḏābəl bǝ-faˁmək w-əríh mə́nəh bǝ-hédək. 
məġārə təġáśf̣əh lə-ṯəréh u-məġārə məṯṯəlēṯ. 

And then you’d work it to make five strands. Then you’d twist 
them together, five at a time, making ten strands in all. Then it 
was (rolled into) a ball. Then you’d roll the thread on the thigh 
(to make a tight twist). When it had a good twist in it, you’d ply 
it again, doubled over on itself, until it became triple-stranded. 
And then you’d work a gillnet with it. One end (of the twisted 
thread) would go on one side of your  big toe (lit. ‘foot’), and 
the other end you’d work with your hands. Then you’d redo it 
double, around your big toe, and then you’d treble it. 

4. ḏik mən bə́ṭṭi ṯəréh nəˁāmər ‘fərkéti’ bǝ-bṭaḥrīt. yənākaˁ ṭad u-
yēḳaˁ məṯṯəlēṯ, ṯəlāṯək teh tūliyīt. hem béreh məṯṯəlēṯ, mēṭən teh l-
aṭáwləh, yəxérəg mə́nəh ḥays. mən ġasráwwən eté gēhəmə mən śān 
yəmṭōṭ. təgíḏəb beh bǝ-ḥays: tərábṭəh bǝ-ḥābən wəla bǝ-ḥarāś.̣  

The double-stranded thread we call fərkéti in the Baṭḥari lan-
guage. It would come as a single strand but it would be made 
triple-stranded: you’d twist it to make a triple-plyed rope next. 
Once it was triple-plyed, we’d stretch it out along its full length 
to get the kinks out of it. (We’d leave it) stretched taut from the 
late afternoon until the next day. You’d stretch it out really 
hard, tying it to a rock or an acacia tree. 
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5. kə-saḥḥ yəṣābaḥ lēyən w-ewēšḳen teh wə-ḳašạ̄bən teh u-wəśáˁan. 
w-entəḳāl: tḥām ṣōn wəla tḥām śaġr? hem tḥām ṣōn xadémih ḏərɛ ̄ˁ  
wəla śebr. wə-hem tḥām śaġr, ənkáˁ bēs ser ǝšǝ̣fféy. ələxām yōkəb 
berkíh té yəxánḳah, yəlátġah. w-aśạmdēt nəwāḳˁas la berk əlyūx, 
nəfāzaˁ mən ələxām yətōh teh. 

In the morning it would have become softer and more mallea-
ble. We’d wind it around the big toe and cut it and do the knot-
ting. Then choose: do you want a ṣōn mesh-size net, or do you 
want a śaġr mesh-size net? If you want a ṣōn net, make it a 
ḏərɛ ̄ˁ 36 or a śebr length.37 And if you want a śaġr net, bring it 
from behind the elbow. The shark swim right into it (i.e., the 
mesh) and it chokes the breath out of them. It kills them. And 
as for bait, we didn’t put any in the gillnets for fear that the 
shark would just eat it (and go off). 

6. əṣōn aṭáwləs həbəˁēt wə-həbəˁēt, ḳəṭˁáti ṯérti, yəxádəm ṯənˁášər 
bāˁ. śaġr ṯəlāṯtˁášər wə-ṯəlāṯtˁášər, ḳəṭˁáti ṯérti, yəxádəm het wə-
ˁāśəri. ḳəṭáṭah ḳəṭáṭah, mən abárr, mən aġáwf eté aḳáṣiy. hem 
berəh berk ərawnə, yəltəwōṭ, yḥām yərēd beh b-ərawnə.  

The ṣōn net is seven by seven in length, two sections, making 
twelve bāˁ spans38 in all. The śaġr net is thirteen by thirteen, 
two sections, making twenty-six bāˁ spans in all. Roll it up, roll 
it up: from the shore, from the top of the shore right down to 

 
36 I.e., from the tip of the elbow to the tip of the extended middle 
finger. 
37 I.e., the span of the outspread fingers from the thumb to the little 
finger. 
38 I.e., the distance from fingertip to fingertip of the outstretched arms. 
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the waves. If he (the fisherman) was already in the sea, it would 
be already rolled up ready to set out at sea. 

7. əḳəṭáṭ ḳfēd beh b-ərawnə. wə-šōk ḥābən bēs ḳayd. het tərābaḥ 
ḏ̣ar nīd yəślōlk ˁar təġrāḳ. nōkˁak het berk ərawnə ḏ̣ar ənīd. hem 
bérek šərgí, awḳáˁk ḥābən, ḥābən ḏik śōllək tēs ḥāwílk, ḥābən 
ṯáḳələt, nawb, rəbāṭək teh beh b-əlīx. nōkˁak het baˁl ənídək ḏ̣ar 
ḳerbītəkJA, wə-tsyōr beh aṭáh.  

Take the rolled up (net) down to the sea, with a stone with a 
length of rope tied round it. You’d swim along on a goatskin 
which would keep you afloat and stop you sinking. You’d arrive 
out at sea, on top of the goatskin. Once out at sea, you’d put the 
stone, the one you’d brought with you, a heavy stone, a big one, 
you’d tie it onto the gillnet. You’d be out at sea with your goat-
skin, on your (inflated) skin, and you’d go along with it like 
that.  

8. w-ərawnə ṭəwálət, eté gizírət. té tə́ḳṣa śə́ġəlik. w-əntérəh əlīx berk 
ərawnə. u-mən awḳáˁk yingīr məšáġər ḥelōk, təwāḳaˁ ḏ̣arsən ḏ̣arāb. 
aḏ̣arāb tərábaṭs bǝ-ḳayd té tśānəh əyingīr. w-aḏ̣arāb mən aġáyśạt 
ḥádərə. 

And the sea extends far, far out: right to the island!39 (And so 
you’d proceed) until you’d finished the job. And you’d set it, the 
gillnet, in the sea. And once you’d placed another stone anchor 
there, you’d place stick (markers) on them. You’d tie the stick 
markers onto a rope so that you could see where the anchor lay. 
And the sticks were from al-Ġayḍah, to the west. 

 
39 I.e., the closest of the al-Ḥallānīyāt islands. 
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9. nəˁāmər hēs ‘kǝrēb’. nḥām aˁlēm aḏ̣arāb. wə-hem śēnən tēsən la, 
nəšáxbər ṭadīdēn: “śínko teh yingīr il heh ḏ̣árha ˁalēm?” hem beh 
kǝrēb la, yəṯíḳəd, wə-hem beh kǝrēb yəṭfōf. hes yənākaˁ ləxām, 
yəmnáˁah mən əmbóh. yəxánḳah. 

We call them kǝrēb, ‘floats’. We need the sticks as (anchor) 
markers. If we couldn’t see them, we’d ask one another: “Have 
you seen a stone anchor with markers on it?” If it (the gillnet) 
had no floats on it, it would sink right down, but if it had floats 
on it, it would float on the surface. When a shark comes along, 
it catches hold of it right here, it chokes it to death. 

[1980s BATTXT2. B17] 

6.4. The Homemade Fishhook and Using It 

1. əmismɛr̄: hem hə-ləxām, əmismɛr̄ nəṭḳōḳah lə-ḥābən, nəṭḳōḳ 
ḥadīd, ḥadídət u-bēs mənṣāb. ḥābən əmṣáˁ u-ḥadīd mən aġáwf. u-
ṭōḳḳən teh té yəḳáˁ ḳaṭán wə-nḥām heh zɛȳid la. wə-mən ṭōḳḳən teh 
mən fənānə eté yəḳáˁ ˁaráś,̣ nōkˁan bǝ-fōrə u-ḳašạ̄bən teh ḏek ˁaráś ̣
wə-xadōmən heh śạdáx.  

The large mismɛr̄ hook: if for shark, we’d beat it out on a stone. 
We’d beat some iron, a piece of iron, with something to hold it 
by (lit. ‘a handle’). We’d put the stone beneath and the piece of 
iron on top, and we’d beat away at it until it grew thin and flat 
and we didn’t need it to be any thinner or flatter. When we’d 
beaten the front part out to make it broad and flat, we’d get a 
file and file that broad flat bit down, and (then) we’d make a 
śạdáx flange or barb for it. 
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2. aśạdáx yəmānaˁ aṣáyd mən yəntífəġ wə-yaḥtərēk, məḥal lə-
gəndēwi. áwḳaˁ ḏ̣arāb bǝ-śwɛr̄ w-əgəndēwi. əgəndēwi ḥə́dəd fənānə 
wə-ḏ̣arāb w-əmbēnho ṣāfər. w-aṣáyd hes yəśān lə-ḏ̣arāb, hes 
yəlbīnōn aḏ̣arāb, yəkābəh ˁayd.  

The flange or barb holds the fish tight onto the hook, so that it 
can’t escape, so that it can’t move, just like an (imported) 
gəndēwi hook. Put pieces of wood (i.e., lures) on the line near 
the hook. After the iron hook comes the lures, and between 
them there would be (a small piece of) brass. When the fish sees 
the lures, when the lures appear pale (and moving through the 
water), the fish think it’s a sardine. 

3. ṭōnīk bēs śwɛr̄ ráḥaḳ, u-mən ḥelōk gəḏōbək bēs xaráw xaráw eté 
śǝnāts əṭōnīk. təwōts wə-aġṭāḳ bēs əḥə́dəd. əḥə́dəd b-ərawnə yəśānəh 
la, ḥāwer. yəśān ˁar ḏek elbīnōn, aḏ̣árb. əmáˁdis ˁayd. wə-yaġtāḳ 
bēs əḥə́dəd. waḳt mən awḳāt təwōt əṭōnīk eté ḥə́dəd wə-aġṭāḳ bēs. 

(I cast) the line far out for a ṭōnīk kingfish, and would then 
draw it in slowly, slowly, until the ṭōnīk caught sight of it. It 
would go for it, and the iron (hook) would stick in its (mouth). 
It would never notice the iron part in the sea: it was dark-
coloured. It would only see that pale thing, the wooden lure, 
and it would think it was a sardine. And then the iron hook 
would stick into it. Sometimes the kingfish would even swallow 
the iron part, and it would hook right into it (i.e., into its gul-
let).  

[1980s BATTXT2. B17] 
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6.5. Liming Nets  

1. ḥāwīl lōmmən, nəláḳaṭ əməḥār: ˁašfɛr̄ wə-ḥanāwəḳ, ámma 
təḳádər tśléləh. nəślōləh berk aṣāṭer u-məġārə nəsyōr té ḥarś ̣ wə-
ṯəbōrən ḏ̣arāb wə-xadōmən śeyāṭ nawbət wə-awḳáˁan əməḥār 
berkēs wə-awgādən tēs eté bəhēl. ṭeráḥan teh té yəḳṣām. wə-śōllən 
teh wə-awḳáˁan ḏ̣arāb ṭəwyāltən. xadōmən teh hes aṭáh. 

First we’d collect, we’d pick up seashells: sea-snail shells and 
conch shells, as many as you could carry. We’d put them in the 
large ṣāṭer fibre two-handled basket. Then we’d go off to an 
acacia shrub and break off some sticks and make a large fire. 
We’d put the shells in it and leave them until they were ready. 
We’d leave them to cool. Then we’d take them out and we’d put 
down long sticks. We’d do it like this with it. 

2. wə-awḳáˁan ḏ̣arsən ḥanāwəḳ wə-ḏ̣ar ḥanāwəḳ mən aġáwf 
awḳáˁan ˁādən ḏ̣arāb. wə-mǝn ḥān əriyáḥ xadōmən hes wəśạ́ˁt wə-
awḳáˁan bēs śeyāṭ. u-hes dəfərāt, ˁamərāt “rurururu”. hem heh 
bəhēl yilbīnōn, yəḳáˁ elbīnōn mékən, yəlbīnōn. u-hem el heh bəhēl 
la, yəḳáˁ ḥāwər, nīˀ, yəḳáˁ ḥāwər. heh ləbədōk ḥāwər hes ḏeh. 

And we’d put conch shells on top of them (the sticks), and then 
on top of the shells more sticks. And then we’d make a channel 
in the direction the wind was blowing, and we’d make a little 
heap of kindling and we’d light the fire there. When it was go-
ing, it would make a noise: rurururu. When they were ready 
they’d turn white. They’d be really white. They’d turn white. 
And if they were not ready, they’d be dark-coloured, still raw. 
They’d be dark-coloured. They’d look as if they were black, like 
this.           
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3. məġārə lōmmək teh berk ṣāṭer. ləḳāṭək teh u-śōllək teh b-aṣāṭər 
wə-ḏik lēltēn ṭórḥak teh. u-gēhəmə ṭōḳḳək teh eté yəḳáˁ hes ərəmīd, 
eté ləbōd hes ərəmīd. məġārə ṯɛr̄ək teh bǝ-moh, moh ḥarḳ, u-
kəmātək leh. áwḳaˁ aṣāṭer bǝ-xabbét il məknēn mən əriyáḥ lə-śān 
‘yəfhēś’. awḳáˁk tēsən berkíh ḥaṣṣ mən śān ‘yəfhēś’.  

Then I’d gather them up into a ṣāṭer basket. I’d pick them up 
and take them off in the basket. I’d leave them for those two 
nights, and then the next day I’d crush them until they were 
like fine ash, until they looked like fine ash. Then I’d soak them 
in water, hot water, and I’d cover them over.40 Put the ṣāṭer 
basket (of soaked powdered shells) into a hole in the ground, 
protected from the wind so that they can ‘boil’. I’d put (red-hot) 
stones among them so that they ‘boiled’. 

4. u-məġārə hes heh bəhēl, śōllək əlīx, əlīx ḏah li yǝmēnaˁ ələxām 
berk ərawnə. wə-hes əxarāg teh… ḥōkkək teh eté yəlbīnōn. wə-hem 
awḳáˁak teh la, yaˁfīrōr, yəlébəd ˁáfer wə-yəḏ̣āyəh ələxām wə-
yənākaˁ bǝ-śa la hem əlīx el ˁafīrōr. wə-hem ḥōkkək teh yəlbīnōn 
wə-yənākaˁ bǝ-ləxām. 

Then, when it was ready, I’d take the gillnet, that gillnet that 
traps the shark in the sea. And when I’d taken them out… I’d 
soak them to bleach them. And if I didn’t put them in that, 
they’d become red-brown, they’d turn brownish-coloured. If the 
nets turned red-brown, the shark would be able to smell them 
and the nets would catch nothing. But if I limed them, they’d 
become pale-coloured and they’d catch shark. 

[1980s BATTXT2. B17] 

 
40 √kmt, ‘to cover over with st.’, here, so that the water stayed hot and 
no wind would get in to cool the contents.  
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6.6. The ṭōnik Kingfish 

1. əṭōnīk yəxádəm hes mismɛr̄, śēnyə ḏen əmismɛr̄? hes teh. ḥāwīl 
ṭōḳḳuw teh. məġārə ˁōṣəl leh, ˁōṣəl wə-ˁōṣəl wə-ˁōṣəl leh té šəwṯōḳ, u-
nōkaˁ bǝ-śwɛr̄. wə-śwɛr̄ ˁōṣək tēs beh əmbóh bǝ-ḥadīd, u-məġārə 
mēnˁak tēs śwɛr̄ bǝ-hə́dək u-ḥadīd bǝ-hə́dək u-rēdək beh u-šáwḳaˁ 
ráḥaḳ.  

(For) the ṭōnik kingfish he’d work a nail (i.e., to make a hook). 
See this nail? One like this. First they’d beat it out. Then he’d 
tie it round and round and round and round (the stem of the 
iron hook) until it had become absolutely rigid. Then he’d fetch 
the fishing line. And the line, you’d tie it on here, with the 
ḥadīd fishhook (lit. ‘piece of iron’). And then you’d take the line 
in your hand and the iron fishhook in the (other) hand, and 
you’d cast it so that it landed far out to sea. 

2. wə-hem lēs sə́kərət u-śay riyáḥ la, yəwāḳaˁ arḥāḳ. u-məġārə 
gəḏōbək teh lə-xaráw xaráw té nəkəˁāt əṭōnīk wə-təwōt w-aġṭāḳ bēs. 
nəkəˁāt əṭōnīk wə-mənəˁāt bǝ-ḏ̣arāb, wə-ḥə́dəd ləbədēs əríhs. wə-
ḥə́dədəs yəhēmiyuw teh ‘gəndēwi’, yəhēmiyuw teh ‘məndaġ’, 
yənídəġis əmbóh, yəlátġas. 

If the sea was calm and there was no wind, it would go further 
out. Then you’d pull it in, slowly, gently, until the ṭōnik kingfish 
came and took the bait and it would be hooked. The ṭōnik king-
fish would come and grab the pieces of wood (i.e., the lure), 
and the iron fishhook would catch it on the head. And the piece 
of iron they call a gəndēwi. Or they call it a məndaġ, because it 
yənídəġ ‘it hooks into’ it (i.e., the fish) right here and kills it.  
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3. mən ḏ̣ar rih lə-ḥābən tərūd lēs śwɛr̄ wə-tənākaˁ bēs. śay mínsən 
yəlíbdis əríhs wə-tənākaˁ el mātāt, u-śay mínsən təgíḏəb wə-təˁāmər 
“rururururu”, bəśə̣rāt ərawnə, mən ḏ̣ar ərawnə mən aġáwf. eté tə́ḳṣa 
śwɛr̄. wə-mən tə́ḳṣa śwɛr̄ ḥōddək bēs. hem heh ḳarīb bǝ-ləxā nəsāfk 
tēs, wǝ-hem heh ráḥaḳ, aġṭāḳ bēs, kəlābək bēs bǝ-kəllōb. 

Standing on top of a rock, you’d make a cast for it and you’d 
bring it in. Some of them would have been struck on the head 
and would arrive dead, while some you’d have to pull in, and it 
(the kingfish) would go “rurururu” as it ploughed through the 
water (i.e., fleeing out to sea), right on the surface of the water, 
until it ran out of line. And when the line ran out, you’d pull it 
in. If it were close by, right there beneath you, you’d jerk the 
line hard (to bring it out). But if it were further out, and had 
been hooked, you’d have to pull it in with the gaff. 

4. aḥawlá, aḥawlá yəḥísəbwəs ṣādti ṯəréh. u-hes təḳášbis fáḳḥi, 
təgzɛŕs, təḳáˁ mən ṯérti. w-aḥawlá yəṭráḥuw tēs mən ṯérti. tiḳṣáṣən 
mən nxal əḏərwít mən sərānə, náḥfi ṯəréh, ḏeh naḥf u-ḏeh naḥf. 
hem ber gəzōrək tēs fáḳḥi, tənḥāfh, śəḳḳát. faḳḥ təhēdyən teh fáḳḥi 
ṯə́rti u-tənḥāf mə́nəh té sə́rəf sə́rəf.  

The first people, our ancestors, considered it to be equivalent to 
two fish. For when you divide it into two halves, you cut it in 
half, it becomes (like) two fish. Our ancestors reckoned it to be 
equivalent to two (fish). It would be cut beneath the dorsal 
hump, from behind, to make two sections, this section here and 
this section there (i.e., one half with the head, the other with 
the tail). When you’d cut it in two, you’d open (each half-fish) 
out flat, split down the middle. You’d divide this half into two 
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(further) halves and then you’d slice (each bit) up, until it was 
all slices, slice by slice. 

5. ḏeh fāliḳ el beh gawd la əmətəwéh axáṣ, axáyr sə́rfət il bēs gawd. 
əríh lə-ṭōnīk śūri, w-əḏənōb hēn ənḥá, béreh maġrēb. hes ǝrātib lə-
mǝˁāšāt il mən dōl ḥkawmət. aˁaḳáf li-ˁāmmən ənḥá. u-ḥāwīl aġáyg 
ḥad hes teh la, u-məġārə ˁayōnuw teh aˁabú. šawḳaˁāt beh ˁayn, el 
seh śūrōt la. u-maˁtēd enkuwrōd. 

This section that has no skin makes inferior eating, the section 
with the skin is the better. The head of the kingfish makes ex-
cellent eating and its tailpiece belongs to us.41 That’s a fact 
known to everyone, like a salary paid by the Government. The 
tailpiece is an inheritance from our (famous) ancestor. In the 
times before there was no-one like him, but then people grew 
envious of him and put the Evil Eye on him. He had the Evil 
Eye put on him. It was a bad thing that happened to him. And 
then (as a result), he became quite mad. 

[1980s BATTXT2. B17]  

6.7. ‘Stars’ and Fish 

1. mən kān ərəbˁiyāt,42 ṭad ḥwētəm, ‘baˁl ḳuwwét’. ṭad kēḏəb, 
əmbēn əxarifīt w-əmbēn əṣɛrbí. ˁād elḥāḳ la ḥwētəm, ḥwētəm ˁar 
mən səréh. ərə́ffə w-ərəkfēf ˁar ṭad: mēt nōkˁanə yətēwyuw mə́nsən 
wə-yəḥāsəbuw lēsən. wə-rəkətáho awárx lə-ṭāka: ṭad warx lə-rəkfēf 
wə-ṭad warx lə-ṭāka. kel aˁabú yəḳēdəmuw hēsən lə-rūgəJA, 
yəḥāsəbuw hēsən, mətəˁát.  

 
41 I.e., The Məšérma clan, the clan of the speaker. 
42 I.e., September, October, etc.  
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In between the end of the monsoon and the beginning of the 
post-monsoon autumn ṣɛrb season, there is a star-season called 
ḥwētəm, ‘The one that brings storms’. There is one called kēḏəb, 
between the monsoon and the ṣɛrb post-monsoon season, before 
the ḥwētəm star arrives: ḥwētəm comes after it. The season of 
rə́ffə43 and rəkfēf44 fish is one and the same: when they arrive, 
they (i.e., the Bǝṭāḥira) eat them. They work out when they’re 
due to arrive. And after them comes the month of the ṭāka blue-
fish: one month for the rəkfēf and one month for the ṭāka. Eve-
ryone sets off for wherever they’re to be found, to get some-
thing to eat. They calculate the time of their arrival: (they’re vi-
tal) food. 

2. ˁamōr ‘awárx lə-ṭāka’. ˁemōruw tsyōr əl-Yemən ḳəbált lə-ḥagg. w-
awárxǝs el tsyōr beh ˁādəs tsyōr b-awárxəs tkənáḥ beh. u-mən kéṯər 
lə-məsīr ḥāwīl təḳádər la təsyōr la mən śábḥas, u-məġārə hes tkānaḥ 
el ḥad yətóhs la mən axáṯəm. 

It’s called ‘The month of the ṭāka bluefish’. They say that (the 
fish) travel towards the Yemen. In the direction of the Ḥajj. And 
in the same month they go (there), on that same month they 
come back. And from all their travelling… to begin with, they 
can hardly move, they’re so fat, and then when they come back, 
no one can eat them, they’re so thin! 

3. ˁāds tsyōr lə-dīrət əl-ġatámm. tsyōr lə-hind, dīrət əl-ġatámm, 
ḥerbáˁtən ḥāwīl ‘ġatámm’. nəkəˁēš awárx lə-rəkfēf: yənākaˁ mən 

 
43 Small shoaling fish. 
44 Queenfish sp. (a carangid).   
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boh, śə́tə wə-ḳayś,̣ ˁad ərawnə hādəˀ, bēs riyáḥ la. heh ḏek šəśỵōḳ 
əbṭáḥira aḥawlá, ləbōduw ərəmɛd̄ əmbáˁdəh. 

They still have to go to the land of the Ġatámm.45 They go to 
India, the land of the Ġatámm. Our friends there used to be 
‘ġatámm’ (i.e., no-one could understand them). Then comes the 
month of rəkfēf: they come from here, winter and summer, 
while the sea is still calm and there is no wind. That was the 
hardest time for the Bǝṭāḥira in earlier times: they became weak 
and enfeebled after that (lit. ‘they became like ash’). 

[1980s BATTXT4 B.17] 

6.8. The Moray Eel 

1. ḥǝwēn? hes təwōkəb ḥedək mən śān lə-ṣəfilḥɛt̄, tḥām táxərgis, heh 
yətúhk, ḥǝwēn, yəḳášạb ḥādōtka, yəḳášạb ḥed bhaw! yaġáyr… heh 
yəgúraḥ u-bēs samm.  

The moray eel? When you put your hand down into (a crevice) 
for an abalone, to get it out, it bites you, the moray eel. It cuts 
your hands, it cuts right into your hand, my goodness! But… it 
makes a wound and it’s poisonous.  

2. u-bˁéli gizərīt ˁamōruw yətēwyuw teh. hoh śink táho bə-ˁáyni. 
ˁamōruw beh ˁarāwəḳ wə-yəxárguw tēsən u-məġārə yətēwyuw teh. 
əmə́tən beh ˁarḳ: ṭad lə-syōr b-əmə́tən əmbóh u-ṭad b-əmə́tən mən 
əmbóh.  

 
45 ġatámm, a term used by the Bəṭāḥira to describe people who ‘live at 
a distance, who are not “Arab”, and whose language is incomprehen-
sible’. 
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The people of the Jāzir plain eat it, they say. I’ve seen them do-
ing so with my own eyes! They say it has two (poison) channels 
which they remove, and then (they can) eat it. The fillet of flesh 
each side of the spine has a (poison) channel, one along here 
and one along here.  

3. enḥá nəxádəm mínəh śạmdēt wə-nəwāḳˁas bǝ-ḥadīd wə-nərūd 
beh b-ərawnə. wə-hoh ber śink teh kə-kfōr, ˁáləwi, yəṣōduw beh. 
ˁamōruw ḥāwīl edlōluw aḳáˁ, ˁar nāṣərə fēṭənək tēs la. śə́fho 
yəxádəmuw b-ərawnə, yaḳātəluw wə-yəġayɛṣ̄uw lə-śūrēn. 

We ourselves use them as bait. We put (the bait) onto a big iron 
hook and we cast it into the sea. And I’ve seen the unbelievers 
with them (i.e., moray eels), to the east: they use them to fish 
with. They say that long ago they (i.e., the unbelievers) knew 
(this) land, but now I forget how (that story) goes. But they do 
indeed know how to work the sea: they fish with hook and line 
and they dive with lines.  

[1980s BATTXT 2. B14] 

6.9. Living from the Sea Before (a) 

1. əwaḳət lə-xarifīt naˁtām bǝ-xədāwər il xadəmēsən əbɛl̄i bǝ-Mingíy 
ḏénəmə. ənhōrən nəślōl śūrēn wə-nərūd bēsən berk aḳáṣiy. w-aḳáṣiy 
elbīnōn hes ḏeh wə-nərūd serīs. śwɛr̄ təwāḳaˁ bēs śạmdēt, ḳašə̣bāt lə-
duˁéyr wəla mən śīsənāt wə-təwyōts ṣādə.  

During the monsoon season we’d spend the nights in caves, 
caves that the Lord made, in this place of Mingíy. By day we’d 
take our lines and cast them in the waves, and the (breaking) 
waves would be white like this, and we’d cast beyond them. 
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You’d put bait on the line, a piece of duˁéyr mullet or śīsənāt 
rabbitfish, and a fish would go for it.  

2. mən təwyōts aṣādə ˁamórk bēs aṭáh: gəḏōbək tēs, ˁadōlək tēs 
abárr. mən ˁamōlək bēs aṭáh, ˁādək rēdək tēs. təmmút saˁt təwyōts 
ṣādə, hem kūn əbɛl̄i yḥām hōk. áwḳˁak śạmdēt h-əgəndēwi lə-śwɛr̄ 
wə-rēdək teh wə-seh nəkəˁāt aṣādə hem əbɛl̄i yḥāms hōk. wə-
gəḏōbək tēs wə-rēdək tēs k-əribáˁts.  

When the fish had taken the bait, you’d do like this: you’d pull 
it in, you’d bring it up ashore. Once you’d done like that with it, 
you’d make another cast. After an hour or so, (another) fish 
would bite, if the Lord so willed it for you. You’d put bait on 
the hook of the line and you’d cast it, and it would approach it, 
the fish, if the Lord so willed. And you’d pull it in and throw it 
(into the hollow dug to hold caught fish) to join the other (lit. 
‘its companion’).                      

3. w-əmətəˁát l-aˁabú ˁar heh, aṣáyd. hes rēdyuw teh abárr ˁādəh 
bǝ-śwɛr̄, ləbōduw teh bǝ-ṣōwər, təṭḳōḳs l-əríhs wəla bǝ-skīn wəla bǝ-
yənbīt, škíyy, l-əríhs eté təmét. wə-təzém ḥerbáˁtka li yəḥáśẹr. tǝxrāg 
mə́nəh əgəndēwi wə-śōllək teh. 

And people had nothing but this as food, fish. Once they’d 
thrown it on the ground, while it was still on the line, they’d hit 
it with a stone. You’d knock it on the head, or (use) a knife or a 
dagger, a sword-blade, on its head until it was dead. And you’d 
give (some of) them to any close friends or family there with 
you. You’d take the hook out of it and take the fish off with 
you. 

[1980s BATTXT 2. B14] 
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6.10. Living from the Sea Before (b) 

1. ḥāwīl b-əgīˁ, hes aˁabú el gīˁuw wə-mətəwé ˁar mən aṣáyd w-
axayār lə-ṣayd ṭōnīk wə-terˁān wə-śīsənāt wə-ˁaṣāb wə-sxalét wə-
nəṭēyə wə-ˁanəḳāb wə-mékən mən əḳennōn. 

In earlier times, in the hungry times, when people were very 
hungry and there was nothing to eat but fish, the best fish were 
ṭōnīk kingfish, terˁān pompano, śīsənāt rabbitfish, ˁaṣāb emperor, 
sxalét cobia, nəṭēyə46 and ˁanəḳāb king soldier bream. And many 
of the smaller fish.  

2. terəbáḥt wǝ-ġatráwwət wə-śīrax wǝ-ˁašfɛr̄ hēsən ṭaˁm la. 
yətēwyuw tēsən aˁabú. hēsən ṭaˁm la, w-el tənāfˁan tōk ˁar aṣáyd. 
ədə́nīsJA śa la berkēsən, yəlán kélsən. aḥāmis axáyr mən ḥūt l-
ərawnə kéləh. wə-nāṣərə aˁabú yətēwyuw tēs la yaġáyr hem aḥád 
xaybət mən aḥawlá.       

Octopus, cuttlefish, spiny lobster, and sea snails have no fla-
vour. People used to eat them, but they have no taste. Only fish 
does you any good. They have no fat in them, all those others. 
The turtle is better than all the fish in the sea, but nowadays 
people don’t eat them, except one or two of the older people.       

3. əġəbēr ḥāwīl aˁabú yəbtəśéruw beh wə-nāṣərə yətēwyuw teh la. 
ḥāwīl yəˁāməruw ˁād heh b-ərawnə, yəṣˁāḳuw bˁél abárr wə-
yəˁāmeruw hého: “wə-ġəbē:r, ġəbēr! ġəbēr wə-ˁar xəbīr?!” 
yəˁāməruw bˁél abárr əġəbēr el heh sə́wi la: śay mə́nəh el ḥad 
yətóh(əh) la mən ˁasāwət, yəḳdōdəh la. wə-śay mə́nəh śūri wə-
yətēwyuw teh aˁabú. lēyən. 

 
46 Not identified. 
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As for dolphins, people used to be delighted to see them, but 
nowadays they don’t eat them. Before, the people of the coast 
used to call out to them while they were still out at sea; they’d 
call out: “Oh dolphin, dolphin! Are you a dolphin or (only) 
news of one?!” The people who live by the sea say that dolphins 
are not all the same: some of them are inedible, their flesh is 
rubbery and dry, and can’t be cut into strips and dried. But 
some have good flesh and people eat it: it’s soft and tender. 

4. śīdəfāt wə-śēnaḥt yətēwyuw tēsən nīt wə-ḥád yətábəxsən. lékən 
fɛḏ̄əḳ ḥad yətóh(əh) la nīˀ. yingēn yēḳaˁ b-ərawnə k-aˁánnət wə-
ḥāwīl yətēwyuw teh. yəṭēbəxuw teh bǝ-ṣifɛr̄i, yəfhāś sāˁat eté yəbhēl. 
wə-meyt el bəhēl yətēwyuw mə́nəh. wə-ṣəfēlaḥ yətēwyuw tēsən, 
yefhāśuw tēsən wə-yətēwyuw tēsən. wə-hem śēmək tēsən tənākˁan 
bǝ-dərēhəm kə-bˁéli śạfūr. 

The śīdəfāt sea lemon and the śēnaḥt chiton can be eaten raw, 
but some people cook them in water. But mussels are never eat-
en raw. The sea slug can be found at low tide and people used 
to eat it. They’d cook it in pots, let it boil for a long time until it 
was ready and then they’d eat it. Abalone were eaten: they’d 
cook them in water and then eat them. And if you sold them, 
they would bring money from those who live in Dhofar. 

5. əbiˁl, ḥāwīl yəstəlébuw silīb, yəlēbəduw beh. ḏeh ḳennōn ykun 
xəfīf wə-ḏeh nawb ykun ṯḳīl. wə-śay yəḳṣéṣuw beh wə-śay yərēdyuw 
beh. yəwə́kəb berk aˁyéntən lə-lyūx wə-h-əməkəḏ̣áyr w-aˁyéntən 
ˁamərɛt̄ aṭáh. yəwə́kəb əmbóh wə-yəmānˁas. 

The sawfish: people used to use them (i.e., the rostrum) as 
weapons in earlier days, they would fight one another with 
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them. This smaller kind (of rostrum) is light, but this bigger one 
is heavy. They used some of them to cut things up with, and 
some they would just throw away. (The sawfish) goes into the 
mesh of the gillnets, right into the knots, and (then) the mesh 
(lit. ‘eyes’) would go like this. It (i.e., the sawfish) would go in 
here, and (the mesh) would hold it fast. 

6. terəbáḥt: terəbáḥt yōm tksēs ḏ̣ar gəbəlīl, txərɛḡs wə-təlíbəd bēs. 
txərɛḡs wə-təmānˁas b-əríhs. u-bēs ḥādōtən təmānaˁ bōk. tələ́bdis 
ḏ̣ar gəbəlīl té təmét. yaḳāṭəluw bēs wə-yəṭēbəxwəs yōm yḥémuw 
yətēwyəwəs. yəgēldwəs əgəlādət mən aġáwf w-aḳāśaˁwəs. hem 
ḳeśəˁɛt̄, awḳaˁēs berk… ləffēs wə-awḳaˁēs berk gə́ni, wələ awḳaˁēs 
berk… ḥayállah śay. 

Octopus: when you find an octopus on rocks, you pull it out and 
you hit it. You pull it out, holding it by its head. It has (many) 
tentacles (lit. ‘arms’) with which it clings onto you. You beat it 
against a rock until it’s dead. They use it (as bait) to line-fish 
with, and they cook it in water when they want to eat it. They 
remove the outer skin and they dry (the rest). When it’s quite 
dry, put it into… roll it up and put it into a sack, or put it in-
to… into anything. 

7. ġatəráwwət: əġatəráwwət hes terəbáḥt nōbəhJA yəṭēbəxwəs. 
təgādaḥ, śay məns təgādaḥ mən ərawnə. w-aḳánnət li tkūn aháwb l-
aṭáh yənētxuw bēs əmġādəf. wə-śay yaḳātələn bēs u-śay yəṭēbəxwəs 
wə-yətēwyəwəs. aġābəs yəxɛs̄ən əməġadéft. ġatəráwwət wə-terəbáḥt: 
akṯír ġatəráwwət təxádəm ḥāwər, aġāb. yōm təgˁār ḏ̣árha məġadéft, 
xeyās, ḥāwər. 
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Cuttlefish: the cuttlefish is like the octopus, the same: they cook 
it in water. It drifts ashore, some of them drift ashore from the 
sea. And the small one of about this (size), they use cast nets to 
catch it. Some they use for line fishing and some they cook and 
eat. Its faeces foul the cast net. Cuttlefish and octopus: the cut-
tlefish produces most of the black stuff, the faeces. When a cast 
net lands on it, it fouls it and turns it black. 

[1980s BATTXT1. B17]  

6.11. Life Before for Bəṭāḥira Spending Time on the 
Plateau Above 

1. ḥāwīl nəḳáˁ… nəśxōlōl bə-gizərīt. u-waḳt śēyən, əmətəˁát xaybət, 
w-əmóh maṭḳ śa la u-heh ˁādha xaybət. nəślōl bǝ-nəyād moh ḏ̣ar 
əgəmōl wə-nəśxōwəl leh mən xāməh ḥayyām. waḳt təḳáˁan ṯérti wə-
sēn niyāb, wə-śay mən awḳāt yəślōl mən árbaˁ təḳáˁan ḳənyāntən 
wəla dəwyōl, tślōlən moh la, təṣġālən teh.  

In the early days we were to be found… we’d stay in Gizərīt, 
the Ashwaymiyah area. They were hard times: there was little 
food and no sweet water, and moreover there was very little (of 
any water). We used to go to fetch it in leather skins on cam-
el(back) and would sometimes take up to five days to do it. 
Sometimes it (i.e., the camel) could carry two skins, if they 
were large ones, and sometimes four skins, if they were small or 
old and weren’t good for carrying water because they leaked. 

2. w-ənḥá nəḳáˁ ˁalaJA ṣayd wə-ḥāməs w-əlxām, əmətəwē. wə-śxāf 
xaybət yəḳáˁ šēn. hes yəḳáˁ moh ḳarīb, nəġə́rəf mínəh bǝ-ṣḥāltən 
mən əmáˁdən. wə-hes təḳáˁ mǝḥsāt ġazírət, nəślōləh ˁar bǝ-ḳeyād, 
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nədə́ləh, əngíḏəb beh bǝ-ḳeyād. w-ədə́ləw yəḳáˁ mən nayd il nəślōl 
beh mən əmṣáˁ. 

And for food, we lived off fish, turtle and shark. We had very 
little milk. If water were close by, we would scoop it up in met-
al bowls. And if it were a deep water-scrape (i.e., a hole dug in 
a sandy flowbed), we could only get at it by using ropes: we’d 
bring it up (in a skin bucket) on ropes. The bucket was made of 
a leather bag and we’d get (the water) up from below in it. 

3. ədə́ləw lǝ-nayd nəwāḳaˁ beh ḳeyād rəbəˁāt, aṭád mən ḏābəl mən 
yəḳˁāl əmóh, wə-nərūd beh l-əmṣáˁ. fənānə nəhāḳa əgəmōl, nəwāḳaˁ 
heh mərḳī wə-nəwāḳˁah wə-nəkbōb beh moh eté yəṣúdər. əmərḳī 
təḳáˁa mən ṣifərīt nawb wə-mən śay nawb yəmānaˁ moh mékən.  

We’d attach four ropes to the (mouth of the) leather bag, one to 
each side, to stop the water spilling out, and we’d pour it out. 
First we’d water the baggage camel: we’d put down a large dish 
for it and we’d pour water into it until it had drunk its fill. The 
large dish was a metal cooking pot or any large container that 
held a lot of water. 

4. (nə)nākaˁ b-əgəmōl wə-nəbə́rkəh wə-nəzíməl leh. hem šōk zə́məl 
mékən, təxfōf l-əgəmōl mən əmóh, wə-hem šōk ˁar śay xaybət, təmə́l 
ənayd. nəghām kə-saḥḥ hes yēḳaˁ əmoh ráḥaḳ, wə-nəḳhāb ḏ̣árha eté 
ġasráwwən. hem əmḥási bēs ˁar xaybət, ḥad yəślōl fənānə wə-ḥad 
mənēn sərānə. hes yəḳáˁ əmóh ˁar xaybət, tśxōlōl eté yəgēmˁan.       

We’d bring up the camel and couch it and then load it up. If you 
had a heavy load (of other things), you’d lessen the amount of 
water. But if you had only a little baggage, you’d fill the water-
skin right up. If the water were distant, we’d set off at first light 



292 Morris 

 

and and stay by the water from noon until the afternoon. If the 
water-scrape had only a little water in it, one person would take 
it first and the others of us had (to wait and) take it after him. If 
there were only a little water, you had to wait while it (i.e., the 
waterhole) filled up again. 

5. yihərēk bǝ-kermām lə-ḳarb l-əmóh wə-nəślōl bǝ-ḥādōtyən mən 
yihərēk wə-nəwāḳaˁ bǝ-gəwēni, wə-ḏ̣ar əmóh mən aġáwf nəwāḳˁah, 
ˁəśí l-əgəmōl. hem nḥām məswāk lə-xah, ḏ̣arb mən yihərēk, 
nəḳášḅəh, ḥāwīl ˁar bǝ-ḥādōtya, wə-məġārə nəślōləh wə-nemēṯələn 
teh bǝ-skayn. yaġáyr ənḥá ḥāwīl ənxádəməh la. ˁabú báho maˁd la 
ḥāwīl, yēdaˁuw la el heh yənāfaˁ. 

Salvadora persica ‘yihərēk’ bushes grew in the mountains beside 
the water. We’d gather Salvadora material by hand and put it in 
sacks and then load it up, putting it on top of the load of water 
we were carrying: this was for the evening feed for the baggage 
camel. If we wanted a tooth-stick from the Salvadora bush, a 
stick of Salvadora, we’d cut it: first just with my hands and then 
we’d take it and whittle it to shape with a knife blade. But we 
didn’t use tooth-sticks before: the early people were fools, they 
didn’t know how useful the Salvadora bush was (for this). 

6. əgəmōl yəślōl əmóh h-əbáˁləh wə-yəślōl ḥerbáˁtha hem ḥad l-
eḳérəbho mən śān aˁabú. hes təḳáˁ ˁārān kə-ˀaynəṯ tənˁāḳan bēsən. 
aˁrān tənˁāḳan bēsən aˀáynəṯ mən ḥān tədlōlən hēsən ǝráˁi eté 
ġasráwwən té ewēgəhən bēsən hə-kéddə. yəḥéləbuw mənsēn wə-
yelġámuw hēṭārisən.  

The baggage camel carried water for its owner, who would also 
take it (i.e., water) to other members of his family and close as-
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sociates if they were nearby. If women had goats, they would 
take them out to graze. The women would herd the goats to any 
place where they knew there was grazing. Then in the after-
noon they’d bring them back home. (Then) they’d milk them 
and put the goats’ kids to suckle. 

7. wə-təwrédən tēsən ḥānāfsən wə-təḳhābən šēsən ḏ̣ar əmóh eté 
ġasráwwən, té ewēgəhən lə-kéddə. kul ḥad mə́nho yədlōl kədōtəh. 
hes ewēghək lə-kədōt mən ḏ̣ar əmóh el wərādək, u-wēṣələk e-kədōt, 
təhə́brəkḤ əgəmōl wə-təḥṭōṭ mə́nəh əzéməl li ḏ̣árha.  

And they (i.e., the women) would take them to water separate-
ly, staying with them beside the water for the hours of the 
noonday heat, and then in the afternoon they would take them 
back home. Each one (i.e., of the goats) knew its way home. 
When you got back home from the water, from where you’d 
gone to fetch water, when you reached home, you’d couch the 
camel and unload whatever it had on its back.  

8. əniyād nǝˁálḳan tēsən bǝ-ḥarś,̣ wə-yihərēk nəkbōbəh mən əgəwēni 
h-əgəmōl yaˁtēśiən teh. hem nḥām nəbˁār, nəwḥāf əgəmōl, wə-hem l-
aˁtēmən té kə-saḥḥ, nəsə́rəh bǝ-ḳayd.  

We’d hang the water-skins in acacias, and we’d tip the Salva-
dora fodder out of the sacks for the camel to have its evening 
feed. If we were going to set off again at night, we’d tether the 
camel in the couched position, but if we were going to stay 
there for the night, we’d (just) hobble it with a rope around its 
forelegs.  

9. hes əgəmōl gēhəmə šeh śa la mən əḳanām w-el ġōbbuw lə-moh, 
əbáˁləh yəśbōb śay mən kermām mən ḥān yədlōl bēsən əḳanām wə-
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yəḳúnəm. hem ˁar xaybət, yəślōləh. wə-hem mékən, yəzímələh ḏ̣ar 
əgəmōləh wəla śay mən ərəkōb eté yənākaˁ beh e-kədōt.  

If by morning there were no fodder left for the camel, or if they 
were not taking it to water every day, its owner would go up 
one or other of the mountains to where he knew fodder plants 
grew and would gather fodder. If there were only a little, he’d 
carry it (back) himself. And if there was plenty, he’d load it on 
his baggage camel or on some other riding camel to bring it 
back home. 

10. hem śa la bǝ-kermām, el kōsə śa la mən əḳanām, yəxábəṭ heh 
berk səmmét hem šeh səmmét. wə-hem šeh səmmét la, yəxábəṭ berk 
saḥt wəla śay mən axaṭḳān, yaġáyr sen təḳáˁan ḏek wáḳtən axaṭḳān 
xaybət. 

If there were nothing to be found in the mountains, if he found 
no fodder at all, he’d knock down twigs and foliage (from an 
acacia) onto a fibre mat, if he had a mat. If he had no mat, he’d 
knock the twigs and foliage down onto a length of woollen 
cloth47 or onto any piece of clothing. But in those days, there 
was very little clothing. 

11. wə-təxábəṭ ˁəśí. hem heh mékən wə-hfaḥk mínəh té kə-saḥḥ, heh 
śūri té kə-saḥḥ. wə-hem heh xaybət wə-fərāġən teh ərəkōb, təxábəṭ 
hēsən gēhəmə fśí, wə-ġasráwwən təxábəṭ hēsən ˁəśí.  

You’d knock down foliage for the evening feed (for the camel). 
If there was plenty and some was left over for the morning, it 
would still be good the next day (as fodder). But if there was 

 
47 A length of woolen cloth woven in northern Oman. 
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only a little and the riding camels had finished it all, you’d have 
to go in the morning and knock down more for their midday 
feed, and in the afternoon you’d have to go (again) and knock 
down more for their evening feed. 

12. śay mən awḳāt təḳáˁ ḥebəlēt: hem seh ḳánnət nəˁāmər hēs seyr, 
wə-hem bers nawb, nəˁāmər hēs ˁanəśạ́yt, təḳáˁ bēs ḥaṭṭāt. wə-hem 
seh ber ḳeśəˁāt, nəˁāmər hēs nəḳəśīt. yəlán həmōtən aḥawlá  
(hə-)ḥebəlēt. 

At certain times of the year, the acacia would have pods. When 
they’re tiny, we call them seyr, and when they’re larger we call 
them ˁanəśạ́yt: these have seeds inside. When they’ve dried out 
we call them nəḳəśīt.48 Those are the names our forefathers gave 
to the fruit of the acacia. 

13. šáho ˁar… yəḳúnəm mən kermām, mən aláṣaf w-ǝyihərēk. wə-
hem śa la láṣaf wə-yihərēk, yəxábəṭ mən ḥarāś.̣ wə-hem ḥarāś ̣bēs 
śa la wə-ḳanām śa la wə-ráˁi śa la, el ˁād śay ḥélət la yaġáyr ḥélət l-
əbɛl̄i. 

They only had… he’d gather fodder from the mountains, from 
the Capparis cartilaginea ‘láṣaf’ and the Salvadora persica ‘yihərēk’ 
plants. And if there were no Capparis or Salvadora plants, he’d 
beat down twigs and foliage from an acacia. And if the acacia 
had nothing, and there were no fodder plants and no grazing, 
then there was nothing further you could do, and only God 
could provide a solution! 

 
48 Dried acacia fruit lying on the ground. 
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14. baˁl ərawnə hem šeh rəkōb wə-təḳáˁnə xaybət, aḥawlā šáho 
axáybət hbɛ ̄ˁ ar yaġáyr aḥád tə́ḳaˁ šeh ṭīt wə-ḥad tə́ḳaˁ šeh ṯérti. baˁl 
ərawnə hem el ˁād šeh xabāṭ la, yəwúzəmsən ṣayd. mən kul ṣayd li 
yənākaˁ beh yəwúzəmsən mínəh.  

The man who lived beside the sea, if he possessed camels—but 
these were few in number: people had very few camels in the 
old days, except for one or other who might own a single she-
camel or might have two. The man who lived by the sea, when 
there was no longer any foliage to be gathered as fodder, would 
feed them (i.e., the camels) on fish. He’d feed them on any kind 
of fish he could catch.  

15. wə-hem el ˁād šeh ṣayd la, u-šeh ləxām ḳennōn, yǝsérfəh, 
yəwúzəmsən mínəh. wə-ḥāwīl hes nāṣərə la, mətˁát śa la mən baˁd 
əṣɛrbí. wə-śéte el ˁād yəṭˁámuw la mətˁát l-abárr yaġáyr ḥad šeh 
axáybət wə-ḥad šeh śa la ˁar ṣayd wə-śxāf. 

And if he had no more fish, but had only a small shark, he’d 
slice it up and give them some of that. The early days were not 
as it is today: after the ṣɛrb post-monsoon season there was 
nothing to eat. And in the winter months, people had not a taste 
of food from the land, unless one or other had a very little (i.e., 
still some grain left over, or wild game). Some had nothing but 
fish and milk.  

[1980s BATTXT1. B17]  
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6.12. Which Fish Make the Best Eating 

1. ṭōnīk wə-terˁān axáyr mən aṣáyd. terˁān ǝməkənéts b-aḳáˁan 
axáyr Warx mə́nho kel təḳáˁ bēs aṣāfə. wə-bˁéli Warx yənēkaˁuw 
bə-terˁān. ḥāwīl ḥayāt l-aˁabú ḥawlā ˁar mən ḥādōtho. 

ṭōnīk kingfish and terˁān pompano are the best fish of all. In our 
region the best place for terˁān pompano is at Warx where the 
ṣāfə baby mussels are to be found. The people of Warx catch 
terˁān pompano. In the early days people had to live on what 
they could get with their own hands.  

2. əduˁéyr śūri ləkān əduˁéyr yaˁzōz la, kel yətóh mən əduˁéyr yēḳaˁ 
beh həmmét la, yaˁgāb ˁar yəšīf. mǝn baˁd əduˁéyr axáyr śīsənāt, bǝ-
śīsənāt axáyr həmméts mən aṣáyd kélləh, əbáˁlis yəḳáˁ ḳəwí. 

The duˁéyr mullet is a good one, but is no respecter of persons: 
if you eat duˁéyr you have no energy, you just want to sleep all 
the time. After the duˁéyr mullet, the next best is the śīsənāt rab-
bitfish. The śīsənāt gives more vigour than any other fish: the 
man who eats it is very strong.  

3. u-mǝn báˁdis ṣayd lə-śwɛr̄: ˁaṣāb wə-xalxāl wə-rēdeḳ wə-ṯəráht 
wə-ḳəsáˁt. w-əḳənyān axayār mə́nho ˁaṣāb w-axáss mə́nho ṯəráḥt. u-
mǝn báˁdis əlxādi, w-axáss əmbáˁdis aṣāllət w-ǝrəġá wə-śərwī. yəw-
télyəh śərwī wə-zēnəb, ˁar seh axáyr əzēnəb mən śərwī. 

After that, of the line fish, come the ˁaṣāb emperor and the 
xalxāl and rēdeḳ groupers, the ṯǝráht sea bream and the ḳəsáˁt 
grouper. Of the small fish, the best is the ˁaṣāb emperor, and the 
worst is the ṯəráht sea bream. And after that the əlxādi.49 And 

 
49 Not identified. 
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the worst after that is the ṣāllət ponyfish, the rəġá trevally and 
the śərwī mackerel tuna. And following that is the zēnəb tuna, 
but the zēnəb tuna is better than the śərwī mackerel tuna.  

4. axáyr əṭōnīk mə́nho. aˁśạ́śạs hēšJA mən śān təmṣōṣ mə́nəh. w-
əríhs śūri w-aṭáˁmǝs śūri. wə-seh nawb wə-təbdōd l-aˁabú yətēwyuw 
mins hes aˁabú mékən w-el gēˁuw. mən əríhs l-ǝḏənōbs seh kéllis 
śūrōt. təbdōd l-aˁabú. 

The ṭōnīk kingfish is the best of them all: what bones for suck-
ing! And its head is excellent, with a very good flavour. Also, 
it’s very large and can be divided up among (many) people. 
When there are a lot of people and they are very hungry, they 
can all get something to eat from it. From its head to its tail, it 
is all excellent eating and it can be shared out among (many) 
people. 

5. sirīs axáyr sxalét wə-sir sxalét əbēhər. əbēhər ḏɛr̄ bēs xaybət. 
ˁamōruw əbēher lə-ḳawl l-aˁabú ḥawlá, əbēhər ṣayd l-ənəbī. axáyr 
mə́nho aˁaṣāb h-aśạft. w-axáyr śīsənāt. 

After that, the best is the sxalét cobia, and after that the bēhər 
mullet or milkfish. The bēhər has little blood, and the early peo-
ple used to say that the bēhər was the Prophet’s fish. For a wed-
ding feast the best is the ˁaṣāb emperor or the śīśənāt rabbitfish.       

6. aṣáyd el heh də́wi hǝ-máraś ̣yaġáyr aṭábaˁ lə-nəfsét: śay təḳádər 
(tə)tóh mə́nəh wə-śay təḳádər (tə)tóh mə́nəh la mən aˁalzét. hem 
heh tāmər wə-hem heh śxāf wə-hem heh ṣayd, kul təḳádər (tə)tōh 
mə́nəh. hem teṯ bīrót axáyr mən aṣáyd (tə)tóh mən ˁaṣāb wə-xōḏéyr 
wə-ṣaḳfēt: ḏek e-nəkəˁēn əlláwh. hes yəḳáˁ max yəḳáˁ śūri. 
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Fish have no medicinal virtues, it’s just a matter of personal 
taste. Some you can eat and some you can’t because they nau-
seate you. Whether it is dates or whether it is milk or whether it 
is fish, you can eat any and all of it. If a woman has recently 
given birth, the best fish for her to eat are ˁaṣāb, xōḏéyr or ṣaḳfēt 
emperors—that fish we had last night. Anything that’s fat and 
in good condition does you good.  

7. būn ələxām nəˁāmər hēsən hes təḳáˁan ḳənyān, hem seh bǝ-hēfəl 
l-aˁámmíh wəla gaˁrāt mən ḳerīb, ˁādəh beh aġarrát, nəˁāmər heh 
ˁulṣ. wə-hem heh ber aṣáyd nəˁāmer heh əbḳāl. ber aṣáyd bǝ-hēfəl l-
aˁámmíh nəhāmyən teh bəḳāl. wə-hes béreh… gaˁrōtəh aˁámmíh 
nəˁāmər heh əber lə-ṣayd ḳənnōn. ḥad yətōh(əh) la. 

Shark young when still in their mother’s belly or just born, still 
with the navel chord, we call ˁulṣ. If it’s the young of fish, we 
call them əbḳāl ‘eggs’: the young of fish still inside their mother 
are called bəḳāl ‘eggs’. When they’ve… when their mother has 
given birth to them, we call them ‘the tiny young of fish’. No-
one eats them.  

8. aṣáyd xanōf hes ˁaṣāb wə-gāmmōtən: yəwēṣyuw mə́nho aˁabú. el 
sen śūrōtən la hə-ġayg mǝn ˀaynəṯ. el ˁād yaˁśōś hə-ˀaynəṯ əbaˁlsən. 

The fish xanōf, a sea bream, is like an ˁaṣāb emperor or the var-
ious gɛm̄ catfish: people advise against eating them. They’re not 
good for a man as regards intercourse with women: the man 
who eats one can’t get an erection and go with women. 

9. hem embɛr̄e ḳənnōn axáyr śīsənāt mən aṣáyd kélləh nawb wə-
ḳənnōn. u-mǝn báˁdis axáyr əduˁéyr. ˁar seh śīsənāt bēs ḏ̣ay el heh 
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śūri la. ˁamōr ṭad ġayg  mǝn nəkəˁāt beh aˁámmíh saˁṭāt teh aṣál lə-
śīsənāt wə-yəśṛōrəh la.  

For a young child, big or small, the best of all is the śīsənāt rab-
bitfish. After that the best is the duˁéyr mullet. But the śīsənāt 
has a smell which is not very pleasant. One man told me that 
his mother, after giving birth to him, fed him on oil extracted 
from śīsənāt rabbitfish, and it did him no harm. 

10. fə-yínnisJA śīsənāt śūrōt bǝ-hēfəl lə-nawb wə-ḳənnōn. ənḥá 
ḥānāfyən kel embərwātən yətóh mən aṣáyd nəmnáˁah la. wə-bǝ-
ḥəlléy hes dəfərāt śeyāṭ máwḳˁah ḏ̣ársa wə-nəbəṣār la w-əl zéhəd il 
bēn!. 

This is because śīsənāt is good for the stomach of old or young. 
Ourselves, we let the children eat any sort of fish, we don’t stop 
them. At nighttime, when the fire was burning, we’d put (what-
ever fish we’d caught) on top of it, even though we couldn’t see 
a thing and had nothing but our own wit and skill (to guide us)! 

[1980s BATTXT2. B 17] 

6.13. Mussels       

1. fēḏeḳ? yəlāk fēḏeḳ yəṭēlaˁwǝh bǝ-ḥadīd, məsáwmər. wə-nōkaˁuw 
w-erbɛś̄ẉǝh w-ebrēkwǝh kihJA. ebrēkwǝh, ṣáffwǝh, u-nōkaˁuw bǝ-ṭad 
boh, ṭad boh, u-ṭad boh, ṭad boh tá xedōmuw méken mǝ́nǝh 
mǝsṭáḥ,50 məbṭáḥ nawb.  

 
50 məsṭáḥ usually refers to an oblong area on which sardines are laid to 
dry in a single layer.  
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Mussels? Those mussels, they’d get them off (the rocks) with a 
length of iron, with pointed rods of iron. And they’d come and 
lay them in rows. They’d lay them down (lit. ‘couch them’)51 
like this. They’d lay them down, place them in rows: they’d 
bring one and put it here, one here and one here and one here 
until they’d laid down lots of them, (making) an oblong, a large 
flat area.           

2. edfōruw leh śeyāṭ mǝn ǝmbóh mən dōl ǝrhōtho mǝn ǝmbóh… 
mǝn dōl aḳáṣiy mǝn ǝmbóh. nōkaˁuw bǝ-ḏ̣arāb xaybǝt wə-edfōruw 
śeyāṭ. wə-nōkaˁuw bǝ-śaˁr, śaˁr ḳāśaˁ, ḏ̣ar fēḏeḳ kéləh. difirōt beh 
śeyāṭ mǝn ǝmbóh wə-mǝn ǝmbóh, aḏ̣arāb tēwuw, (tə)ṭōlaˁ berík śaˁr 
wə-dēfer śaˁr kélǝh.  

They’d light a fire for them here, at the top (of the rows) here… 
at the outer edge here. They’d bring a little firewood and light a 
fire and they’d bring seaweed, dried seaweed, and lay it over 
the mussels. When the fire had caught here and here and the 
firewood had burned down (lit. ‘been eaten’), it (the fire) would 
move up into the seaweed until all the seaweed was alight. 

3. mǝn dōl tśényǝh nǝkǝˁéh śeyāṭ la, tegēlǝl leh śeyāṭ, tḥéref leh 
śeyāṭ aṭáh w-aṭáh w-aṭáh w-əl-bóh w-əl-bóh. nǝxálsa fēḏeḳ. mən 
béhəl, mātāt śeyāṭ u-béhǝl ffēḏeḳ, ˁemórk beh aṭáh bǝ-ḏ̣arb, lōmmǝk 
teh fáxərǝ mǝn ǝmbóh mǝn ǝmbóh té ləbōd fáxərǝ kiwéz. enkáˁ wə-
fḳéḳah wə-té mínəh. ṣud bǝ-ˁašfōr ˁar bǝ-ḏ̣arāb. ˁar fēḏeḳ. 

Wherever you’d see (an area) not reached by the fire, you’d 
bring some burning material on top of them (i.e., the mussels) 

 
51 The mussels are laid in a single layer on the ground and then a fire 
is lit on top of them. 
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to cook them. You’d move burning material over them like this 
and like this and like this, to here and to here. The mussels 
would be underneath. When they were ready, when the fire had 
died right down and the mussels were cooked and ready to eat, 
you’d do like this with a stick: you’d gather them together in a 
heap, bringing them in from here and here until they were all 
piled together in mounds. Come and open them up and eat! Fish 
and shellfish (were cooked) with wood: only mussels (were 
cooked like this beneath seaweed). 

[Tape Sharbithat 6 1982 SIDE A. B14] 

6.14. Using Fish and Shark-Livers for Illumination 

1. aṣálJA nəxádəm mínəh, ənṣāryən beh té nəbəṣār. nəwāḳaˁ ṣal bǝ-
ḥaḳḳát wə-nəxádəm heh ftílət lə-ḳaṭn wə-naṣāryən beh. hes aṣál 
ṣāfyət, nəślōl ġāzəl, aġāzəl nəxádəm mə́nəh əlyūx, ḳaṭn, nəxádəm 
mə́nəh aṭáh ləṭə́ṭ, txádəms ftílət wə-təwāḳˁas berk aṣál. 

We’d use fish oil for it. We’d make lighting from it so that we 
could see (in the dark). We’d put oil in a tin and make a cotton 
wick for it and we’d see by it. If the oil was pure (i.e., strained), 
we’d take some cotton—the same cotton we use to make the 
gillnets from, cotton—and we’d make a twist of it like that. 
You’d make a wick out of it and you’d put it into the oil. 

2. aṣáft lə-ləxām ġayr. aṣáft l-eṣféyk tēs u-məġārə tədṣōṣ bǝ-gōdīl lə-
śeyāṭ telbāḳs té tədəfār. wə-tədəfār eté kə-saḥḥ. u-məġārə hem śa la 
mins, təxádəm ṭīt wə-təḳáˁan hes tēs. naˁmōləh bǝ-ḳerráˁt wə-ˁəbīl. 

Shark liver oil is different. You’d purify the shark liver oil and 
then you’d poke it with a burning stick until it caught fire, until 
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it flamed up. And it would stay burning until morning. And 
then if there was none of it left, you’d make another one just 
like the first. We’d use a metal striker and a piece of flint on it 
(i.e., to light it).  

[1980s BATTXT2] 

6.15. Shark-Fishing 

1. ḥāwīl əmətˁát (nə)nākaˁ bēs ˁar bǝ-dənāwəg wə-seh ġālyət. nəślōl 
mən bāmə ləxām wə-nassāfərən beh. ḥad minēn yassāfərən əmkélli 
wə-ḥad minēn lə-swāḥil. wə-yənēkaˁuw wə-yəśyōmuw teh. ṭīt 
ḳawzərət bǝ-ṯəmənēt wə-təḳáˁan bǝ-zēyid mən ˁaśirēt. ho bˁéli tāmər 
wə-ḏirrét yəśēmyuw tēsən.  

In earlier times we could only get food by boat and it was ex-
pensive. We would take (dried) shark meat from here and set 
off to sea with it. One of us would go to Mukalla and another to 
East Africa. They’d get there and they’d sell it: a single ḳawzərət 
of dates cost eight (Maria Theresa silver thalers), and it could 
be more than ten. Those who had dates and sorghum would sell 
them.  

2. əḏirrét gə́nyət ṭeyt təwúṣəl eté arbaˁīn wə-zēyid. ḳarš fiśṣ́ẹ́t. ṭeyt, 
ləxām, yəśēmyuw tēs aḥawlā bǝ-śolṯēt wə-seh təḳáˁ nawb. wə-ṣɛrbí 
yəśēmyuw tēs seh wə-ˀaḏāntsa bǝ-rəbˁāt wə-xāməh. wə-seh kə-ḳayḏ̣ 
ˁar bǝ-śolṯēt. enḥá hes nəśə̣bāṭ mən dōl ḥerbáˁtyən il šáho śay, 
əttəgūr, yəṣɛb̄əruw lēn eté ḳayḏ̣, té tənākaˁ aˁáyd kə-ḳayḏ̣, yēḳaˁ 
bēsən ləxām.  

Sorghum, one sackful, cost up to forty (Maria Theresa thalers) 
or more. A silver thaler. The people before would sell one, a 
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single shark, for three (silver thalers), if it was a large one. In 
the ṣɛrb post-monsoon autumn season they could sell it and its 
fins for four or five (silver thalers). But in the summer they only 
got three (silver thalers) for it. As for us, when we took (food-
stuffs) from those of our people who had them, the traders, they 
would give us until the summer to pay, until the the summer 
shoals of sardine arrived, and with them, the shark. 

3. tənākaˁ el xaṭəfāt. wə-nərābaḥ lēs bǝ-niyād wə-təḳáˁan šēn əlyūx 
mən ġāzəl. ḥāwīl nəbírməh wə-nəkísrəh wə-nəwāśˁah u-məġārə yəḳáˁ 
līx wə-yənākaˁ bə-ləxām. wə-ḥad minēn yənākaˁ bə-ləxām bǝ-ḳeyūd 
mən ḏ̣ār ərəhōtən. nəxádəm heh ḥalḳát mən ḥadīd wə-nəwāḳaˁ bēs 
məḏərā mən ṣayd wə-yəḏ̣āyəh ələxām wə-yənākaˁ ləh. 

They (i.e., the sardine) would arrive and then go on past. And 
we’d swim out to them on (inflated) goatskins, taking our cot-
ton gillnets with us. First we’d twist (the cotton fibre) to thread, 
then we’d ply it, then we’d knot it, and then that would be a 
gillnet for trapping shark. And some of us fished for shark with 
ropes let down from the headlands. We’d make an iron ring for 
it and bait it with large chunks of fish. The shark would smell it 
and come to it.  

4. yənākaˁuw bǝ-mətəˁát wə-xaṭḳān wə-tāmər. ḥāwīl (nə)nākaˁ beh 
mən ərawnə wə-śōllən teh eté əmḳáwṭaˁ wə-nəḳášḅəh. naˁwēlən teh, 
aˀayḏāntən məkān w-əláxəm məkān. wə-məġārə (nə)nākaˁ bǝ-
milḥāt wə-nəmālḥah wə-dəfōnən teh bǝ-ḳáˁ eté jéhemə. raḥāśạn teh 
mən ərawnə wə-aḳśáˁan teh b-aġáwf eté ḳéśaˁ. u-śọ̄mmən teh ṭad 
ḏ̣ar ṭad. aḥád minēn yəśyōm lə-ttəgūr w-aḥád minēn yəṭráḥ lə-ṣɛrbí.  
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(These shark) would bring us food and clothing and dates. First 
we’d bring the shark up out of the sea and carry it to the cutting 
ground. We’d cut it open and gut it, putting the fins in one 
place and the (rest of the) shark in another. Then we’d fetch salt 
and we’d salt it and bury it in the ground until the next day. 
Then we’d wash it in seawater and set it to dry, high above the 
tideline, until it had dried out. Then we’d pile (the dried shark 
trunks) up, one on top of another. Some of us would sell to the 
traders and others would leave it (i.e., selling their shark) until 
the ṣɛrb post-monsoon season.  

5. əmilḥāt52 nəmēśələn teh mən axār wə-nəślōləh bǝ-ḏābəl lə-xār 
mən ḥān əḳeśəˁāt wə-nəṭráḥah té yəḳśáˁ. u-meyt el ḳēśaˁ śōllən teh. 
milḥāt mən xádər hem heh lēyən śōllən mínəh, nəḥízəf mínəh bǝ-
gə́ni. kel ḥad amá yəḳádər yəślōləh hem heh ġayg wə-hem teṯ.  

As for salt, we’d scrape it up from around the brackish lagoon 
and pile it up on a side of the lagoon where it was dry, and 
leave it to dry out. When it had dried out, we’d take it away. As 
for rock salt (lit. ‘salt from a cave’), if it was soft enough, we’d 
take it just like that, scooping it into a sack. Each would take as 
much as they could carry, man or woman. 

6. wə-hem heh lēyən la, nəślōl ḥābən wə-nəlíbəd bēs wə-nəślōləh. 
wə-hes yəḳáˁ šēn milḥāt lə-xār la, hem nōkaˁ ḏəhēb, əmūsé, w-axār 
el beh milḥāt la, nərdōd lə-xədāwər wə-nəślōl mínəh, lə-mətəˁát wəla 
lə-ləxām wə-ṣayd. 

 
52 Although milḥāt has the feminine marker (-āt), it seems to be 
regarded as grammatically masculine here. 
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And if it were not soft enough, we’d take a stone and knock it 
off (in chunks), and then carry it off. And when there was no 
salt to be had from the lagoons—if there had been a flood, rain, 
and the lagoon no longer provided salt—then we’d go back to 
the caves (for rock salt) and take that: for food or for shark and 
fish. 

[1980s BATTXT1. B14] 

6.16. Shark Fishing, Processing and Selling 

1. syɛr̄ən wə-rēdən wə-nōtxan hə-ṣayd bǝ-Mingíy u-bǝ-Śerbiṯōt u-bǝ-
Gizərēt. wə-yəbˁáruw aˁabú wə-Zifənə ˁar ber ˁamōr hého mən təḳáˁ 
ˁánnət yəbˁáruw hēs, yəslébuw aˁánnət, mən təˁɛn̄ ərawnə yəbˁáruw 
hēs wə-yənātxuw k-aˁánnət l-ərawnə. wə-yewēgəhuw lə-xədāwər wə-
yəšáˁaruw ḥalákəmə.  

We used to go and set the gillnets and cast (our) nets for fish in 
Mingíy and in Sharbithat and in Ashwaymiyah. People would 
go off in the night. And Zifena had said to them that once the 
tide was out they should go in the dark for them (i.e., fish). (He 
said) that they should wait for low tide: when the tide had gone 
right out, they should go off in the night and cast their nets at 
low tide. And they went back to their cave dwellings and spent 
the night there. 

2. wə-kə-saḥḥ yəghə́muw wə-yəsdōluw ǝlyūxho mən ələxām. wə-
fənānə bərk ərawnə ḏ̣ar nayd. ənayd yənēfxwəh u-ber nēfəxwəh 
yərēbəḥuw leh nəxál hfēlho. wə-təftōkuw mən dōl rēdko əlīx. ˁátḳəs 
aṣáyd w-ələxām bərk aˁyántən l-əlīx: śay mēyət wə-śay ṣaḥḥ. 
yəfēzaˁuw ˁar yəḳṭáṭuw leh əlyūx. yaˁtəwēnuw.  
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And in the morning they’d go off to remove the sharks one at a 
time from their gillnets. And before that they had gone out to 
sea on a goatskin. They would inflate the goatskin, and once in-
flated, they would swim out on it, placing it beneath their bel-
lies. And you’d all go out to wherever you’d set the gillnet. The 
fish and the shark would be all mixed together in the mesh of 
the nets: some dead and some alive. They would be afraid of 
wrapping the nets round it (i.e., a large shark). They would help 
one another.  

3. mēluw ḏ̣árha əlyūx mən yənṯéḳho. wə-yəġfōḳuw beh boh wə-
yəġɛś̄yuw ḏ̣árha əlyūx. wə-yəmēnaˁuw b-əḏənōbəh boh, bə-ˁaḳáf. 
wə-yərēbəḥuw beh, yḥémuw abárr. ṯəréh wəla śōṯēt. wə-hem heh 
nawb, yəśléluw teh rəbˁāt. wə-hem heh ˁamḳí, yəśléluw teh ṯəréh. 
wə-hem heh ḳennōn, yəśléləh ˁar ṭad hem heh ġayg ḳawí. hem heh 
mēyət yəḥdéduw, yəḥdéduw. śōṯēt wəla rəbˁāt, el yəmḥānho aˁabú 
la. 

They’d spread the nets over the top of it to keep it from biting 
them, and they’d bind it around tightly and cover it completely 
with nets.53 And they’d hold onto it tightly by the tail—here, at 
the tail end.54 Then they’d swim off with it, aiming for the 
beach. Two or three men. And if it was a very big shark, four 
people would tow it. And if it was a medium-sized shark, two. 
And if it was a small one, one man alone, if he was a strong 
man. If the shark was already dead, they’d pull it in, pull it in. 

 
53 Gloss: ‘especially over its mouth’. 
54 ˁaḳáf ‘tail; tail end’, only of fish or shark. 
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Three or four men. That one (i.e., a small one) caused people no 
trouble.       

4. wə-hem heh ṣaḥḥ, yəmḥānho aˁabú. aˁabú yəfēzaˁuw mə́nəh 
yətého. yərábəṭwəh b-aˁyāntən b-əḏənōb əmbóh b-aˁámḳah. b-əríh 
ḏ̣ar aˁarwét l-ənayd. hes əl-hūri, ġaláḳi, hes yəsyōr aṭáh. u-tərábəṭ 
lēs hes hūri ḏ̣árha əríh lə-ləxām. yərēbəḥuw beh wə-yədēfərwəh 
ənayd hes ḏ̣árha ələxām.  

But if it were still alive, it caused them trouble alright! They 
were terrified that it would bite them. They would tie it up in 
the mesh of the nets, around its tail here and around its middle. 
And its head was placed on top of the ropes that join the legs of 
the goatskin together. As if it (i.e., the inflated goatskin) were a 
dugout canoe. Look! Like when it (i.e., a dugout) goes along 
like this. And you’d tie the shark’s head onto it (i.e., the goat-
skin) just as (you’d tie it onto) a dugout canoe, a dugout with 
the head of a shark on top of it. They’d swim off with it and 
they’d push along in front of them the goatskin bearing the 
weight of the shark. 

5. heh b-əlyūx yəḳṭáṭuw leh ələxām. fǝˁēmka, tərābaḥ, tərífs bēsən 
mən sərānə eté tədíḳəm abárr. mən tədíḳəm abárr təgḏāb b-aˁyāntən 
l-əlyūx tá ṭaḥḥ, l-aġáwf b-abárr. wə-dəfōnwəh té ġasəráww. 
dəfōnwəh bǝ-ṯə́rət, mən əyōm ḥfōruw heh. ḥfōruw heh wə-áwḳaˁuw 
ələxām bərk xabbét il ḥfōrwəs wə-dəfōnuw leh abáṭḥ. əyōm 
yəxyōsh. 

They’d have wrapped the shark up in the gillnets. Your feet, 
you’d swim, you’d kick out with them behind you until you 
reached the shore. When you reached the shore, you’d drag the 
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nets by their mesh up onto the beach, onto dry land. They 
would bury it (the shark) and leave it there until the afternoon. 
They’d bury it in the wet sand. They’d dig a hole for it to keep 
it out of the sun. They’d dig a hole for it and put the shark in 
the hole they’d dug and they’d cover it with sand. The sun 
would spoil it.       

6. wə-ġasəráww ftēkwəh wə-ftēkwəh skīn wə-ftēkwəh ḥaśərīm, wə-
bérho hōnnuw sskin. wə-ḳašạ̄buw ḥāwīl əríh u-məġārə ḳašạ̄buw 
aˀayḏéntən. u-məġārə naxāt aḳām u-śərəxéh wə-məlḥēs hem šeh 
milḥāt lə-gəbəlīl u-šeh milḥāt lə-xar. wə-šeh axáyr əmilḥāt lə-xar, 
təwṯāḳ ətə́wi, təḳáˁan beh təwˁāl la. yəxayōr il milḥāt mékən beh, l-
awṯāḳ teh. u-śạ́təməh wə-ṭárḥah té kə-saḥḥ.   

And in the evening they’d take it out and they’d take a knife or 
a flint (and they would have sharpened the knife already). First 
they’d cut off the head and then they’d cut off the fins. Then 
he’d cut out the aḳām55 material and then he’d score (the flesh) 
in lines and salt it. Either with rock salt, if he had it, or with 
salt from the lagoon. And the best is salt from the lagoon: it 
makes the flesh strong and hard, and it won’t become maggoty. 
It’s better if there’s plenty of salt on to really toughen it and 
make it hard. And (then) he’d fold it over on itself and leave it 
until the next morning.  

 
55 aḳām (root uncertain): in a shark, blackish matter beneath the 
cartilage. Described as ‘like old blood’, it runs from the chest to the 
tail. It is cut into pieces, cooked and eaten and is said to be very good. 
Possibly aḳām is another term for ˁōmid (see footnote 8), ‘the coiled 
sperm ducts of the mature male shark’. 
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7. mən kə-saḥḥ ḳəlēb leh bǝ-milḥāt u-mən ḥelōk áḳśaˁah, ṭǝráḥah b-
əyōm. mən yəḳśáˁ yəṣmōm, yəzbōr. ḥfōr xabbét ḏ̣ársa ṣəwɛr̄ wə-śaˁr. 
ḥāwīl ḏ̣ar ələxām śaˁr mən yəlḥáḳah nədéˀ, wə-ḏ̣ar śaˁr ṣəwɛr̄ mən 
śān el yətōh teh la kəlōb. śaˁr l-ǝrawnə ḥāwər. wə-ṭəráḥ axabbét ġa-
zírət. áwḳaˁ śaˁr nəxálsən. 

In the morning put (more) salt on it and then set it to dry. 
Leave it out in the sun. As it dries, it becomes hard and stiff. Dig 
a (big) hole with stones and seaweed (on the bottom). First 
seaweed on top of the shark to protect it from dew; then, on top 
of the seaweed, stones to keep the wolves from eating it. Black 
seaweed from the sea. And make the hole good and deep. Put a 
layer of seaweed beneath them (i.e., the stones). 

8. u-məġārə áwḳaˁ ələxām. eté bers məlyōt. u-ḏ̣ar ələxām śaˁr u-
mən ḏ̣ar śaˁr áwḳaˁ ḥawbōn u-mən ḏ̣ar ḥawbōn rāṣəl, ḥawbōn 
ḳánnətən, rāṣəl. ḥawbōn niyāb u-nəxálsən arāṣəl u-ḏeh śābkənə. 
aˁabú ḏek wáḳtən yəḳáˁ lého ḳayś ̣ hes aṭánəmə, u-mən baˁdəh 
xarifīt. yətɛr̄ḥwəh xarf56 wə-yəśxəléluw xarf w-əté ṣɛrbí. hes yəḳáˁ 
ṣɛrbí w-ədənāwəg ber xaṭāfnə. 

And then put in the shark, until it (i.e., the hole) is filled up. 
And on top of the shark, seaweed, and on top of the seaweed, 
stones, and on top of the stones, (a layer of) pebbles: tiny 
stones, pebbles and gravel. Large stones and beneath them peb-
bles and gravel: these together would make a close-packed layer 
with no gaps. It would be summer for people at that time, just 
as it is now. And after that comes the monsoon. They’d leave 
them there throughout the monsoon. They (i.e., the shark 

 
56 More commonly xarifīt. 
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trunks) would stay there for the whole of the monsoon until the 
post-monsoon ṣɛrb season arrived; when it was the ṣɛrb season 
and the trade boats would be sailing past.  

9. ḏek waḳtən nōkaˁuw aˁabú yəśtémuw ləxām. nōkaˁuw bǝ-tāmər, 
bǝ-kiswét, b-irīz. laxm ṭad bǝ-ḳírši ṯəréh. ḥāwīl ənawb mən ḳírši wə-
faḳḥ, ələxām ənawb yənākaˁ… ələxām el heh síwe la: baˁś ̣ nawb 
wə-baˁś ̣mə́nho ˁamḳí wə-heh kel ṭad bǝ-ṯə́mənəh, ənawb bǝ-mékən 
w-əḳennōn bǝ-xaybət w-aˁamḳí b-aˁámḳ. ˁōdwəh kērəgət ˁāśəri, 
yǝˁēməruw hēs kērəgət. ṭawr b-arbaˁīn, ṭawr bǝ-sittīn. 

At that time people would arrive to buy shark. They’d bring 
dates, clothing, rice. One shark would fetch two silver thalers. 
In the old days a big one used to fetch two and a half silver tha-
lers, a large shark would fetch… shark are not all the same: 
some are big, some medium-sized, and each one has its own 
price. The big one would fetch a lot, the small one a little, and 
the medium-sized one a medium price. They reckoned a kērəgət 
at twenty dried shark: they used to call that a kērəgət. Some-
times that would fetch forty silver thalers, sometimes sixty. 

10. ḳarš ḥāwīl fəśṣ́ạ́t. el heh riyālko la, ḏeh. ḏeh nōkaˁuw beh ˁar 
nāṣərə. mən nōkaˁ riyāl ḏek, ḏek heh šíko… ḥāwīl ˁar fəśṣ́ạ́t. əriyāl 
ḏeh biš axáyr mə́nho kel. nōkaˁuw fśạ̄l k-aˁabú w-aˁabú kélho 
tēgəruw, eté ˀaynəṯ. ˁēməlnǝ e-ṭīt máġəfaś ̣ u-kel ṭīt buk ˁaməlāt. 
ḥāwīl ġayg šeh ˁāśəri, axayār šeh miyōti ṯə́rti wəla miyōt. wə-ḥad 
yəwāfə ədaynəh w-əmətəwé. wə-ḏékəmə il ˁatēśyuw teh wəla fēśyuw 
beh. 

The thaler before was a silver coin, not this riyāl of yours, this 
one here. They’ve only introduced this one recently. Once that 
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(kind of) riyāl arrived, that kind which you have… before there 
was only silver coinage. This (new) riyāl is the best of all (the 
currencies). It’s brought people plenty: everyone has become 
rich—even women! Each woman has a bundle of money, and 
each woman has a wallet (for her money). In earlier times a 
man might have twenty silver thalers, and the very best of them 
might have two hundred or a hundred. And some only enough 
to cover his debts and (the cost of) his food. And that is what 
they had (to manage on) for their midday and evening meal. 

11. aḥád mə́nho yəṭáˁam mətəˁát la ġayr aṣáyd lə-mġadéft. mət 
ˁānāt, ˁašfɛr̄, śīdəfāt, ḥəwēn, ṣəfəlḥāt, zikt, yingēn, yəlák kel 
əntóhsən mən ərawnə. wə-śīnəḥāt. ḥədḥēd hes nḥām náxərgəh 
ənṭáˁam teh. heh ḥāwər w-yəṭēbəḳ b-əgəbəlīl. nəníḳfh w-əntēwyən 
teh. wə-ṭad mən yətóh mə́nəh yəḳáˁ axáh mən ləbənēt hes ḏeh 
məġārə yəḳáˁ ˁāfər. ˁāfər. 

Some people never tasted anything but the fish caught in a cast 
net. When the tide was out (there were) sea snails, sea lemons, 
Moray eels, abalone, rock oysters, sea slugs—all those we used 
to eat, from the sea. And chitons. The ḥədḥēd sea urchin: when 
we wanted to, we’d get it out (of cracks and crevices) and eat it. 
It’s black and it sticks onto the rocks. We’d hook it out and eat 
it. And when some eat it, their mouth, from being white like 
this? Then turns red. Really red. 

12. wə-nəkəˁāts ḏek, aˁállət, təkrīz. təkrīz hes əribáˁah, ˁar yəlán 
beh məṭōˁan la, bēs śkaˁ la. aˁašfɛr̄ hes təḳáˁ ərawnə ˁánnət əntóh 
mən ˁašfɛr̄. wə-śinš yəlán bedw? el ˁād šého mətəˁát la ḥāwīl. 
yətēwyuw ˁar mən dōl ənḥá, mən mətəˁát l-ərawnə. šého śa la ˁar 
aˁrānho wə-xaṯm. bǝ-ḥelléy hes tənātax b-əməġadéft, yəlíbdək 
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əgibəlīl boh. u-mən tšə́bdi tēn, ġaláḳi! u-mən šəḳwēyuw, syɛr̄uw 
mənēn. 

And then we come to the—what’s its name?—the təkərīz sea ur-
chin. The təkərīz sea urchin is like the other (urchin), but it has 
no spines, no thorns. The shellfish: when the tide was right out, 
we’d eat shellfish. And see these bedouin? Well, in the days be-
fore, they had no food. They’d eat from what we had managed 
to get, from the food the sea provided. They had nothing but 
their goats, and they were very thin. At night, when you cast 
your net, the rocks would get you here. And if you think we’re 
lying, just take a look! And when they (i.e., the bedouin) had 
got their strength back, they would leave us. 

[1980s BATTXT4. B17] 

6.17. The līx Gillnet 

1. əlīx yəwēśaˁwəh aˁabú minnākJA mən ədəbáy. taḳāsǝrwǝnəh wə-
təḥyōswənəh wə-təwēśaˁwənəh kərāxīn. yənōkaˁ mən ḥelōk zāhibJA. 
lōk ˁar təwāḳaˁ beh ḳayd wə-təwāḳaˁ beh kerīb. yəwāḳaˁuw ˁar 
ˀəbōn. ˀəbōn mən ədəśámmət. wə-yallāh, berk ərawnə.  

The gillnet was knotted by people over there, in Dubai. The fac-
tories57 would ply the thread, twist and knot it. The (net) would 
reach us from over there, all ready to use: all you had to do was 
to add rope and floats. They’d put on stones (i.e., as weights), 
stones from the limestone pavement. And then, by God, into the 
sea with it! 

 
57 kərāxīn ‘factories’ seems to be treated here as a sort of feminine 
plural. 
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2. ṯēbəruw ədəśámmət heh aˁabú wə-yəwēḳaˁwəs beh mən śān 
yəṯəḳād b-ərawnə. ˀəbōn ləbōd aḳáˁ u-mǝn aġáwf təṭfōfən bǝ-kerīb. 
yənākaˁ ələxām mən əmbóh wə-yəwōkəb beh. yəwēkaˁuw beh yingīr 
lə-ḥadīd, yəmānaˁ aḳáˁ. u-mǝn ḏ̣irs yəˁēməluw gərāyə. 

People would break up the limestone for it and attach (pieces) 
to (one edge) of it (i.e., the net) so that it would sink right 
down in the sea. The stones would fall to the bottom, and (the 
other edge) would float on the surface, (suspended) by the 
floats. The shark would come from here (i.e., the open sea) and 
swim into it (i.e., the net). They’d put an iron anchor on it that 
would keep it held down at the bottom. And on top they’d put 
markers (of ownership).  

3. yənākaˁ ǝləxām wə-fənṭāwət wə-biˁl wə-… ḥūt kel. ṭad mən śān 
əṭōnīk wə-ṭad mən śān ələxām, ˁayéntən nawb mən śān ələxām, wə-
ˁayéntən ḳenyántən mən śān əṭōnīk. ṭad ‘līx’ wə-ṭad ‘milšáġət’ mən 
śān ələxām. 

The shark would come, and the fənṭāwət ray and the sawfish 
and… all sorts of big fish! (There was) one (gillnet) for the ṭōnīk 
kingfish, and one for the shark: of large mesh size for the shark 
and of smaller mesh size for the kingfish. One was called līx, 
and one was called milšáġət, for the shark. 

4. nəḳṭōṭ əlyūx. əríh yəsyūr aṭáh b-ɛmíh58 w-ənḥá nərābaḥ ḏ̣ar nid, 
ˁar heh mənfáx, əníd yəštíḳuw mə́nəh. nərábṭah bǝ-rigəlét lə-fənānə, 
nərábəṭ əníd bóh wə-bóh té yaˁzīz ələxām mən ərawnə. w-ənḥá 
nədyúrJA mən séríh wə-nərābaḥ.  

 
58 This is more Śḥerɛt̄ than Bəṭaḥrēt. 
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We’d roll the nets up. The top end would go like this, in the wa-
ter, and we’d swim out on a skin, but it would be inflated. The 
(same) skin they used to drink from. We’d tie it (i.e., the goat 
skin) to a loop at the front: we’d tie the goatskin here and here 
so that it would keep the shark up on the surface of the sea (i.e., 
keep it afloat). And we’d go round behind it (i.e., the shark), 
and we’d swim off (with it).  

5. əlġāyəJA ənḥá nərābaḥ eté yəṣáḥḥ abárr. ber b-abárr, gōrruw tēn 
ḥerbáˁtyən té barr. ber b-abárr enēḳṯən əlīx wə-bəlāḳən teh mə́nəh. 
wə-nəsīrən59 beh l-ərawnə wə-rəḥāśə̣n teh. u-məġārə gōrrən teh 
yəḳśáˁ. 

Anyway, we’d keep swimming until we were close to the shore. 
Once we were close to the shore, our companions would pull us 
in to the beach. When we’d reached the beach, we’d clear the 
net and untangle it (i.e., the shark) from it. Then we’d take it to 
the sea and wash it clean. Then we’d drag it up (the beach) to 
dry out.       

6. ḥfōrən heh xabbét, məġārə dəfōnən teh mən əyōm, mən əyōm 
təlḥáḳah. té ġasəráww. ġasəráww rēdən b-əlyūx ərawnə, awgāśən 
tého b-ərawnə w-atxāfən. mǝn əntáxf ˁawēlən ələxām bǝ-skīn u-
mōlḥan teh bǝ-milḥāt. 

We’d dig a hole for it and then we’d bury it to protect it from 
the heat of the sun, so that the sun couldn’t reach it. Until the 
afternoon. In the afternoon we’d set the nets (again) out at sea. 
We’d set them in the afternoon and we’d come back (to shore) 

 
59 Unusual form. 
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in the early evening. Once we were back, we’d gut and cut up 
the shark with a knife, and we’d salt it.   

7. wə-nǝˁāmər heh ‘əríh’, il heh šérgi nǝˁāmər heh ‘əríh’. wə-kel heh 
məwássəṭJA nǝˁāmər heh ‘aˁámḳ’, wə-kel heh sərānə nǝˁāmər heh 
‘əmḏéyyəl’JA. əḳənyān nǝˁāmər hēsən ṣownāt, w-əniyāb nǝˁāmər 
hēsən śġūr, əlyūx lə-ḳaṭn. ḏen həmōtsən əlyūx lə-ḳaṭn il hēmyuw 
tēsən aḥawlá. 

And we called it ‘the head’: that (part of the) gillnet furthest out 
to sea we called ‘the head’. And the part in the middle we called 
‘the middle’, and then everything behind (i.e, getting ever closer 
to the shore) we called ‘the tailpiece’. The smaller nets we 
called ṣownāt, and the larger nets we called śġūr, the gillnets 
made of cotton. These are the names of the cotton gillnets given 
by the people who came before us.  

[1980s BATTXT 1. B14] 

6.18. Shark Attacks 

1. ɛ-ġíti, enḥá nəkdūd berk ərawnə w-ərawnə kēfərət ˀaṣləh, w-el 
yēdˁan la el heh ḥalāl wəla ḥarām. enḥá nəkdūd w-ələxām yǝˁāmər 
aṭáh berk aˁáyd. əmūsé gōrr əbəṭḥá ḏen əlbóh u-gərréh berk ərawnə 
w-ərawnə ləbədāt taˁrīt márra, təbəṣār śa la. u-rōbḥan ḏ̣ar anād 
naġəlét.  

My sister, we used to labour hard in the sea. And the sea is a 
godless unbeliever in origin, and we don’t know whether it is 
ḥarām or ḥalāl. We used to work away while the shark were like 
that among the sardines! The rains had washed the sand and 
soil right down to here, had washed it right into the sea, and 
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the sea had become really cloudy from all the silt, and you 
could see nothing. And we swam out on the skins and they were 
new and still exuding moisture. 

2. w-əmbɛr̄ə hes allāh ḳáddər leh, əmbɛr̄ə la, ber śeb. rōbaḥ ḏ̣ar 
hēfəl lə-ləxām, nǝˁāmər heh ‘gəśɛr̄’. wə-heh guwwét wə-śef ləxām 
JAḏ̣āləm mərsūl lehJA. ḏ̣āyə əgəśɛr̄ ḏik əguwwét. ḏ̣āyəh ələxām, ḏ̣āyəh 
ələxām, u-nōkaˁ mərsūl leh. w-əmbɛr̄ə ḳarīb, ḳarīb liy hoh, arḥāḳ 
mən ḏeh la. yēdˁak la eté nəkəˁāt wə-ˁamərɛt̄ beh sərmāx b-ərawnə 
w-əmbɛr̄ə yəḳáˁ JAgāmtēn hābəṭJA. wə-heh l-ebṭóh la. 

And there was a boy, as God decreed—no, not a boy, he was al-
ready a young man. He swam out on the (inflated) stomach of a 
shark. We call it gəśɛr̄. And it smelled bad. And what should 
happen but a terrible shark was sent (i.e., decreed by God) to 
him. It smelled the bad smell of that inflated shark stomach. 
The shark smelled it. The shark smelled it and came, sent (by 
God) to him. And the boy was nearby, close to me, no further 
away than this. I knew nothing at all until it (i.e., the shark) 
had arrived and there were splashings and thrashings as it 
dragged the boy down into the sea (to a depth) the height of 
two men! It didn’t take long. 

3. w-ələxām śəriyéh w-əlḥaḳéh ḳáˁ u-fəkkéh əmṣáˁ u-ṭōlaˁ liy 
əmbɛr̄ə. erōṭaḥ hēfələh ḏeh kéləh wə-herəkīt ḏin kéləs. u-fǝṣəléh faˁm 
u-hēfəl u-ḳašạ̄b aˁárḳ əl-ə́ḳḥəl. u-mən təḳəšạ̄b aˁárḳ əl-ə́ḳḥəl təmét. 
rōṭaḥ ḏen aṭáh u-rōṭaḥ ḏen aṭáh. hərəkīt ˁāds śay məśébəh. amá 
tǝ́wi lə-fˁēm eróṭḥah la. 

The shark took him by the skin and dragged him down to the 
bottom. It let go of him down there and the boy came to the 
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surface, right beside me. All this stomach of his was gashed, and 
this hip too. It had severed his leg from his stomach and had cut 
through the ˁarḳ əl-ə́ḳḥəl (lit. ‘the root of the eggs’), the main 
blood vessel. Once the ˁarḳ əl-ə́ḳḥəl is severed, you die. It had 
slashed this like that and slashed this like that. The hip was still 
something like (a hip), and as for the flesh of the legs, it hadn’t 
slashed that.       

4. el ṭōlaˁuw mə́nəh əmˁuwiyān mən əmbóh, ṭōlaˁuw mən əmbóh 
aˁánət. enḥá bˁél ǝdɛr̄tən enḥá ġatámm, el ḥad syɛr̄ la k-aˁabú 
ḥarrāmīyəJA, b-el śínən la əlátəġ lə-yənēbiJA wəla əmnēdəḳ. aˁabú 
bədōd, fxíḏət, erkūn mən bəddét ṭīt. el heh mən bəddétən ənḥá. 
xāṭək teh bǝ-hābaˁ ˀəbāri. 

His intestines had extruded from here, they had come out a bit 
from here. We in our area knew nothing:60 none of us had gone 
off with others to reive, nor had we witnessed any killing with 
daggers or guns. People were divided into subtribes, clans, fami-
ly groups of a single clan. He (the young man attacked by the 
shark) was not of our subtribe. I sewed him up with seven 
stitches (lit. ‘needles’). 

5. l-əḥáwləs nəkəˁāt aˁáyd w-aġáyg ḏek yədlōl aḳáˁ. śtəllāt əlyūx u-
bérəh xarifīt, u-məkān el heh məkān śūri. śạḳ. xāṭəmən əlyūx, kel 
yəxáṭəm əlyūxah. baˁś ̣ mə́nho ġaṣəbátho ərawnə əlyūxho u-baˁś ̣
gərāfuw məns. eté ġamədāt əyōm. mékən.  

At the same time the next year, the sardines arrived as usual, 
and that man (i.e., another man sitting with the speaker) knows 

 
60 ġatámm: see footnote 44 above.   
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the place. The gillnets had been lifted out (i.e., for the last 
time), for the monsoon season was already starting. And it 
wasn’t a good place: it was constricted (i.e., with no room for 
manoeuvre). We had tied the gillnets together in a long line, 
each person had tied on his own nets. The (wild) seas had 
washed away the nets of some of them, and others were (al-
ready) dragging their nets out of the sea. Until the sun set. 
(There were) lots (of shark).  

6. hēb l-aġáyg ḏen təwōth əlbóh bǝġáyr ḏen məkān. yəḳáˁ ḥašḅáˁ lə-
fǝˁēm ḳerfədātsən mən ḥānə təwōtsən ələxām, b-aˁárḳ. u-baˁś ̣mə́nho 
mərəṭātho əlyūx il yəˁáyšuwJA bého. baˁś ̣mə́nho təwōtho əmbóh, ˁar 
ətíh el ḳašə̣bāth la. aġáyg edēwiyən teh w-əlyūx txɛr̄gən mən 
ərawnə. wə-nəkəˁāt ləxámi ṯəréh, b-əbēḳi aṭláˁuw teh la. kéləh ġāb. 
u-gəḏōbən məns ḏih. 

The father of this man (i.e., another man sitting with the speak-
er) was bitten here, as well as in this place. (His) toes were left 
curling the wrong way up from where the shark bit them, biting 
right through the tendon. They (i.e., shark) had gone right 
through and out the other side of some of their gillnets, the nets 
that were their livelihood. They (i.e., shark) had attacked some 
of them here, but the flesh was not sheared off. We treated the 
man and the nets were taken out of the sea. Two shark were got 
out (i.e., out of the gillnets) but they didn’t manage to get the 
rest up (out of the nets): they were all lost. Out of (all of) them 
we only managed to drag this one out.  

7. ġasráwwən yəḳáˁ beh əbēˁat lə-ˀalf. ġasráwwən. wə-ḏik əl-
ˁasərīyəJA nəgḏēb hawb əl-ḳaymət ˀalf. wə-xarifīt ˁatəmyōt lēn, w-el 
ˁād exrɛḡən məns la. ṭōlˁan əlyūx wə-kel śay wə-axxərēfən. bˁél 
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aˁrān ṭōlaˁuw əl-ḥerbáˁtho u-bˁél ərawnə axxərēfuw lə-ṣayd. 
yənātxuw heh hēn amá šého mən mətəˁát. 

In the afternoon there could have been a sale worth a thousand 
in it (i.e., in this cove). In the afternoon. And that night we 
could have pulled out about a thousand’s worth (of shark). But 
the monsoon was making it impossible for us to go out to sea 
and we could no longer take anything out of it. We brought the 
nets and everything up (i.e., to the shore) and moved off to our 
monsoon quarters. Those who had goats went up to their people 
(in the desert plateau above), and the sea people went to their 
monsoon quarters for (monsoon season) fishing. They worked 
with their cast nets to get anything edible for us.       

[1980s BATTXT4. B17] 

6.19. When Sālim Yəḥēš Was Attacked by a Shark 

1. ḥāwīl ˁabú fīḳōr. el ˁād šáho śa la yaġáyr ˁarān, u-bˁél ərawnə 
mətwého mə́nəh: ˁašfór wə-ṣəfəlḥāt wə-śədəḥāt wə-zikt. w-əl-waḳt 
māhūb. wə-tənkáˁan ˁayd yəfréruw berkēs wə-yətēwyuw məns 
ələxām. yəġléḳuw ləxām w-ələxām yəśōmwəh mətəˁát, yəġléḳuw 
mətəˁát bǝ-ṯǝmōn ələxām: aˀayḏāntsa wə-ttíhs.  

Earlier, people were very poor. They owned nothing but a (few) 
goats, and those who lived by the sea ate from it: shellfish and 
abalone and chitons and rock oysters. And they were hard 
times. The sardines might come, and, flying among them and 
feeding on them, the shark. People used to look for a shark to 
sell in exchange for food. They’d buy something to eat with the 
money they got for the shark: their fins and their (dried, salted) 
flesh.  



 Harvesting the Sea among the Bəṭāḥira 321 

2. hes śényuw aˁáyd šəghəmōtho u-berkēs ələxām, ˁamōruw: “enḥá 
ənśēm ḥānāfyən mən śān lə-mətəˁát!” gəhēmən, fōrrən kélən. ṭad 
dərāg šey, Yəḥēš, Sālim Yəḥēš. ənḥá bˁél əgawd, bˁél ənīd, ḏen 
yəštíḳuw mə́nəh. Yəḥēš yədərāgJA šiy hoh. yəkūn nawb wə-nərābaḥ 
ḏ̣árha məḥál ˁabərét əl-hūri wə́lə sáṭṭərə ḏih.  

When they saw the sardines had arrived in the morning, and 
amongst them the shark, they said: “We’d sell our very selves 
for something to eat!” We all set off, we hurried down (to the 
shore), all of us. One man went with me, Yəḥēš, Sālim Yəḥēš. 
We were people who used a skin (to swim on), people who used 
a goatskin, the one that people used to drink from. Yəḥēš came 
out with me. It (the goatskin) was a big one and we swam out 
on it (together), in place of a dugout canoe or this boat with an 
engine (i.e., of today). 

3. rōbḥan. hes wēṣələn aˁáyd, ənkós teh ələxām yəˁāmər aṭáh ḏ̣ar 
aˁáyd mən aġáwf. mān yḥām yərūd b-aˁámrəh bə́rkih? wə-ho 
ələxām yōbJA əbˁáyr əl-ḥayJA, yḥām yətóh aˁabú, beh ḏehən la. əlīx 
ləbīd. rōdən b-əlīx b-ərawnə. wə-hes yēḳaˁ béhəl ələxām, yəṯíḳəd, 
yəṭfōf la. wə-hes yēḳa béhəl ələxām la, yəṭfōf.   

We swam out. When we reached the sardines, we found them 
(i.e., the shark) going about amongst them like this, above the 
shoal of sardines. Who would (willingly) fling himself in 
amongst that lot? And they were shark as huge and terrifying as 
a camel stallion in rut that goes for people, out of its mind! The 
gillnet had been struck (i.e., by shark). We had set the gillnet in 
the sea. When shark are ready (i.e., have stopped breathing), 
they would sink down, they would no longer float. And when 
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shark were not yet ready (i.e., were still alive), they would float 
on the surface. 

4. śay ménəh ṯḳayl u-śay ménəh yəṭáwlaˁ aġáwf. hoh līx ṭad 
yəṭáwlaˁ aġáwf ḳarīb u-hoh nōkˁak yəˁálləm allāh hoh nōkˁak mən 
əmbóh. hoh nōkˁak təwáthe wə-Yəḥēš yənākaˁ mən əmbóh. ġātbərən 
ḥalákəmə. ˁamōrən: “hə́ni śawr? wə-JAhēš anáẓrJA?” nəktəlōṯ bǝ-
ḥānāfyən. əmətəlē heh b-ǝġīb61 w-ənḥá kənḥētən mən ərazḳ, mən 
nəlḥāḳ ḥūt.  

Some of them are heavy, and some rise up to the surface. One 
of my nets had been brought to the surface. It was nearby and I 
approached it, God alone knows whether I approached from 
here (or from elsewhere). I went towards it and Yəḥēš was com-
ing from over here. We met up out there and we said: “What 
should we do now? What’s the plan?” We spoke to one another. 
Finally he said we should leave it: we should go back (to the 
shore), leaving what God had given us, not trying to catch the 
large creature.       

5. “axáyr aḥśəmét. axáyr əgiməlét.” axáyr šāmánk teh, əšāmānəh 
mən əġarɛ ́ l-aˁabú məġārə. gəḏōbən, gəḏōbən, gəḏōbən, ṭabbēn 
əlyūx. gəḏōbən teh eté aṭláˁan teh. hes el aṭláˁan teh, fˁēm məniˁāt 
leh əmbóh, məmnáˁt mən əmbóh. hínə śawr? tərā yin meyh b-əl-ḥūt 
mā śay ərḥáməh. ḥūt JAmā yərḥāmJA. mēyit wə-yḥām yəmét ˁar bǝ-
ḥad, fālək xayr mən allāh!  

(I said:) “Better we should respect (what God has sent us). Bet-
ter we should complete (what we have started).” Better I had 

 
61 Unusual form, possibly < Arabic verbal noun ġayb, ‘withdrawal’. 
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done as he had advised, that I had listened to him, rather than 
worry about what people might say afterwards. We pulled and 
pulled and pulled, rolling up the nets as we went. We pulled 
away at it until we had brought it up to the surface. When we 
had got it up, (his) legs were seized (i.e., by the shark) here, 
they were grabbed right here. What to do? You see, huge fish 
have no compassion. Huge fish have no mercy: even though in 
the throes of death itself, it wants to take someone to their 
death with it, may God send you good fortune!           

6. wə-hoh taˁbān mən əyéhədJA. aġáyg ḏek beh tih. ˁamōrən: “habó 
naˁmāl?” mēnaˁ tiy sāˁat. axárgən ḏ̣arāb mən aḏ̣arāb l-əlyūx w-
ewēkəb tēsən b-axáh, axáh lə-ləxām, əmbēn ələxām w-əmbēnəh. hes 
eté áwḳaˁ bēs aḏ̣árb aṭákəmə, mənəˁāt axáyr, akṯīr. ˁamórk hoh: 
“axáyr nəmānˁas b-aˁyāntsa.” wə-hes mēnˁan aˁyāntsa, ˁamərāt 
aṭáh: ḥāwīl el ˁeḳəśạ̄t tiy u-məġārə ftḥāt axáhs.   

And I was exhausted from all the exertion. That man with me 
was stout (lit. ‘had flesh’). We said: “What shall we do?” He 
held on to me for a while. We took out some of the sticks from 
the gillnets and I put them inside the shark’s mouth, between 
the shark and him (i.e, Yǝḥēš). When the stick was placed like 
that, the shark just held on all the more, gripped even tighter. I 
said: “Better to grab it by its eyes!” When we grabbed it by the 
eyes, it went like this: first it threshed madly around me and 
then it opened its mouth. 

7. seh el təwōth lə-faˁməh. hes ftḥāt axáhs, naxɛr̄gən tēs. nḥāmh 
yəmét b-abárr mən ərawnə. ˁamōlən la hes táho, ˁaməlét l-ərábˁah. 
JAəlēn əndárr abárr.JA ˁamōr: “sēddə aˁámri u-gəhām ḥānēf.” mən 
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ṣaḥḥ l-abárr, mənəˁātha ṭād, mənəˁātha bāmə, fālək xayr. bǝ-
faˁməh, wə-tfālxas aṭá wə-txádməs śəmráx.  

It had got him by the leg. When it opened its jaws, we got it 
(i.e., the leg) out. We would rather he (i.e., Sālim Yəḥēš) died 
on land rather than out at sea. We didn’t do as those others did 
with their companion.62 (And so we swam along with him) until 
we reached the shore. He said: “I can manage by myself,” and 
he went along on his own. When he had reached the shore safe-
ly, another shark grabbed him, it took hold of him here, may 
you meet with good fortune! By the leg. And it split his leg right 
open like that, and tore the flesh to tatters.       

8. xadəmāt śəmráx ṭad aṭáh wə-seh śəmərxāt la. mən šərxáth, mən 
ṭaˁmɛt̄ əḏɛr̄, bələḳāt. aġáyg həbJA ráxməh, aġáyg JAḥábbət ərīḥJA. ag-
dáḥ aˁámrəh l-abárr. sḥébwəh aˁabú w-edēwyuw ḏek. 

It shred the flesh in one leg like that, but it (i.e., the other leg) 
was undamaged. Once it had split open his leg, once it had tast-
ed blood, it let go. The man was no weakling (lit. ‘he was no 
vulture’), the man was a hero! He got himself from the sea to 
land. People pulled him out and they treated that man.   

[1980s BATTXT1. B17] 

6.20. Turtle Fishing       

1. ḥāməs: hes aġayāg yəxádəmuw hēs śwɛr̄ u-ḥadīd wə-raṣṣēn. 
ḥadīd aˁḳār mən ḏeh. ənxarér ḳáṭən u-mən əmbóh beh ḥadīd hes 

 
62 Another story, in which the companions of a severely injured man 
were too appalled at the sight to do anything for him, but just sat and 
watched him die.  
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kəllāb mən yəbtə́ləḳ. el mənəˁéh. u-yəḳáˁuw hes ləbbōdi əbə́ndəḳ. 
yərūd beh śə́nyə lǝ-ˁayn mən ḥān lə-śānǝ ḥāməs. wə-hem śənóh 
ḥāməs la, yərūd beh la. wáḳət hes təḳáˁ ráḥaḳ u-wáḳət hes təḳáˁ 
nəxálka. 

Turtle: when the men (wanted to catch) a turtle, they’d make a 
line for it with a large iron hook and sinker weights. The iron 
hook was bigger than this; the tip was fine and here there’d be a 
piece of iron, (hooked) like a gaff, to stop it (i.e., turtle) slipping 
off and getting away. It held it tightly on. They (the turtle fish-
ermen) would be like a good shot with a gun. He’d make a cast 
for it, by eye, to wherever the turtle had been seen. And if he 
didn’t see a turtle he wouldn’t make a cast for it. Sometimes it 
would be far out, and sometimes it would be right there, be-
neath you. 

2. mən ḏ̣ar əgəbəlīl bēs ḳayd mən sərānə u-yaġṭāḳ bǝ-ḥāməs u-
yaḥāwələn bēs mən ḏ̣ār əgəbəlīl eté yáwṣələs barr. yəḳáˁ šeh ˁabú 
hes yəḳášə̣buw tēs bǝ-skīn wə-yəhtēdyuw tēs. u-kel ḥad mə́nho yəślēl 
hēmənəh bǝ-ṣāṭər wǝ-šuwgōś lə-kədōt.  

On top of the cliff there’d be a(nother) length of rope behind, 
and he’d hook the turtle and then manoeuvre it along the 
clifftop (lit. ‘mountain’) until he got it close to shore. He would 
have (other) people with him to help him cut it up with a knife 
and share it out. Each one would take his share in a ṣāṭər basket 
and in the late afternoon would go off home.  

3. bēs təkədí mékən ṯḳeyāl u-nəḥāsəb hēs təwṣāl aḳáˁ. hem bēs 
təkədí ṯḳeyāl wə-nəḥāsəb hēs təwṣāl aḳáˁ, hes yərūd bēs yəsyōr 
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ráḥaḳ. u-hem bēs təkədí ṯḳeyāl la, xafīf, tərəḥāḳ la. u-təzhérs mən 
təxtə́rəṭ u-mən təġɛf̄ mən aḥāməs.  

It (the turtle line) had many heavy sinker weights, and we’d 
judge it (the cast) so that it would reach the bottom. If it had 
heavy sinker weights, and we’d judged correctly (i.e., that the 
weights would be heavy enough) to reach the bottom, when he 
made his cast it would go a great distance. But if it didn’t have 
heavy sinker weights but was light in weight, then it wouldn’t 
go far. And you’d try and judge it (i.e., the cast) just right so 
that it didn’t slip off (i.e., so that the hook didn’t just pass over 
the carapace but lodged directly in the flesh of the turtle), nor 
drift away from the turtle.  

4. hes šuwḳaˁāt yǝˁāmər bēs aṭáh eté ḥadīd yaġṭāḳ b-aḥāməs. hem 
gōrrək teh bǝ-ḥays heh yaġṭāḳ bēs, wə-hem gōrrək tēs bǝ-ḥays la, 
yaġṭāḳ bēs la, yəntífəġ məns wə-het tšˁār əl-xalí. hem el ˁād šōk 
taww la, aḥāməs fərədāt. ḥad mə́nho yəgíḏəb məns mən śhəlēṯ, ḥad 
mə́nho mən ṯə́rti…  

Once it (i.e., the hook) had landed, he’d do like this with it (i.e., 
give it a hard tug) to lodge the hook firmly lodged in the turtle. 
If you jerked it hard when you hooked the turtle (that would be 
fine), but if you didn’t give it a good jerk when you hooked it, it 
wouldn’t get properly lodged (in the turtle) but would slip out, 
and you’d spend the night empty-bellied! If it didn’t go well 
with you, the turtle would swim off and get away. Some of 
them would pull in three (turtles), some two…  

5. u-šaxbérəh, her aġáh, ˁamōr: “habó hes təġyōṣ lēs?” hes nəġyōṣ 
lēs, ḥad mə́nho šého nād u-šého ḳayd mən sərānə. u-baˁś ̣ mə́nho 
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yəgyōṣuw tēs mən fənānə. ḥāwīl nəślōl ḳayd ṭawīl, śwɛr̄ ġaláśə̣t. u-
nəxádəm bēs ḥadīd hes gəndēwi ġálaś,̣ wə-nəsyōr. wə-šēn nād u-
nəsyōr nəxál kərmām mən ḥān nədlōl aḥāməs. 

And he asked him, his brother, he said: “How did it go when 
you dived for it?” When we dived for it, some of them had goat-
skins and a length of rope behind. Some of them would dive 
down in front of it. First we’d take a good length of rope, a 
good stout line. And we’d use a large iron hook for it, like a 
thick gəndēwi fish hook, and we’d set off. We’d have goatskins 
with us, and we’d set off (i.e., swimming) beneath the cliffs to 
where we knew turtles were to be found. 

6. u-hem ənśānəs təgyōṣ wə-tənfōf, enḥá nəḳtérə məns mən tśān tēn. 
nōfxan anād u-rəbāṭən bēsən əríh lə-śəwrɛn̄. u-ġāṣ lēs ṭad minēn, kel 
il heh zə́rəf. u-nōkaˁ mən sərānə wə-seh el ġāṣāt. hem nōkaˁ mən 
fənēs tśānəh wə-tfə́rəd. u-hem nōkaˁ mən gamb, tśānəh wə-tfə́rəd. 
yaġáyr hem heh mən sərēs, mən ser əḏnōbs eté yəwəṣāls.  

And if we saw one diving down and coming up to breathe, we’d 
hide from it so it couldn’t see us. We’d inflate the goatskins and 
tie one end of the line to them. One of us would dive down for 
it, whoever was the most expert. Once it had dived down, he’d 
come at it from behind. If he were to come at it from the front, 
it would see him and swim off. And if he were to come at it 
from one side or other, it would see him and swim off. (It only 
works) if he comes at it from behind, from behind its tail, until 
he’s right up close to it.  

7. el ġāṣ b-ərawnə eté yaġṭāḳ bēs. hem aġṭōk bēs mən sərānə, mən 
ḥāl fˁēm, mən dōl fˁēm, el ˁād tšmānaˁ la mən ḳəwwéts. wə-hem 
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aġtōḳ bēs b-aġāṯəs wə-ḳə́rəb lə-hed, seh tšmānaˁ taww, w-el ˁād bēs 
bār la. mən taġtāḳ bēs wə-tfə́rəd, mōnaˁuw ḳayd bˁél anād eté 
egdéḥuw tēs abárr w-aḳérfəduw tēs. sərbaḳāt ḥādōtsa. təntəsēmən 
hes bənēdəm.  

He’d dive right down into the sea to put the hook in. If he 
hooked it from behind, by its back flippers, by the back flippers, 
it would be is impossible to control, it’s too strong. But if he 
hooked it in the neck, or close to a front flipper, it could be 
managed, it would no longer have all its strength. Once you’d 
hooked it and it swam off, those on the inflated goatskins would 
hold the line tight (i.e., the one attached to the inflated skins) 
until they had managed to pull it up onto the beach and turn it 
upside down. It would kick out and thrash around with its flip-
pers. It breathes in and out, just like a human being.  

8. ḳašạ̄bən tēs, ḳāṭˁan tēs, ḳātˁan tēs xayr śarr. bēs ṭad fəlkát nəxál 
faˁm, u-nəšwét nəxál hed, u-ġarrát b-aġáwf mənsēn kélsən. u-
məˁuwyān u-tə́wi u-śabḥ, ḥāṣəṣ lə-fəlkát, u-ṭad mərgēn bərk 
əmˁuwyān. her bəḳāl ḥfōrən, ḥfōrən hēs gāmətJA. u-təḳáˁ məsə́lət la, 
yəḳáˁ ḥaṣṣ. məġamṣōt. təġmāṣ bənēdən mən aṭáwləs. 

We’d cut it up. We’d cut away at it. We’d cut away at it, for bet-
ter or worse. It has fat in the upper thighs and buttocks, be-
neath the back flippers, in the breast area beneath the front 
flippers, and in the belly above everything else (i.e., viewed 
from upside down: the turtle would be lying on its back). And 
intestines and meat and fat: the ḥāṣəṣ fat of the upper thighs 
and buttocks, and another kind of fat called mərgēn, in and 
around the intestines. For eggs, we’d dig down. We’d dig down 
a man’s height for them. And it (the site of the eggs) wouldn’t 
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be in the soft floor of a flow bed, it would be in hard stony 
ground. Concealed. Deep enough down to conceal a person. 

9. ˁalāḳən śeyāṭ u-áwḳaˁan bēs ḥaṣṣ. u-hem śeyāṭ dəfərāt la, lēs əri-
yáḥ la, nəślōl mən śábḥas u-nəlíbəd bes ḥaṣṣ bərk śeyāṭ. tədífər té 
təmə́rət. áwḳaˁan bēs śabḥ, áwḳaˁan bēs tih eté el mēləˀ baˁl 
əmaśḅít. tēwən mə́nəh wə-áwḳaˁan mə́nəh. wə-ḳəsyɛr̄, ḏen il 
yǝˁēməruw heh ‘ḳəsyɛr̄’, aḳśáˁan mə́nəh. ḏen ḳǝsyɛr̄ yəḳáˁan mən 
tə́wi, el heh śabḥ la. śay mən śábḥ nəmílḥah, yəḳśáˁ, məmláḥ, w-
əntóh mə́nəh lə-ḳəsyɛr̄. 

We’d light a fire and we’d put stones in it. And if the fire didn’t 
catch, if there wasn’t enough wind for it, we’d take some of its 
fat and throw it on the stones that were in the fire, and then the 
fire would catch (and burn) until (the stones) were red hot. 
We’d put fat on top of them and we’d put meat on top of them 
until the stone bed of the roasting site was filled full. We’d eat 
some of it, and some of it we’d set aside (for later). And the 
ropes of meat cut up small, this they call ḳəsyɛr̄, some of it we’d 
dry. This ḳəsyɛr̄ was of meat (only), there wasn’t any fat. Some 
of the fat we’d salt: it would be dried and salted, and we’d eat 
bits of it with the ḳəsyɛr̄ meat. 

10. məlḥāt əgəbəlīl, mən kərmām məḳáwṭaˁ beh. bǝ-kərmām yəḳáˁ 
xádər beh məlḥāt, śay mən xadāwər yədlə́luw teh aˁabú. śábḥ l-
ebhəlōth milḥāt. hem l-ebhəlōt la yəxyōs, yəḳáˁ bēs tuwˁāl wə-tərūd 
beh. mən ṯɛr̄ən teh ḳašạ̄bən teh. xadōmən mə́nəh ṭǝwyāl hes ḏeh, hes 
ḏeh, ḳəsyɛr̄, ḳəsyɛr̄, wə-aḳśáˁan teh. 

(We’d use) rock salt from the mountains, cut out of the moun-
tains. In the mountains there might be a cave with salt inside, 
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certain caves that people know about. Salt preserves fat. If it’s 
not preserved in this way, it goes off, becomes all maggots and 
grubs and you have to throw it away. Once we’d washed it (i.e., 
the meat, in sea water), we’d cut it up. We’d make it into long 
(strips) like this, like this: ḳəsyɛr̄ ropes of meat, ḳəsyɛr̄ ropes of 
meat. And we’d dry it. 

11. syōrən h-əbɛd̄iyə u-mən nəgyáˁ tēwən mə́nəh ḏen ḳəsyɛr̄ fənānə. 
u-məġārə ḳašạ̄bən mən śabḥ u-tēwən mə́nəh məḳəṣāt məḳəṣāt. 
“əḳəsəyɛr̄ maṭḳ hem šeh aġáh!” ḥəbāt lə-hēfəl wə-ḳeśərāt lə-ṭádaˁ. 
ḥāwə təgə́rfəh bǝ-skīn. w-əntōh(əh). śūri. 

We’d go to the desert areas above and when we were hungry 
we’d eat some of it. This ḳəsyɛr̄ dried meat to start with, and 
then we’d cut some pieces of the (dried) fat and we’d eat it, 
chunk by chunk. “The ropes of meat are very sweet if they have 
their brother (i.e., fat) with them!” The ḥəbāt is the plastron 
shell of the belly and the ḳeśərāt is the carapace shell of the 
back. The ḥāwə tissue that joins the top to the bottom shell 
you’d scrape off with a knife. We used to eat it. It’s very good.  

[1980s BATTXT4. B17]  

6.21. Turtle Fishing Equipment and the Turtle 

1. heh əlīx məstōt, ġálaś,̣ mən śān yəḳáˁ ḳəwí. het bəṭāwəṭ. u-beh 
ḥə́dəd u-təkədí. śay beh ḥə́dəd əmbóh u-śay beh əmbóh. wə-hes 
ǝnśān ḥāməs b-ərawnə nəfḥāt, nərūd beh lēs u-naġṭāḳ bēs. baˁl 
ḥāmis il yaġṭāḳ bēs hes ələbbādi lə-búnduḳ: mən yəśān aḥāmis 
yaġṭāḳ bēs.  
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The gillnet was made of six-stranded (twine), thick, so that it 
was really strong. Six strands. And it had an iron hook and a 
sinker weight. Some put the hook here and some put it here. 
When we’d see a turtle in the sea coming up to breathe, we’d 
cast the line at it to hook it. The turtle fisherman who hooks a 
turtle is like the man who is a good shot with a gun: as soon as 
he sees the turtle, he gets the hook straight into it. 

2. ḥāwīl heh yəśbōb ḏ̣ar kermām wə-yəġálaḳ hēs. hes śənyēs 
yəxádəm ḥas la, seh tfǝ́rəd mən thāmaˁ ḥas l-aˁabú. yəxítəlis té 
yaġṭāḳ bēs. wə-ḥāmis hēs mǝḥal il yaġṭāḳuw beh. u-mən ḥān śənyēs 
bǝ-ḥalāl, rədóh lēs bǝ-śūrɛn̄. wə-hes seh nəfḥāt, heh aġṭāḳ bēs bǝ-
ḥays, rədóh bǝ-ḥə́dəd bǝ-śūrēn hēs seh nəfḥāt wə-heh giḏəbíh aˁánət 
aˁánət eté śənyíh ber wēṣəl aġāṯyəs.  

To begin with, he’d climb a cliff above the sea and look for one. 
When he saw it he’d make no sound—it swims off if it hears a 
human voice. He’d creep up on it until he was able to hook it—
a turtle has a (certain) place where they’d (try to) hook it. 
When he saw one in clear water, he’d cast for it with the lines. 
When it came up to breathe, he’d cast with all his strength. He’d 
cast the hook and the lines when it came up to breathe and then 
he’d pull in the line bit by bit, bit by bit, until he saw that it 
(i.e., a hook) had reached its neck. 

3. mən yaġṭāḳ bēs yaḥāwələn bēs eté tṣál abárr. eṣəlāt abárr, ḥāwīl 
hes b-ərawnə, yənākaˁ bēs ṭad, u-hes əwṣəlōt abárr, təḳáˁ ṯḳálət wə-
tenēwəḥan tōk bǝ-ḥādōtsa wə-fˁēmsa. ˁar ho yeḳerfédwəs: aṭádˁas 
yəḳáˁ əmṣáˁ wǝ-hēfəlis b-aġáwf. tenēwəḥan la, təḳádər la. yəmnáˁuw 
tēs aˁabú bǝ-ḥādōtsa wə-yəgréruw tēs eté taˁtə́zz mən ərawnə. mən 
ḥān təlḥōḳ ərawnə yəḳášə̣buw tēs la, mən əḏɛr̄ yəxīsən ərawnə. 
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Once he’d hooked it, he’d move it along until it was close to the 
shore. Once it had reached the shore—to begin with, when it 
was in the sea, it would be light, and a single man could man-
age it. But once it was on the land, it was very heavy and it 
would struggle and go for you with its front and back flippers. 
But they would turn it upside down: its back to the ground and 
its belly uppermost. Then it wouldn’t struggle any more—it 
couldn’t. People would take hold of it by the front flippers and 
drag it up the beach until it was well clear of the sea. They’d 
never butcher it within reach of the sea because the blood 
would pollute the sea (i.e., and bring bad luck). 

4. śabḥ lə-fˁēm yəhēmyuw teh ‘fílək’ wǝ-śabḥ lə-ḥādōtən yəhēmyuw 
teh ‘ənišwāt’. wǝ-śabḥ lə-hēfəl yəhēmyuw teh ‘əġarrát’. w-ǝmˁuwyān 
ṭad mə́nho yəhēmyuw teh ‘əġálaḏ̣’, mən ḥān axayār. wə-ṭad mə́nho 
yəhēmyuw teh ‘rə́ḳaḳ’. wǝ-śábḥ il bǝ-məˁuwyān yəhēmyuw teh 
‘ərə́bś’.  

The fat around the back legs is called fílək, and that around the 
front flippers is called nišwāt. The fat of the belly is ġarrát. And 
of the intestines, one kind is called ġálaḏ̣, ‘the stout’, and that’s 
the best kind. And the other is called rə́ḳəḳ, ‘the slender’. And 
the fat of the intestines is called rəbś. 

5. ǝḏābəlis boh mən ḥān yəḳášə̣buw teh bǝ-skin yəhēmyuw teh 
ḥāwə. wə-ḥādōtən wə-fˁēm yəhēmyuw tēsən ‘əṭəlāfīġ lə-ḥāmis’ w-
‘əśə̣fāwər lə-ḥāmis’. əttə́wi il berk əríhs yəhēmyuw teh ‘əśə̣fēyər l-
əríh’. əmaˁmáˁs yənāfaˁ la, wǝ-šəbdíts ḥad yətóhs la, yərēdyuw bēs 
aˁabú. wǝ-kə́li yətēwyuw tēs wəla heh śūri la. ḳeśərə́ts ḥāwīl aˁabú 
yəśléluw tēs hes təḳáˁ ḳəśəˁēt wə-awḳáˁwas ḏ̣ar əmóh wə-yəskébuw 
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bēs ḥamóhM l-aˁrān wə-hbɛ ̄ˁ ar. ḥəbāt lə-hēfəl yərēdyuw bēs, tənāfaˁ 
la. 

The rim here, where they’d cut it open with a knife, they call 
the ḥāwə,63 and the front and back flippers are called the ṭəlāfīġ 
of the turtle, or the śə̣fāwər, ‘the claws’ of the turtle. The meat 
of the head they call the śə̣fēyər l-əríh, ‘the plaits of the head’.64 
Its brain is no good, and no-one eats the liver, people throw it 
away. The kidneys are eaten, but they aren’t very good. People 
used to take the carapace once it had dried out and put it above 
a water(ing place) and pour water into it for the goats and the 
camels. The plastron bottom shell is no good for anything, peo-
ple throw it away.  

6. wə-hem bēs bəḳāl yəṭbáxuw tēs bǝ-ṣifərīyit w-əṣifərīyit bēs moh. 
wə-yəwāḳaˁuw tēs ḏ̣ar śeyāṭ w-əṣifərīyit təfhēś eté bəhēl. yḥām sáˁti 
ṯérti. hes bəhēl ehtēdyuw tēsən. wə-fḳāśən. axrāgən əḳəśyɛr̄ əlébən 
wə-tēwyən ḏek axayār. aḥád yəśṛórəh w-aḥád yəśṛórəh la. 

And if it had eggs inside, they’d cook these in a pot of water. 
They’d put it on the fire and the pot would boil away until the 
eggs were cooked and ready to eat. They need about two hours. 
When they were ready, they’d share them out. We’d crack them 
open. We’d remove the white skins on top and eat the good bits 
(inside). They make some people ill, but others are fine. 

[1980s BATTXT2. B17] 

 
63 The tissue that joins the upper to the lower shell. 
64 śə̣fɛȳər l-əríh, ‘the plaits of the head’ on both sides of the head, i.e., 
where plaiting of the hair would begin: close to the head, above, 
below and behind the ear area, ideal places for hooking a turtle.   
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6.22. The Story of the Arrogant Girl and the Turtle 

1. ˁamōr: ṭīt bəṭaḥrēt mən bˁéli warx el ˁarsōt bǝ-ṭad məhərí mən 
bˁéli hbɛ ̄ˁ ar, bˁél əbādiyə, bədəwí. wə-gəhəmōt šeh hə-bˁéli hbɛ ̄ˁ ar. u-
məġārə nēkaˁuw tēs aġwōtsa. u-baˁl abárr yəḳáˁ aḏ̣āyəh nizḥ, el hes 
bˁél ərawnə la il beh aḏ̣áy lə-ṣayd. nēkaˁuw tēs aġwōtsa u-báho ḏ̣áy 
lə-ṣayd. ˁamərɛt̄ hého: “ftəréḳo mə́ni. béko ḏ̣áy lə-ṣayd.” 

He said: A Baṭḥari woman from Warx married a Mahri man, 
from the camel people, from the people of the desert. A bedou-
in. And she went to live with him, with the camel people. And 
then her brothers came (to visit her). The man of the desert 
smells sweet, not like the fisher people who smell of fish. Her 
brothers came to her, smelling of fish. She said to them: “Move 
off from me a bit! You stink of fish!” 

2. u-məġārə rēdyuw bēs aˁabú wə-ḳefədāt ḥerbáˁtsa. hes l-aḳbəlāt 
láho, ho šáho ṣayd. u-kel ṭad ḏ̣árha msar. yəḳáˁuw la bǝġáyr msar: 
ḥāwīl ˁamōruw kel heh beh msar la leh ˁawf. hes l-aḳbəlāt lého 
ˁamərɛt̄: “taˁbéruw biy aġwōtya! wə-taˁbérən biy əmkəmənə́tko.” wə-
ho el ġərābuw. 

And then the people (of her husband) rejected her, and she 
went back down to her own people. When she went forward to 
greet them, they had fish with them and each one was wearing 
a headcloth. They’d never go without some sort of head cover-
ing, because it used to be said that the man who wears no head 
covering is accursed. When she went to greet them, she said: 
“Greet me and make me welcome, my brothers! And may your 
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little head coverings65 greet me and make me welcome!” And 
they realised (i.e., how arrogant she had become).  

3. u-məġārə nōkaˁuw bǝ-ḥāmis wə-l-agˁāruw tēs. w-aḥāmis bēs bār, 
ḳəwwét, śay ˁaśị̄m. yənākaˁ bēs la hwēn, ˁar ḳəwí. wə-ˁamɛr̄uw 
aġwōtsa: “teṯ il nəkəˁāt,” aġátho, “təmānaˁ la hed ḥānēfs.” hes 
təmānaˁ tēs aḥāmis, heds təlíbəd ḏ̣ar hēfəlis u-bēs śə̣fāwər: kel 
təlíbəd ḏ̣ars wə-təmúrḳ mə́nəh. hem lāfāt əgawd bəśə̣rāth. wə-hem 
lāfāt əríh fəṭxáth. wə-hem lāfāt aˁśạ̄ś ṯəbəráth. yaġáyr kel yəġārəb 
hēs yəmnáˁs. 

And then they caught a turtle and had got it down on the 
ground. Now the turtle is immensely strong, powerful, impossi-
ble to imagine how strong. A weak man can’t manage it, only a 
strong man. And her brothers said (one to the other): “The 
woman who has just arrived”—their sister—“she won’t be able 
to hold a front flipper by herself!” When you hold onto it, the 
turtle, its front flippers beat on its belly66 and it has claws: any-
thing it (i.e., a claw) strikes, it goes right through it and out the 
other side. If it touches skin, it tears it open, and if it touches 
the head, it splits it open, and if it touches a bone, it breaks it. 
Unless a person knows how hold on to it properly.  

4. ˁamɛr̄uw hēs: “təmnáˁi la hed aḥāmis. máġdiyə tiš.” ˁamərɛt̄: 
“bert hə́bi. hoh əḥémər raˁéyf eté l-əḥémər hed əl-ḥāmis la?” hes 
mənəˁāts, gəḏəbāts aḥāmis u-rədōts ḏ̣ar hēfəlis wə-ˁasəfāts bǝ-hed 

 
65 Diminutive of kəmet, pl. kəmēm, a skullcap worn by men and boys; 
also, a close-fitting cap worn by young girls. Said by their sister 
disparagingly.  
66 The turtle is turned upside down to immobilise it. 



336 Morris 

 

əmbóh lə-ḳāns, wə-hed əmbóh əl-ḳān məšáġər. wə-yēdˁak bēs la 
ḥayyāt wəla seh mātāt. wə-ḥāwīl hes nəkəˁāt ḥerbáˁtsa: “taˁbérən 
biy əmkəmənə́tko!” 

They said to her: “Don’t hold on to the turtle’s front flipper: it 
would be the death of you!” But she replied: “(I am) the daugh-
ter of my father! I who can control a wild camel, how could I 
not control the front flipper of a turtle?” When she took hold of 
it, the turtle dragged her along and flung her down on her belly. 
It struck out at her with its front flipper, there on her hip, and 
again on the hip of the other side. I don’t know whether she 
survived or whether she died. And to think that when she first 
came up to them she had said: “And may your little head cover-
ings greet me and make me welcome!” 

[1980s BATTXT2. B17] 
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Map 3: Dhofar and adjacent areas of al-Mahrah  
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1. Introduction

This chapter discusses aspects of harvesting the sea along the 
central coastline of monsoon Dhofar and to the east of this re-
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gion, with some mention of al-Mahrah in eastern Yemen. 
Dhofar is home to four of the indigenous Modern South Arabian 
languages, Mehri, Śḥerɛt̄, Hobyōt and Bǝṭāḥrēt (Baṭḥari), which 
are at various stages of endangerment (Watson and Morris 
2015; Watson et al. 2019). The chapter is based on fieldwork 
with Śḥerɛt̄ and Mehri speakers. Fieldwork was conducted by 
Watson together with Alec B. M. Moore in 2014, and, on three 
separate occasions, by Watson alone in early 2014, late 2015 
and late 2016. It is told through the voices of fishers and 
through Watson’s diary and fieldnotes. Notes from Watson’s 
fieldwork conducted in al-Ġayḏ̣ah, Yemen in 2013 are also ref-
erenced. The chapter is followed by transcribed, translated and 
annotated audio and audio-video texts, with titles of the origi-
nal audio and audio-visual recordings as given in the Shehret 
and Mehri ELAR archives where available: The documentation 
and ethnolinguistic analysis of Modern South Arabian: Shehret | 
Endangered Languages Archive (elararchive.org) and The doc-
umentation and ethnolinguistic analysis of Modern South Ara-
bian: Mehri | Endangered Languages Archive (elararchive.org). 
The media files are also available through Borealis, housed at 
Carleton University: Harvesting the Sea in Central Monsoon 
Dhofar and al-Mahrah media files | Arabian Peninsula Lan-
guages Dataverse (borealisdata.ca). The chapter is structured as 
follows: fieldwork methods; the climate of Dhofar and al-
Mahrah; the cultural value of fishing; fish types and uses; 
names; fishing methods and tools.  

https://www.elararchive.org/dk0308/
https://www.elararchive.org/dk0308/
https://www.elararchive.org/dk0308/
https://www.elararchive.org/dk0307/
https://www.elararchive.org/dk0307/
https://www.elararchive.org/dk0307/
https://borealisdata.ca/dataset.xhtml?persistentId=doi%3A10.5683%2FSP3%2FZC3IGS&version=DRAFT
https://borealisdata.ca/dataset.xhtml?persistentId=doi%3A10.5683%2FSP3%2FZC3IGS&version=DRAFT
https://borealisdata.ca/dataset.xhtml?persistentId=doi%3A10.5683%2FSP3%2FZC3IGS&version=DRAFT
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2. Fieldwork 

Fishermen were audio and audio-visually recorded in Mirbāṭ 
and Ḥāsik over three days in 2014, and further recordings were 
collected by Watson in Sadḥ in late 2015 and 2016. Most of our 
consultants are Śḥerɛt̄ speakers. Speakers in the recordings in-
cluded or referenced in this chapter were between their late 
seventies and early thirties. Some were born before 1947 or be-
tween the floods of 1947 (known as ‘the year of the al-Ḥaymar 
star’: ˁōnut əlḥīmər Śḥerɛt̄, snēt əlḥaymər Mehri) and the floods of 
1959 (known as ‘the year of drowning’: ˁōnut ɛ-ġarḳɛt̄ Śḥerɛt̄, 
snēt ḏ-əġarḳāyət Mehri). Younger speakers include a male speak-
er in his early thirties from Sadḥ (text 8.1.1., ‘Diving for Abalo-
ne’) and a male speaker aged 40 from Jufa, now living in 
Mirbāṭ (text 8.1.4., ‘Shellfish and Snails’). In late 2016, Watson 
also interviewed women about shellfish collection.  

Audio recordings were recorded either on an Olympus LS-
11 digital recorder or on a Marantz PMD661 solid-state record-
er with external Audio-technica microphone, and saved in loss-
less WAV format at 44 kHZ, 14-bit. Audio-visual recordings 
were produced on a Canon HDXA20 video recorder with an ex-
ternal Audio-technica microphone and saved as either MOV or 
MTS files. During fieldwork with Alec B. M. Moore, a set of 
high-resolution photographs were presented to fishermen as 
slides on a laptop for fish identification. These photographs 
were used for the elicitation of fish names from Śḥerɛt̄ and 
Mehri fishermen. Fieldwork included talking to fishers about 
the sea, and eliciting the names of fish, fishing tools and de-
scription of fishing methods and fish preparation, with a focus 
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on methods traditionally used in the past. We collected names 
of fish, shellfish, rays, turtles and shark from Moore’s photo-
graphs and, where available, from identification at the harbour 
and on the rocks. For several fish types, our consultants failed 
to agree on the names. While regional and dialectal differences 
are to be expected, as well as fish ‘nicknames’ varying within 
communities, this lack of agreement was more intra-
community, and particularly the case in the identification of 
fish from photographs: partly due to the fact that many of the 
older consultants suffered from poor eyesight, and partly the 
need to handle the fish to establish its identity. This lack of con-
sistency must be taken into account in reading this contribution. 

3. Climate 

In contrast to Musandam and Soqotra, Dhofar and al-Mahrah 
are marked by exhibiting four distinct seasons: the monsoon pe-
riod (xorf Śḥerɛt̄, xarf Mehri) from early June to early Septem-
ber, the post-monsoon period (ṣirb Śḥerɛt̄, ṣayrəb Mehri) from 
early September to early December, winter (śéte Śḥerɛt̄, śētu 
Mehri) from early December to early March, and the hot season 
(ḳuṯ ̣Śḥerɛt̄, ḳayṯ ̣Mehri) from early March to the end of May.  

In contrast to Soqotra, which is subject to the south-west 
monsoon winds between April and October, and the north-east 
monsoon winds from November to March, the monsoon period 
in Dhofar and al-Mahrah is typically marked by strong winds, 
constant light rains and mist. This distinctive climate has a sig-
nificant effect on fishing, as fishermen cannot go out to sea dur-
ing the monsoon period. As the monsoon winds begin, the sea is 
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said to be ‘closed’. Once the winds of the monsoon period die 
down and the sea is said to be ‘open’, the fishermen prepare 
their nets and boats to go out to sea, described as a period when 
fishermen would go ‘up’ (i.e., out to sea) and ígaḥ eśɛ̣ġ̄i (Śḥerɛt̄) 
‘the large seine nets go in (to the sea)’. The sea is described as 
‘going up’ in relation to the land, so that when fishers go out to 
sea they go up, and when they return to land they go down. On 
dry land, when someone moves away from the sea (min 
erɛḿnəm, Śḥerɛt̄) they are said to be going towards the land (yol 
ɛhr, Śḥerɛt̄). The monsoonal climate also resulted in a symbiotic 
relationship between the people of the coast and the people of 
the mountains, one consequence of which was considerable 
multilingualism across the communities: during the monsoon 
period, when the sea was ‘closed’ to fishing, coast dwellers 
would move up to the mountains to help mountain dwellers 
with seasonal agricultural work.  

4. The Cultural Value of Fishing 

Among the non-coastal Mahrah communities, fishing is not con-
sidered to be an honourable profession. Some Mahrah will say 
that their older relatives feel sick at the sight of the sea, and 
that they could never eat fish or tolerate its smell. The coastal 
Mahrah were, however, famous as sailors and shark fishermen 
(Miranda Morris, pers. comm.), and fish holds a cultural signifi-
cance even for those who despise the occupation. During the 
hot season between March and end of May when the grazing 
becomes poor, dried sardine would be fed as a staple to live-
stock, as was and continues to be the case in Musandam (cf. 
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Anonby, this volume). People from the mountains would come 
down to the coast to barter cattle and goat products for dried 
sardine as well as imported goods such as sugar, tea and rice. 
Today dried sardine continues to supplement the diet of live-
stock, but is added in smaller amounts to imported hay to miti-
gate the taste of sardine in the milk. On longer journeys, the 
Mahrah would take strips of dried shark together with dates for 
sustenance. 

Figure 1: Old fishing boat, eastern Dhofar 

Photo © Miranda Morris, 1970s 

Among coastal communities, fishing has always been tolerated 
as an essential profession. Diving for abalone (Haliotis mariae; 
Śḥerɛt̄ ṣifiźḥót, pl. ṣfúźaḥ, Mehri ṣəfəlḥāt, pl. ṣfōləḥ), which are to 
be found only in the east of Dhofar from Mirbāṭ to Ḥāsik, is 
prized, due to the price abalone can fetch, and is conducted by 
non-coastal divers, often non-local, as well as coastal dwellers. 
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Watson’s principal consultant in al-Ġayḏ̣ah, M005, said he used 
to travel regularly to Ḥāsik to dive for abalone. 

In Dhofar and al-Mahrah, fishing continues to be conduct-
ed in a subsistence manner, with men fishing with lines (śwīr, 
pl. śwōr Mehri, or ḳtēl) and hooks (ḳīźɛ,́ pl. aḳlɛt̄ Śḥerɛt̄, ḳlīw 
Mehri, ḳīlē Mahriyōt1) from the shore and the rocks, casting cast 
nets, laying seine nets and setting fish traps. Even today, men 
can be seen throwing out lines along the beach in Salalah, and 
small boats going out to lay seine nets for sardine (Clupeidae; 
ˁad, sgv. ˁīdit Śḥerɛt̄, ād, sgv. ˁīdīt Mehri) and other small pelagic 
fish. The nets are then emptied into small motorised boats (tra-
ditionally dugout canoes, hūri, pl. hūrūn Mehri) and taken to 
shore. Once the sardines have been tipped onto the shore, peo-
ple will come with their buckets to collect what they need for 
their families. The fish are considered a blessing from God, and 
to be shared, with the unspoken understanding that no one will 
take more than they need for themselves.  

5. Fish Types and Uses 

5.1. Drying and Preservation of Sardine and Other 
Fish 

Sardine arguably has the greatest cultural significance in the re-
gion, due to the fact that sardines can be easily dried and 
stored, or used as supplementary fodder for livestock during the 
hot season when there is no or little good pasture available. 
They were also eaten and used as fertiliser (Dostal 2009). There 

 
1 The dialect of Mehri spoken in the eastern part of al-Mahrah, Yemen. 
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are two main types of sardine: Indian oil sardine (Sardinella lon-
giceps; ˁad ˁīźól Śḥerɛt̄, ād aylōl Mehri), which are harvested dur-
ing the hot season towards the end of April and beginning of 
May, and the fatter post-monsoon sardine (ˁad ṣɛryót Śḥerɛt̄).2 
Sardine catching used to be conducted at seasons determined by 
particular stars (Dostal 2009, 20). In the audio recording 
20130216_ShehretCWJ_J006_sardinefishing in the Shehret ar-
chive at ELAR, the speaker says: min her zaḥam ṣɛrb / min her 
śɛ̣ġ̄i igaḥ ‘from when the post-monsoon period came, from when 
the seine nets went in’.  

Figure 2: Drying sardines, Mḥayfīf, al-Mahrah 

Photo © Janet C. E. Watson, 2013 

 
2 The sardines of the hot period are thin (spawning or having recently 
spawned), and the sardines of the post-monsoon period are fatter.   
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Today the drying of sardines continues all along the flatter coast 
in al-Mahrah and at fewer places in Dhofar. The sardines are 
lain out under large disused nets known as məddēt to protect 
them from gulls, and occasionally turned with a stick until they 
are dry. All of the dried sardine would be eaten apart from the 
head (ḳəlyūf ‘eating dried sardines’, Mehri). They used to be 
bought and stored by livestock owners in holes dug in the sand 
and covered with dry earth. They would then be mixed with the 
leaves of the shrub Pteropyrum scoparium (Dostal 2009, 18) to 
supplement the diets of camels, cows and goats during the hot 
season. The sardines affect the taste of the milk and meat, as 
noted in 20130216_ShehretCWJ_J006_sardinefishing, with the 
term ṣift (Śḥerɛt̄) used to describe the sardine taste.3 The latter 
part of text 8.2.3., ‘Cast Nets, and Sardine Catching and Drying’, 
describes the drying of sardines. Dried sardines continue to be 
fed as supplementary fodder to livestock, although with pur-
chased hay and pelleted feed now available they are no longer 
as vital as they once were. Today sardines are mainly frozen 
and transported for sale. 

Other fish that are typically dried and stored are rabbit-
fish (Siganidae; śīźób Śḥerɛt̄)4 and shark (various taxa, with Car-
charhinidae of major importance; lxim, sg. lxyũt Śḥerɛt̄, ūxaym 
Mehri, lxaym Mahriyōt). The drying of both shark and rabbitfish 
is considerably more complicated than that of sardines. In the 

 
3 Thus, ṣift means both ‘shark-liver oil’ (see below) and ‘taste of sar-
dine in meat/milk’. Thanks to Mohammed al-Shahri for this infor-
mation. 
4 sīsín around Raysūt, sīsɛ ̄ń in the central Śḥerɛt̄-speaking area. 
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case of rabbitfish, it is boiled for around 15 minutes, opened out 
flat, the bones and skin removed, and the flesh then dried for 
two to three days on a clean, flat surface. The resulting dried 
rabbitfish is known as ḳóśaˁ. Text 8.1.6. below, ‘Making Fish 
Traps, and Rabbitfish’, describes the process of drying rabbit-
fish.  

Figure 3: Drying sardines, al-Muġsayl 

Photo © Miranda Morris, 1970s 

In the case of shark, the fins, the tail and the head are removed. 
The head would be thrown away. The primary and secondary 
dorsal fins, the pectoral fin, pelvic fin, anal fin and the bottom 
of the caudal fin (the tail) would be dried and sold with the 
salted flesh to traders moving between the Gulf, Oman and East 
Africa, etc. (Miranda Morris, pers. comm.). The liver (known as 
ˁaylōḳ in Mehri) would either be preserved to make shark-liver 
oil (ṣift Śḥerɛt̄, ṣəft Mehri), which could then be used to oil 
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wooden boats or to burn in oil lamps, or to make a dish called 
śạynəṭ.5 The remaining meat would be cut up, salted and left for 
three or four days. It would then be placed on clean, stony 
ground and turned until completely dried. In the case of the 
small, slim pointed-head shark (milk shark Rhizoprionodon 
acutus and similar species; síbəli), the head and tail would be 
thrown away, and the shark cut in two. It would then be dried 
on a clean, flat surface, on nets known in Dhofari Arabic as 
šrɛb̄ik, or hung from a line. Speaker J042 in text 8.1.2. on shark 
drying compares the drying of milk shark to the air drying of 
meat strips practised elsewhere in Dhofar and al-Mahrah. 

Larger fish, including emperor (Lethrinidae), king soldier 
bream (Argyrops spinifer), groupers (Serranidae, including small-
scaled grouper Epinephelus polylepis), and shark would be dried, 
salted and tinned. The process involved boiling in oil drums, re-
moving the head, bones, scales and skin, slashing the fillets and 
salting them, then turning and leaving them for 40 days, after 
which time it is ready to eat. It can be eaten like that or cooked 
in sauces. Such fish dried and placed in sacks is called ḥaníṭ. 
The tinned fish is known as māĺaḥ, and frequently exported. It is 
described in an audio and audio-visual text in the Shehret ar-

 
5 According to Miranda Morris (pers. comm.), this is traditionally 
cooked in a hole in the ground with the liver sandwiched between 
layers of shark flesh, and each layer overlain with red-hot stones. 
(20130414_MehriMo_M005_ZaynaTpreparation, an audio recording on 
modern śạynəṭ production recorded in al-Ġayḏ̣ah, is included in the 
Mehri archive at ELAR). 
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chive at ELAR on sea trade from Sadḥ to the west and east: 
20141117_ShehretEJ_J046_seatradebetweenSudhtowestandeast. 

Figure 4: Dried shark, al-Ġayḏ̣ah 

Photo © Janet C. E. Watson, 2013 

5.2. Sadḥ and Abalone 

Sadḥ, the area in which most of Watson’s fieldwork was con-
ducted, was considered by its inhabitants to be a jewel of plen-
ty. Blessed by a natural harbour, people could make their living 
either by tapping frankincense in the hills to the north of the 
harbour or by catching fish from the sea. The inhabitants of 
Sadḥ originated from several different tribes, and current inhab-
itants are all speakers of Śḥerɛt̄, though with significant varia-
tion in the language used. The fishing situation in all areas in-
vestigated differs markedly from that of ten and twenty years 
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ago, with all fishers describing having to go further out to sea to 
catch fish and complaining that most fish they catch are far 
smaller than they were in the past. 

Figure 5: Drying abalone, Ḥadbīn 

Photo © Miranda Morris, 1970s 

This is particularly the case with the prized abalone that fetch 
huge prices today in East Asia. In the texts on sea trade between 
Sadḥ and the west and east, the speaker describes periods when 
up to 35 shipping vessels would be harboured at Sadḥ, and how 
one could walk from one side of the bay to the other by step-
ping across the boats. The government now attempts to pre-
serve the abalone by imposing a ten-day diving season, which is 
announced in the later post-monsoon period, and requires a 
permit. The fishers complain that the season is not long enough, 
and in some years no diving season is announced. In mid-
November 2014, when Watson was in Sadḥ, the diving season 



354 Watson, Morris, Moore and Baquir 

 

had not yet been opened, and fishers were concerned that the 
winds were increasing and that they would be worse by early 
December. Individuals do not always respect the restrictions of 
the diving season, and Watson notes in her fieldwork diary 
some young divers bringing in illegal abalone on 18 November 
2014. Text 8.1.1. below describes diving today for abalone, the 
clothes divers would wear, and government efforts to conserve 
the abalone. 

6. Names6 

In the following, unless otherwise noted, names are provided in 
Śḥerɛt̄. The English names were provided by Alec B. M. Moore 
in the field. In discussing the names of fish, it is essential to 
bear in mind that we did not elicit the same names for species 
across all consultants, even within a single community. This is 
due partially to differences in the relative experience of con-
sultants, and partially to the fact that photographic slides made 
identification more difficult. Many of the Mahriyōt names pro-
vided by Geva-Kleinberger (2009) and elicited from Askari Hu-
jayran Saad in Heidelberg through photograph identification, 
for example, differ from those Watson elicited from the same 
speaker at the fish market in al-Ġayḏ̣ah: Geva-Kleinberger pro-
vides ġäzbīt hibˁayd (sic = ġaṣbīt hibˁayt) tentatively for ‘peacock 
grouper’ (2009, 56) whereas in consultation with Miranda Mor-
ris it denotes ‘parrotfish’. Some names were more consistent 

 
6 For illustrations and descriptions of the known 930 shore fishes (de-
fined as occurring to a depth less than 200 metres), see Randall 
(1995). 
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across speakers than others, for example: ġɔ̄d́a~ġúdɛ ́for ‘cobia’, 
feráḥt~firáḥt for ‘king soldier bream’, ṣarf for Sciaenidae (either 
drums or croakers), šīṣa for ‘lemon shark’, zerb for ‘queen fish’,7 
and sayfranda for ‘cutlass fish’. 

The names of fish and shellfish tend to be in the local lan-
guage, in our case Śḥerɛt̄ or Mehri, while many names of shark 
appear to be Arabic, as in ḏəmāwi (dusky whaler, Carcharhinus 
obscurus), jibɛb̄a (oceanic white tip, C. longimanus; bull, C. leu-
cas), ḏība (mako, Isurus spp.), maṯlūṯ (large hammerhead, Sphyr-
na spp.)~blacktip’ (C. limbatus),8 nimrāni~nibrāni (tiger shark, 
Galeorcerdo cuvieri), kɔf̄i (Mehri kūfi) (immature hammerhead) 
and bū ḥnak (Arabian smoothhound, Mustelus mosis). Indigenous 
shark names included iṯˁayl ɛ-rɛḿnəm (zebra shark, Stegostoma 
fasciatum), sennūrət (bigeye thresher, Alopias superciliosus; pelag-
ic thresher, A. pelagicus; bramble shark, Echinorhinus brucus), 
and šīṣa (white tip reef, Trianeodon obesus; black tip reef, C. 
melanopterus; lemon shark, N. acutidens).  

Watson’s consultants in Sadḥ suggested Arabic names 
were used there because few sharks were caught in the area. 
The use of Arabic names for sharks could also be due to the fact 
sharks are frequently exported. The commercial relevance of 
shark in Bǝṭāḥrēt, Mehri and Śḥerɛt̄ is reflected in the naming of 
particular fins (Miranda Morris, pers. comm.): ˁalaf ‘fins (in 
general)’, īḏɛń Śḥerɛt̄, īḏēn Mehri ‘pectoral fin’ (otherwise ‘ear’), 
ḏarbét Śḥerɛt̄, ḏərwēt Mehri ‘dorsal fin’ (otherwise ‘hump [of 

 
7 The Old Arabic term for ‘queen fish’. 
8 Also, immature hammerhead.  
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camel]’), ḏanúb Śḥerɛt̄, ḏnūb Mehri ‘tail’, ‘caudal fin’ (otherwise 
‘tail’), and in the naming of sharks denoting not a particular 
species, but rather the age/size (Miranda Morris, pers. comm.), 
with each of the following terms referring to the number of 
shark pieces that can be extracted from that particular shark: 
gerēnīyəh ‘one (piece)’ > mansūf(əh) ‘two (pieces)’ > maṯlūṯ(əh) 
‘three (pieces)’ > marbūˁ(ah) ‘four (pieces)’. 

Some names describe a range of fish within the same spe-
cies, in a number of cases with additional attributes: from the 
photographic slides, we elicited ḳaṣˁɛr (Mehri ḳəṣayr, Mahriyōt 
ḳəṣˁayr) for the trevally species (Carangidae), including bigeye 
trevally (Caranx sexfasciatus), golden trevally (Gnathanodon spe-
ciosus), with the attributed ḳaṣˁɛr ˁofər (Mehri ḳəṣayr ōfər, Mah-
riyōt ḳəṣˁayr ˁōfər) for blacktip trevally (Caranx heberi); 
jēḏər~gēḏər (Mehri gēḏər) for the tuna species (Scombridae),9 
including: frigate tuna (Auxis thazard)’, yellowfin tuna (Thunnus 
albacares), bigeye tuna (T. obesus), Indian mackerel (Rastrelliger 
kanagurta), skipjack tuna (Katsuwonus pelamis), striped bonito 
(Sarda orientalis), long-tailed tuna (T. thonggol) and kawakawa 
(Euthynnus affinis), with the terms jēḏər bū ḥmad for ‘albacore 
tuna (T. alalunga)’ and jēḏər bu ġus for ‘yellowfin tuna’.  

For the ray species, ṭabbawḳət (Mehri) denotes ‘manta ray 
(Mobula spp.)’, ‘spotted eagle ray (Aetobatus cf. ocellatus)’, ‘leop-
ard ray (Himantura uarnak)’, ‘cownose ray (Rhinoptera spp.)’, 
‘cowtail stingray (Pastinachus spp.)’, ‘porcupine ray (Urogymnus 
asperrimus)’, ‘banded eagle ray (Aetomylaeus nichofii)’ and ‘blue-

 
9 For types of the tuna species found on the Omani seaboard, see Ran-
dall (1995, 371–76). 
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spotted fantail ray (Taeniura lymma)’, with ṭabbawḳət rībəś ̣ also 
for ‘cowtail stingray’, and ṭabbawḳət fanaṭṭi for ‘devil ray (Mobu-
la spp.)’; mīx denotes the billfish species, including: black mar-
lin (Makaira indica), blue marlin (M. mazara) and swordfish 
(Xiphias gladius); ˁabédyət (Mehri abadyət) denotes the guitarfish 
species, including: guitarfish (Acroteriobatus and Rhinobatos 
spp.), giant guitarfish (Rhynchobatus spp.), although ḳɛrs ̃ɛ̣li 
(Mehri ḳrayšəli) was also given for Salalah guitarfish (Acroterio-
batus salalah), bowmouth guitarfish (Rhina ancylostoma), and, 
by at least one of our consultants, for giant guitarfish (Rhyncho-
batus).  

For some species, names vary according to the size and 
age of the fish: ḳaṣˁɛŕ (Mehri ḳəṣayr) (yellowtail scad, Atule ma-
te) is known as gəšrān when small; jēḏər~gēḏər (Mahriyōt jēḏər) 
(tuna, albacore tuna) is known as maˁdud (Mehri mādūd~ 
maˁdūd) when small; sīźób (rabbitfish) is known as hérran when 
small; ḥamśɛḱ (emperor, Lethrinidae) is known as ˁaṣɛt̄ when 
small; the hammerhead (Sphyrnidae) is often known as kɔf̄i 
(Mehri kūfi) when small; and at least in eastern Yemen, accord-
ing to M005, ḳəṣˁayr10 (golden trevally, Gnathanodon speciosus) 
is known as bā drēb when small. 

Alongside the names, we collected information about how 
particular fish would be caught, and their cultural value and 
significance: bēher (milkfish, Chanos chanos; also various mullet 
[Mugilidae]) would be caught in either gill, seine or cast nets; 
nəgrɛr (Mehri nəgrūr; small-spotted grunt, Pomadasys commer-

 
10 This name appears with three different definitions: the trevally spe-
cies in general, yellowtail scad, and golden trevally. 



358 Watson, Morris, Moore and Baquir 

 

sonnii) by line; mīx ‘marlin’ would be caught by line or in gill 
nets; təbbāńah (Mehri; frigate tuna) would be caught in all types 
of net, but not in fish traps; tərān (Mehri; pompano, Trachinotus 
spp.) would be caught in cast nets when small, and by line 
when larger. In terms of cultural information, ṭarnik (Mehri 
ṭānīk~ṭərnīk; kingfish, Scomberomorus commerson) was said by 
many to be the most prized fish for eating; iṯˁayl ɛ-rɛḿnəm (zeb-
ra shark, Stegostoma fasciatum) was useless and would be 
thrown away; ṣarf (Mehri ṣōrəf; drum, Scianidae) would arrive 
with sardines around Salalah, but not in the east; bāl əškay 
(Mehri; sawfish, Pristidae) had not been seen for thirty years; 
feráḥt~firáḥt (king soldier bream) develops a hump when it be-
comes large, leading to its popular name jəmál~gəmál ‘camel’ 
(interestingly given in Arabic, though among Watson’s consult-
ants in Sadḥ given as jūl̃ with the Mehri form as bˁayr ‘male 
camel’); ˁabédyət (Mehri ābádyət), a name elicited both for the 
giant guitarfish and for the smoothtooth blacktip shark (Car-
charhinus leiodon) was described as valuable; dəgāgo (Mehri 
dəgāgóh; torpedo scad, Megalaspis cordyla) was not good to eat, 
but cheap; ɛx̄anṭ lxim (carpet shark, Chiloscyllium sp.) was not 
eaten; the meat of bū ḥnak (Arabian smoothhound, Mustelus mo-
sis), though said to be not very good, would be eaten; rībəś ̣
(cowtail stingray, Pastinachus spp.) stays low on the seabed, has 
three spikes and is slimy.  

We also recorded anecdotes associated with fishing, such 
as that of three boats that caught the same shark. The problem 
in this case was resolved by awarding the shark to the boat that 
had come against the wind. 
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The names of some fish derive from the relationship of 
humans to the fish, or man’s perception of the fish, such as the 
alternative name for billfish (mīx) (marlin, sailfish and sword-
fish), zrōḳət (Mehri) likening the speed of its movement to that 
of the swift black zīṛəḳ snake. Below in text 8.2.4. we include a 
Mehri legend that explains the popular origin of ġaṣbīt hibˁayt 
‘the struggler with seven’ for the parrotfish (Scaridae), so called 
because seven men were unable to corner it and catch it. Alt-
hough not mentioned in the text, the parrotfish secretes a pro-
tective mucus cocoon, particularly at night, making it extremely 
slimy and thus not easily captured. The name of a pompano 
(Trachinotus spp., raḥṯót Śḥerɛt̄, rəḥṯōt Mehri) is described in the 
text on how raḥṯōt got its name below as being related to the 
popular belief that it ate from the shore, licking at sand in the 
same way as a cow would lick her calf or a tulchan equivalent. 

In addition to names of fish and related marine creatures, 
the fishers of Dhofar also have specific terms for large amounts 
of particular fish. This is significant not just for the specific 
terms, which depend on the fish described, but also the lack of 
terms for large amounts of other marine creatures that have 
high cultural or commercial value. Thus, a large number of rab-
bitfish is described in Śḥerɛt̄ as sīźób termɛ ̄t́, a large number of 
fish in general as múṭur ɛ-ṣud, and a large pile of sardines as ˁad 
gaˁrót or ˁad nēgár (Khalid Ruweya, pers. comm.). However, on 
questioning consultants there appear to be no specific terms for 
large amounts of shark or of abalone, despite their obvious high 
cultural and commercial value. 
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7. Fishing Methods and Tools 

Both men and women were and continue to be involved in har-
vesting the sea: men would catch fish, and women would collect 
shellfish, including abalone. Women would never fish with a 
line or net. Attempts to elicit the full paradigm of the verb botór 
(btūr in Mehri, btōr in Mahriyōt) ‘to line-fish’ from Watson’s 
Śḥerɛt̄ consultant, Khalid Ruweya, always resulted in being told 
that women do not fish and therefore that feminine singular or 
plural forms would never be encountered. In Sadḥ, I was told 
that men would traditionally work livestock and fish, women 
would work livestock and collect shellfish, and both men and 
women would harvest frankincense. Several types of shellfish 
are collected, some of which are eaten raw, such as zikt (rock 
oysters, e.g., Saccostrea spp.), śenḥót (chiton, Polyplacophora) 
and śīdíf (sea lemon, Onchidiidae) (see text 8.1.3. below), and 
others, such as ˁasf̃ór (winkles; shellfish in general), ˁasf̃ór śīrór 
(winkles), féḏək (mussels) and śfúźaḥ (abalone, Haliotis) are 
boiled or baked in a clay oven. The shellfish function not only 
for food: the opercula of certain shellfish are ground and added 
to incense, another occupation of women, and the shell of the 
conch shell (ḥanḳ) would be used as a feeder jug for small ba-
bies or old people, the feeder called ḥans ̃ị́t. 

The main tools for collecting shellfish are mefɔ̄ǵ, a tool 
with a flat end for removing zikt ‘rock oysters’ and śfúźaḥ ‘aba-
lone’; gəzərɛt́, pl. gizɛŕ, a type of matchet with a wooden handle 
and flat metal end for abalone; gərídt, pl. giréd ḏə-ḥadíd a steel 
bar used for removing rock oysters; and gindet ḏə-ḥadíd, which 
has a hook on one end and a flat section on the other end, 
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where the hook is used to remove ḥedḥɛd́ (ḥadḥayd Mehri) ‘edi-
ble sea urchins’ and the flat section to remove abalone.  

Nets differ according to the fish to be caught, with seine 
nets (śġ̣ɛt̄ pl. śị̄ġí Śḥerɛt̄; śạgyət, pl. śẉāġi Mehri; grif, pl. agrift 
Śḥerɛt̄, gərfēt, pl. grēf Mehri), gill nets (īźéx, pl. lxixt Śḥerɛt̄, 
lyawx Mehri, halyaxt Mahriyōt) for shark and larger fish, and 
smaller-meshed cast nets (məġdift, pl. məġódof Śḥerɛt̄, mġədfēt, 
pl. mġōdəf Mehri) for sardine and smaller fish. The landing page 
of the Shehret archive at ELAR features a video in which a 
speaker from Mirbāṭ describes different parts of the cast net; the 
collection also includes videos in which the same speaker 
demonstrates casting a cast net. Fish would be tipped from the 
large seine nets into collecting nets (śógəd, pl. śigád Śḥerɛt̄, 
śōgəd, pl. śgáwwəd Mehri), tied round the hips. Collecting nets 
would also be used by divers to store abalone they collected. 
Fish traps capture several different types of fish. In Sadḥ, they 
were mainly used to catch rabbitfish, but they also trapped oth-
er fish, including small shark. Later the government provided 
subsidies for imported black metal fish traps to catch spiny or 
rock lobster (Palinuridae, śīróx Śḥerɛt̄, śayrəx Mehri). The ad-
vantage of the new fish traps was that small or female lobsters 
could be easily identified and thrown back into the sea. When 
the government subsidies were removed, people returned to 
catching spiny lobsters with gill nets; using gill nets, small and 
female lobsters could not be so easily identified and returned to 
the sea, thus leading to a reduction in both the number and size 
of the lobsters. This is described in the Śḥerɛt̄ text on fish traps 
(8.1.5.) below.  
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Traditionally, fishnets, fish lines (śɔr̄ Śḥerɛt̄, śwīr, pl., śwōr 
Mehri) and fish traps (ḳarḳór, pl. ḳarábḳər Śḥerɛt̄) were all pro-
duced from locally sourced natural materials. Fish traps were 
made with fibre produced from twigs gathered from Acacia sen-
egal (ṯūr̃ Śḥerɛt̄, ṯəmmūr Mehri) and Indigofera oblongifolia trees 
([a]ḥšít Śḥerɛt̄; cf. Miller, Morris, and Stuart-Smith 1988), and 
from the 1980s, according to Watson’s consultant in Raysūt, 
with imported bamboo (described using the term for ‘slim cam-
el stick [usually of bamboo]’ bəkūŕət, pl. bəkūrū́nta Śḥerɛt̄). Text 
8.1.5. below (cf. also Miller, Morris, and Stuart-Smith 1988, 
318) describes the traditional production of fish traps. Small 
branches and twigs would be chopped down from the trees in 
the wadi, in the case of Indigofera oblongifolia, and higher up 
from the wadi sides, in the case of Acacia senegal. These would 
then be placed in brackish water from a month to a month and 
a half to ret down. The retted fibres would be separated into 
strands and woven to produce the fish traps.  

Gill nets, seine nets and cast nets used to be made from 
cotton, or from the Arabian Dragon Tree, Dracaena serrulata 
(ˁīrób Śḥerɛt̄, ayrōb Mehri), or from coir (bənj~bəng Mehri). The 
natural fibre would be twisted and woven to produce the net 
material. Gill nets would be placed in the sea with a float and a 
flag to signal its position, and a stone (limestone, ḳaṣṣ in Mehri) 
anchor to hold it in place.  

Nets, lines and traps made from natural materials could 
be mended when they perished, but they were easily subject to 
rotting from the sun and the sea water. In text 8.1.5., the speak-
er says that you would place the fish trap in the morning and 
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return to it in the evening or vice versa, because if it was left 
longer than seven or eight hours the number of fish inside the 
trap would cause it to ‘explode’. The new nylon nets and lines, 
by contrast, do not perish as easily, but they cannot be mended, 
because ‘they were made in the factory’. Thus, the independ-
ence of fishers regarding their equipment and their control over 
it diminished markedly with the production of factory-made 
fishing tackle. Nylon was said by Watson’s consultant in Raysūt 
to have been introduced in 1968, and by the Mehri consultant 
from Ḥadbīn around 1965. The aluminium fish traps were in-
troduced in the early 1980s. The Mehri text ‘Fish Traps’ (8.2.1.) 
below is the transcribed and translated video of a Mehri fisher-
man describing the parts of an aluminium fish trap available in 
the Mehri archive at ELAR. 
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8. Texts 

The texts in this section are divided into Śḥerɛt̄ and Mehri texts. 
Where the same speaker provided more than one text, his texts 
are given together, with a short description of the speaker for 
the first text in the set. Note that a forward slash indicates into-
nation break in the transcription. 

8.1. Śḥerɛt̄ Texts 

8.1.1. Diving for Abalone 

This text was recorded by Janet Watson on 4 October 2015 in 
Leeds on a Marantz PMD661 solid state digital recorder with an 
external Audio-technica microphone. The speaker was in his 
early 30s at the time of recording. He comes from Sadḥ and is a 
member of the Bit Amir Gid subtribe of Bit Samōdah. The audio 
recording can be accessed from Borealis or the ELAR Shehret 
archive by entering in the search box 20151004_ShehetEJ_J108 
_abalonediving. 

1. nḥaʰn / ḥanūṯər les ̃nāṣənun be-ṣirb / nāṣənun min ˁōnut də-ˁōnut 
/ yizḥom eṣirb / her zaḥám eṣírəb / eṣírəb yikin beš ġobṣ / yiġīṣ yɔ ̄
erɛḿnəm / gere ṣfúźaḥ  
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We are now going to tell you about the post-monsoon period. 
Now from one year to the next, the post-monsoon period comes. 
And when the post-monsoon period comes, it is time for diving 
people dive in the sea for abalone. 

2. yɔ ̄/ yibtilún / gere ġobṣ / yiśtīm ɛl̄mɛt́hum / yiśtīm emlɛb̄isɔh̄um 
/ šabābA yiśtōm (sic) yiśtīm ezˁānəf / yiśtīm emlabs ɛ-ġobṣ / b-iśtīm 
ɛkšɛm̄ 

People prepare themselves for diving. They buy their equip-
ment. They buy their clothes. Young men buy flippers. They 
buy clothes for diving. They buy goggles. 

3. min munəhum yɔ ̄/ iź eġɛḡ ēta / ol ˁad yixodem / yilɔs̄ elebsA lo / 
yilɔs̄ bass hīfót be-flāyīn / b-īkin sõhum AyistaxdimuA ˁar jezɛr̄11 / 
yiġīṣ ˁar be-jezɛr̄ iź kol ˁōnut  

Some people, older men, don’t use, they don’t wear specific 
clothes; they just wear shorts and vests. They have, they just use 
matchets; they just dive with the type of matchets that were 
used in the past. 

4. b-īnɛṯ́ zete ṭoʰn / īnɛṯ́ zéte tebtəlún gere ġobṣ xaṭoḳɛs̄ən b-elibssən 
be-srilotɛs̄ən / īnɛṯ́ / be-her zaḥám ġobṣ be-ġoṣ eyɔ ̄

And women do likewise, women also prepare themselves for 
diving with their dresses and clothes and undertrousers, wom-
en. That is when the diving season comes and people dive.  

5. eġɛḡ yibġíd min k-ḥáṣaf / yibġid min k-ḥáṣaf / de yibġód śe be-
minhúm yibġíd ˁaḳ hūrún / minhúm yibġíd ˁaḳ sayyārúnta iġiṣ min 
ḳeśór  

 
11 jizɛr̄ have a long broad blade with wooden handle. 
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Men go from the morning. They go from the morning, some of 
them go in boats, some of them go in cars and dive from the 
rocks. 

6. šē ̃ˁ as ̃hit / nḥaʰn nsójel nah / ɛ: zeynA  

Are you listening? We are recording now. Good. 

7. min źahún d-īġiṣ ˁaḳ hūrún yikin yɔ̄h̃um atġīd̃ ˁaḳ sū̃m (ˁaḳ) hūrí 
/ yibġíd min k-ḥáṣaf b-īġiṣ be-her ber ġoṣ u-ber só̃hum ṣfúźaḥ / bə-
ˁaḳ… ɛġ̄ɛṣ̄ɔh̄um / ˁaḳ eśigód  

Those who dive from boats will spend the whole day under the 
sun in the boat. They dive from the morning. They dive and 
when they have dived, they will have abalone in their collecting 
nets. 

8. eśijód yikin inɛh  

What are collecting nets? 

9. śójəd yikin lebre / ḥanit / śójəd śe ḏe-nēlūn be-śe ḏe-xīyɛt́ / lebre 
śójəd / lebre / aywahA / lebrɛ eśójəd yiḥótələš ṭanuh min lḥaḳ ɛ-
ḥaḳɔh̄um12 / tḥótələš be-ḥaḳḥaḳək / śójəd  

A collecting net is for whatsitsname… such-and-such, some col-
lecting nets are made of nylon and others of cord, for the col-
lecting net for, yes, for the collecting net. The collecting net 
they tie like that from around their waist string. You tie it 
round your hips, the waist-net. 

 
12 ḥóḳə ‘thong worn by men from boyhood below the waist’. (The 
Bəṭāhira believe that ‘if you do not give a boy a ḥóḳə he will never 
grow to be a real man’; Miranda Morris, pers. comm.). 
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10. ah 

Yes. 

11. be-tḥīl̃ ˁamḳəš eṣfúźaḥ / her ber sẽk ṣfúźaḥ / tɔḳ̄aˁ ˁaḳ śójəd / 
teśṃím / bə-haṣɛr miźi śójəd / ber miźi śijədɔh̄um yidíri / minhum 
ɛ-koll ɛ-d-īġiṣ ˁaḳ hūrí / yinújəf ˁaḳ hūrí / b-īsú̃nax sī̃ñ / mġora 
tidūrən yiġīṣ / koll ɛ-šɛh d-īġiṣ min ɛhr / yidúrɛ ˀɛhr   

And you carry the abalone in it. When you have abalone, you 
put them in the net to collect (them) together. And when the 
collect-ing net is full, when their nets are full, they come back 
up; those who dive from boats tip them into the boat and rest a 
little. Then they go back to dive, those who dive from the land 
come back to the land. 

12. b-īsú̃nax elohún ṯɛ̣r ḳiśór / be-śe be-xalɛĺ ṯɛ̣r / ˁaḳ ḥas ̃ ̣/ b-īsí̃rek 
sɛ̃h̄īhum b-īsú̃nax / mġor yidūrən yiġiṣ / be-šum ṭahu:n ɛd kɔl̄ˁayni / 
ber īġiṣ śaʰliṯ ġɛṣ̄ / ber īġiṣ ġobṣɛt́ ṯrut / ber īġiṣ orbaˁ ġɛṣ̄ / fhims ̃hit  

And rest a little on the rocks, and some in bays on the beach, 
and they make their tea and rest. Then they dive again, and 
they keep doing like that to the early evening. Some dive three 
times, some twice, and some four times. Do you understand? 

13. b-īźanuh šuʰm / yɔ ̄ kal se lo / de yiġiṣ ġózər / ġabbɛṣ̄ún / 
yihōrət eġózər / be-de yiġiṣ ˁaḳ ɛ ̄ṣ̃ir be-de yiġiṣ sh̃abɛt́ be-de yiġiṣ 
sh̃abɛ(́t) ṯrut / de śeliṯ sh̃āb 

And that is them. People aren’t all the same, some dive in deep 
waters, divers, they go down deep, and some dive to the depth 
of a man, and some to the depth of one stroke, and some to the 
depth of two strokes, some three strokes.  
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14. sh̃āb ínɛh  

What are strokes? 

15. esh̃abɛt́ yˁūr̃ / esh̃abɛt́ ġabṣɛt́ / her nāṣanu he ˁūk̃ ṭanuh / ḏinūn 
esh̃abɛt́ / esh̃abɛt́ / esh̃abɛt́ hes bɔ̄ˁ  / be-flo bɔ̄ˁ  ṯruh / śahṯít bīˁíta / 
b-eġɛḡ yɔ ̄kall ġabbɛṣ̄ún kall Anafs aš-šīA lo / de yġiṣ ġózər / de yġiṣ 
ˁaḳ ˁamḳ / esh̃abɛt́ ṯrut be-śeliṯ sh̃āb / be-de yġiṣ b-ɔṯ̄ịh ˁaḳ ɛ ̄ṣ̃ír  

A stroke, they say a stroke is a dive. If now if you do like that 
(makes to swim one stroke), that is a stroke, a stroke. A stroke 
is like from fingertip to outstretched fingertip,13 or two or three 
fathoms. And men, all divers don’t do the same thing. Some di-
ve deep, some dive a middle depth, two fathoms or three fath-
oms, and some dive down from above the surface within their 
depth. 

16. šē ̃ˁ as ̃hit 

Do you understand? 

17. bɛ-̄ṭohun / her sãḥḳót erɛḿnəm axɛr / yistaġallūA eyɔ ̄ yifóraḥ 
eyɔ ̄ axɛr be-sãḥaḳ yihōrət aġaʰl / yilḥiḳ edəlɔf̄ źə-b-āġáʰl / b-īnɛṯ́ 
kaḏālikA / b-īnɛṯ́ her ˁágab tġáṣən / tḥójərən sãḥaḳ / ḥaṣɛr sãḥḳót 
lesen erɛḿnəm rḥim yˁūr̃ yɔ ̄sãḥaḳ nśɛḳ̄ / nśɛḳ̄ / thōrtn īnɛṯ́ ḳsó̃sə̃n 
ˁaḳ edlɔf̄ / tḳsó̃sə̃n / tġólḳən ˁaḳ edəlɔf̄ gere ṣfúźaḥ / ˁaḳ… ɛ̄ṣ̃ir lo / 
aġal min ɛ ̄ṣ̃ir / ˁaḳ eskfótsən bɛ-̄ṭaʰn  

And like that, and when the tide has gone right out, people ex-
ploit it. They prefer the tide to be out and they can go further 
down. They can reach the bigger rocks that are further down,14 

 
13 I.e., a fathom. 
14 And revealed by the low tide. 
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and women do the same thing. Women, if they want to dive, 
wait for the tide to go out. When the tide has gone out properly, 
people say sãḥaḳ nśɛḳ̄15 nśɛḳ̄, women go down and collect shell-
fish from the bigger rocks. They look among the rocks for aba-
lone, not at a standing depth, less than a standing depth, while 
sitting like that. 

18. šē̃ˁas ̃hit / be-kɔl̄aynī yinufś / yinufś koll ɛ-šɛh be-ḥallét yinufś 
də-ḥallét yibġód ḥallét b-īḥifś ṣfuźaḥɔh̄um / b-īśīm ṣfuźaḥɔh̄um / b-
ɛ-šɛh be-gyɛl be-flo ˁaḳ ɛ ̄r̃ábkɛz / yibġíd ɛ ̄r̃ábkɛz b-īkin só̃hum 
ɛ ̄r̃ábkɛz yɔ ̄tigɔr̄ / yikin sẽš merkɛź / merkɛźə / ḏahun (= lahun) / 
b-īsí̃rek ḳit gere ṣfúźaḥ (sic) ġabbɛṣ̄ún 

Are you listening? And in the early evening they leave. They 
leave, and everyone from the town goes to the town. They go to 
the town, and they gather up their abalone and sell their abalo-
ne. And those who are from the mountains or the centres go to 
the centres. Traders have centres. They have a centre, a centre. 
Here they make food for the abalone (sic)—for the divers. 

19. šē ̃ˁ as ̃ hit / b-īzḥím də-lahín b-īśīm ṣfuźaḥɔh̄um / de yisĩmdɛd 
ḳarosɛ̃š̄ / kɛš̄16 / yiḥīl̃ drɛh̄am mdīd (sic) mdɛd / be-de yisójələn / 
ˁādatanA yikin nḥaʰn tasgīlA tōlɛn̄ axɛr / Aettasgīl ˁabārahA / yizídək 
/ maṯalanA her kun saˁrA / AxamsīnA ḳeros ̃ / ettasgīlA yikin Axams 
we-xamsīnA / xamsīn be-xūš̃  

Are you listening? And they come here and sell their abalone 
and receive their money as cash—they take their payment as 

 
15 √nśḳ ‘to dry out’. 
16 English ‘cash’. 



 Harvesting the Sea in Central Monsoon Dhofar and al-Mahrah 371 

cash and some register. Usually it is better for us to register, 
and regis-tering means you receive more. For example, if the 
price is 50 OMR, by registering it would be 55 OMR, 55 OMR. 

20. b-ɛ-sãmdéd yḥīl̃ xamsīn kɛš̄ / b-ɛ-sógel yisógələn ɛd miḏ túzãr 
ˁabārahA túzãr śɛm̄ / mit ḏə-śɛm̄ / yixtarígən mən Axams wa-
xamsīnA / xamsīn be-xū̃š / b-ɛ-sãmdéd yisãmdéd be-xamsīnɛš̄ kɛš̄ 
ḥaṣɛr ḏiʰn 

While those who sell for cash would receive 50 cash, those who 
register until the trader sells, when they sell, it will work out at 
55, 55, while those who take cash would get their 50 at that 
time. 

21. šē̃ˁas ̃hit / be-ḏanun šɛh ġobṣ / nāṣənū / nāṣənún / ˁaḳ ḥakīt̃ / 
ˁūr̃ót ṣfúźaḥ ḳel / be-ˁédem / be-ˁōnut tūñaˁ / be-ˁōnut fotḥ mūsəmA 
/ ˁōnut yikin ġobṣ be-ˁōnut yūñaˁ / eyɔ ̄ yiḳófəl / yˁūr̃ gere l-ˁod 
ṣfúźaḥ źanuh tanġarḏ̣anA flo ˁod at-tamūñ be-flo ṭaʰn  

Do you understand? And that is diving. Now, now in the time of 
the government, it says that the abalone have become less, and 
they will die out, so one year they forbid (diving) and one year 
the season is open. One year there will be a diving season, and 
one year it will be prohibited. People close (the sea), they say 
so that those abalone won’t die out, won’t come to an end or 
suchlike. 

22. šē ̃ˁ as ̃hit / b-īkin tawˁīyahA / gere yɔ ̄/ yaˁniA baˁl AasmākA / b-
eyɔ ̄ īźanū baˁl Asenen al-baḥrA / yihorg kə-ġabbɛṣ̄ún / b-ol ḳorfəd 
be-dəlɔf̄ / b-o-tḥamūlA kəsē̃fót / yistaxdamūA ksē̃fot ˁaḳ erɛḿnəm / 
b-ol tḳorfəd be-dəlɔf̄ / b-ol xorb egidirít / ġɔṣ̄ / ġobṣ / nṯịf / gere 
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tḥāfaḏ̣uA l-eṣfuźaḥɔk̄um / be-gere ṣfúźaḥ tkinən ol ˁod tənġarḏ̣anA lo 
maṯalanA aw innū ol ˁod temūñ lo 

Do you understand? That is raising awareness for people, I 
mean fishermen and those people who work by the sea tell the 
divers not to overturn the rocks or take (underwater) torches, or 
use torches in the sea, or overturn the rocks or wreck the envi-
ron-ment, diving (should be) clean in order to preserve your 
abalone, so that the abalone don’t become extinct and don’t die 
out. 

23. be-tkinən eṣfúźaḥ təkṯóren be-tsnúdən gīlA ḏanuh b-egīlA ɛ-sireš 
b-egīlA ḏak ayɛńkaˁ / fhims ̃hit / Ahāḏa be-nisbahA l-ɛġobṣ / her də-
ˁod śe suwɛl̄A śe ṯānīA be-flo śe ḏ-ol foṭank toš lo Aallāhu l-ˁālimA  

So that the abalone increase and are sufficient for this genera-
tion and the next generation and the generation after that. Do 
you understand? This is about diving, and if there are any more 
ques-tions or anything I haven’t remembered, God alone knows. 

8.1.2. Shark Drying 

This text was recorded by Janet Watson on 10 November 2014 
in the fisherman’s house in Ḥāsik together with Alec B. M. 
Moore. The speaker is from Bayt Kamd and was in his mid-40s 
at the time of recording. He also provided text 8.1.3. The re-
cording was produced on an Olympus LS-11 digital recorder. 
The audio recording can be accessed from Borealis or the ELAR 
Shehret archive by entering in the search box 20141110_ 
ShehretEJ_J042_sharkdrying. 
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1. aywahA / lxim ēb yiḳośaˁəš yɔ ̄/ kīźúm / nāṣən lo / kīźúm / 
zamānA ɛ-kīźúm ˁad o śe heš saˁrA lo / lxim ēb yiḳóśaˁəš yɔ ̄ / 
yiśḳiḳəš yizḥam beš mi r-rɛḿnən yirudəš b-īźex / be-flo be-šakəh / 
šakəh yˁūr̃ heš  

Yes, large shark would be dried in the past. Not now, in the 
past. In the past, when it wasn’t yet worth much, large shark 
were dried: they would cut it open along its length, gut it and 
then open the trunk out flat. They would bring it from the sea 
and put it in gill nets or with a long line with many side lines 
called šakəh.17 

2. inɛh īźex inɛh  

What are gill nets? 

3. īźéx de yˁūr̃ heš / īźéx ɛ-lxim / yˁūr̃ heš mlɛ ̄š́aġ / mlɛ ̄š́aġ / yikin 
īti / yˁūr̃ heš malšġah  

Some people call them īźéx, gill nets for shark, they call them 
mlɛ ̄š́aġ. mlɛ ̄š́aġ are large. They call them malšġah (in the singu-
lar). 

4. lxim ēb / yɔ ̄yiḳóśaˁ  

Large shark, people dry (it)? 

5. aywahA / elxim ēb yiḳóśaˁəš yɔ ̄/ li-məddət / xīš̃ ɛm̄ šɛt ɛm̄ ṭanuh 
/ šɛh b-īź̃ḥotš / b-iśḳiḳəš / kīźúm yiśḳiḳəš / yixanúṭ / ˁalaf18 / 
zaˁānɛš̄ k-ɛn̄úf / yisẽrək īźéx / b-īźex šabkahA yˁūr̃ heš mlɛ ̄š́aġ / 

 
17 ‘Longline fishing’ in Wikipedia (accessed 26 March 2024): Longlining 
used a long line, called the main line, with baited hooks attached at 
intervals by means of branch lines called snoods.  
18 Dhofari Arabic.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Longline_fishing
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mġor yišḳiḳəš / ˁalaf k-ɛn̄uf īḏɛn k-ɛn̄ufs / b-eḏarbét / b-eḏanúb 
ḏaʰn kall yiḥūš̃ k-ɛn̄fóf / yəkun yaˁṭuf k-ɛn̄fó́f  

Yes, large shark used to be dried for around five or six days, like 
that, together with salt, and they would cut it up. In the past, 
they would cut it up and remove the fins. The fins would be on 
their own. They would make gill nets, and the gill nets they 
would (also) call them mlɛ ̄š́aġ. Then they would cut it up. The 
fins would be on their own, the pectoral fin on its own, the dor-
sal fin and the caudal fin, they would be all taken. They would 
be all gathered together. 

6. b-ette ḏahun ɛ-biḳi / yisẽrek heš miźḥót / erɛš yirudēš / erɛš o 
yḥīš̃ de lo / erɛš ɛ-lxim / yirúdi beš / erɛš / b-aˁśẹ́ś ̣yikin beš (sic) 
də-losk b-ette / yiḥūš̃ / ɛm ereš yirudēš / be-sẽbdét ɛ-lxim / sẽbdét / 
yiḥūs̃ / yiḳolaˁəs ˁaḳ tinkét / flo ˁaḳ deram / h-ēṣiftəs / yisẽrek ṣift / 
Anafs aš-šī / aywahA / yˁūr̃ hes ṣift  

And the remaining flesh, they would add salt to it. The head 
would be thrown away. No one would take the head. The head 
of the shark would be thrown away. The head and the bones, 
they would be attached to the meat. They would take it, the 
head they would throw away and the shark liver, the liver, they 
would take it and put it in a tin container or in an iron drum, 
for its oil. They would make shark-liver oil. The same thing, 
yes, they call it ṣift.  

7. sẽbdét ɛ-lxim yiḥūs̃ / yisẽrk hes ṣift / yiḳólaˁ ˁaḳ dirɛm̄ɛt̄ / kīźúm 
yɔ ̄/ yūš̃aḥ bes yɔ ̄ezˁām her ijḥabsən / her ijḥab bə-zaˁīt̃ / yūš̃aḥ bes 
ezaˁīt̃ ezaˁīt̃ / yisó̃rək ṣift ḏoʰn  
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They would take the shark liver. They would make shark-liver 
oil from it. They would put it in drums, and in the past people 
used to oil their wooden boats with it when they brought them 
to dry land. If they brought a boat in, they would oil the boats 
with that oil, they would use that shark-liver oil. 

Figure 6: Shark liver, al-Ġayḏ̣ah 

Photo © Janet C. E. Watson, 2013 

8. be-lxim ḏahun yɔ̄l̃əḥəš b-īḳolˁaš fiṭrahA / lxan (sic)… Ayōmēn 
ṯalāṯahA / de rīˁ ɛm̄ / ˁaḳ īź̃aḥót ḏohun / mən ṯɛ̣r rīˁ ɛm̄ yinúteb beš 
/ yiḳośaˁəš / b-egdirít / ṯɛ̣r ḥasəlil19 nṯịf / yiḳólaˁš ḏahun b-īḳerfédəš 
/ ay / lxim / ber śḳiḳ / lxim / b-ījumaˁš b-ījumˁū / ṭohn  

 
19 Bǝṭāḥrēt ḥaṣəlṣīl, pl. ḥaṣəlṣāl or ḥaṣəlīl, pl. ḥaṣəlāl, small smooth peb-
bles, stones; Hobyōt ḥaṣalīt (s. and pl.), small, smooth stones, peb-
ble(s) (Miranda Morris, pers. comm.).   
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And that shark they would salt it and leave it for a while be-
neath (sic)… for two or three days, some (would leave it) four 
days in that salt. After four days, they would take it out and 
they would dry it on the ground, on clean stone. They would 
leave it there and turn it over, yes, shark, it would be already 
cut up, the shark, and they would gather it all up, like that. 

9. Abaˁd fiṭrahA / ber só̃hum mɛḱən / yiśīməš / tijjór īźan baˁl lanjɛt̄ 
yiśīm lxim / ḏaʰn kīźum lxim ēb / ammaA lxim nīṣán / ḏahn iˁūr̃ heš 
nḥaʰn síbəli / lxim nīṣán nˁūr̃ ḏahn ykīn l-ɛhr / nˁūr̃ heš síbəli  

After a while, when they had a lot, they would sell it. Traders 
on the large ships would buy shark, in the past large shark. As 
for small shark, that we call síbəli (milk shark and other small 
shark spp.), the small shark would be near to the shore, we call 
that síbəli. 

10. síbəli  

síbəli shark. 

11. aywahA / ḳaśˁún / síbəli ḏahun / ḏahun síbəli / yisẽrekš / seréf 
/ foḳḥ ṯroh / erɛš yerudi beš / b-eḏanúb irudēš yikin nīṣán / 
yisẽrekš / seref ṭanuh / yiḳośaˁəš / aywahA / yˁūr̃ heš ˁawalA / ḏon 
šɛh  

Yes, it is dry, that milk shark (or sliteye shark or smoothhound 
shark),20 that síbəli kind, they would split it in two. They would 
throw away the head, and the tail they would throw away, it is 

 
20 Milk shark, sliteye shark and smoothhound shark are all known as 
s�b̍əli in Śḥerɛt̄. Bǝṭāḥrēt distinguishes between different types of s�b̍əli 
(Miranda Morris, pers. comm.). 
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small. They would fillet it like that and dry it. Yes, they call it 
ˁawalA (when it is dry). That’s it. 

12. ˁawalA 

ˁawalA. 

13. ˁawalA ahaʰn / ykin ber ḳaśáˁ / fīh būhn yɔ ̄yisẽrekš nawˁaynA 
šɛh  

Yes, ˁawalA. That is when it is dried. Here people do two types 
of it. 

14. be-śḥerɛt̄ yˁūr̃ heš inɛh́ 

What do they call it in Śḥerɛt̄? 

15. be-śḥerɛt̄ yˁūr̃ heš / lxim ḳeśˁún bassA / nīṣán  

In Śḥerɛt̄, they just call it dried shark. (It is) small. 

16. yikin síbəli  

It is síbəli shark (or sliteye shark or smoothhound shark). 

17. yikín síbəli / aywahA / síbəli / síbəli ḏahun / nḥaʰn nˁūr̃ heš 
síbəli / be-šeh nīṣán / m-elxim ēb yˁūr̃ heš elxim ēb bassA / ḏon 
nīṣán síbəli / nˁūr̃ heš lxim nīṣán síbəli / ykin lxim / aywahA  

It is milk shark, yes. That milk shark, we call it síbəli (milk shark 
and other small shark spp.), and it is small; and large shark they 
just call large shark. The small one is síbəli. We call small shark 
síbəli (milk shark, sliteye shark or smoothhound shark). It is 
shark, yes. 

18. be-yiḳośaˁ yiḳośaˁ síbəli ˁaḳ / ˁaḳ ūt / flo ˁaḳ soṭaḥ  

And they dry, they dry small shark in the house or on the roof? 
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19. ˁaḳ ūt / ṯɛ̣r soṭḥ flo ˁaḳ ūt flo ˁaḳ śīns ̃šrɛb̄ik / ḏ-ol śe yilḥaḳo-
hum lo ˁar iṯˁol b-īźaHn ḥayawanātA lo / yiḳóśaˁəš / yikin aywahA 
yiḳolbəš ˁaḳ / de yiḳoləb ˁaḳ tinkét ˁaḳ emih / be-de yūl̃aḥš ˁādiA / 
be-de yisõrek miźḥot ˁamḳeš / lɛkin axɛr her ḳolaˁk ˁaḳ emih miźḥót 
/ mih ɛ-rɛḿnəm / yiṭólaˁ ˁófər rḥim / yiṭólaˁ nṯẹf axɛr / d-iśūm / de 
riyālaynA / de riyālA / ḥaḳ ɛr ḳíśaˁ / ḳeśˁún maḥtājA / ḏaʰn síbəli  

In the house or on the roof or in the house or in, have you seen 
those nets, so that foxes and such animals can’t reach them. 
They dry it. They put it in, some put it in a tin container with 
water, and they salt it, and some people put salt in it. But it is 
best if you put it in salt water, sea water, it turns out nicely red 
and turns out cleaner. They sell, some for two riyals, some for 
one riyal, when it is dry, and it is properly dry. That is síbəli. 

20. yiḳośaˁ b-egdirít  

Do they dry it on the ground? 

21. ɛ ̄b-egdirít / yallāhA b-egdirít / yiḳóśaˁ b-egdirít be-śe ṯɛ̣r ḳud her 
sẽk ménzel rḥim / ṯɛ̣r sóṭaḥ / yisé̃rek heš ḳud / b-īḳólaˁəš ṯɛ̣r ḳud 
ḏaʰn / flo de b-egdirít / ˁaḳ šarābīkA21  

Yes, on the ground, on the ground. They dry it on the ground or 
on a line if you have a suitable place, on the roof. They put up a 
line for it, and they put it on that line, or on the ground on nets. 

22. ṯɛ̣r ḳud  

On a line. 

 
21 Dhofari Arabic. 
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23. yikin / aywahA / ṯɛ̣r ḳud yikin ṭaʰn gans ette her ikbeb ette lo / 
yikin ṯɛ̣r ḳud / šɛh ṭaʰn ysẽrek ḳud ṭaʰn / ysẽrek ḳud ṭaʰn sīdaA / 
ɔḳ̄aˁ ṯẹ̄rəš ṭaʰn / ol ˁad yimī gdirit lo / ykin mertafaˁA / mən ḥaši / 
mən ḥayawānātA / ol ˁad itīš lo / ykin nṯẹf axɛr / ṯɛ̣r ḳud / 
yˁalḳənəš Aaywah ˁalayš nūrA / yˁalḳənəš  

Yes, that is okay, on a line, like they do with strips of meat. It 
will be on a line, like that. They make the line straight, and you 
put it on it like that; it won’t be too close to the ground. It 
should be high up away from the dust so that animals don’t eat 
it; and it is cleaner on a line. They hang it, yes, you are right, 
they hang it. 

24. bə-flo b-egdirít her nṯịft b-o śe ḥaši lo / ṯɛ̣r ḥasəlíl rḥim nṯịf / 
yiḳśaˁ b-egdirít ˁādiA / yiṣolḥ axɛr / ḏaʰn mən nāḥiyatA esíbəli / 
ammaA lxim ēb yiśūm ˁar bə-jumalɛt̄A ṭoʰn faxra / kīźúm / nāṣan 
yiḥūš̃ kalləš ber kumblit22 nāṣən ber iśīmš Akāmil bassA / l-ɛr̄ɛš be-l-
ezˁān be-sẽbdét kāmilA yiśīmš ṭohn / šarikātA / kīźúm kol śe ˁar 
kiśˁayn be-miźḥót be-ṭanuh  

Or on the ground if it is clean and there is no dirt. On pebbles 
that are clean, it can be dried just like that on the ground. It 
will turn out better, that is in terms of the síbəli shark. In terms 
of large shark, they used to all get together to sell it wholesale 
in the past. Now they buy and sell (the shark) whole with the 
head and the fins and the liver. They sell it like that to the 
companies. In the past, everything was dried with salt, etc. 

 
22 From English ‘complete’. The whole shark. 
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8.1.3. Sea Lemon 

This text was recorded on 10 November 2014 by Janet Watson 
in the fisherman’s house in Ḥāsik, on an Olympus LS-11 digital 
recorder. The audio recording can be accessed from Borealis or 
the ELAR Shehret archive by entering in the search box 
20141110_ShehretEJ_J042_sealemon. 

1. eśīdíf / yikin εxxóḳeš inεh 

The sea lemon, what does it look like? 

2. śīdífə / xoḳeš jins eśenḥót / lākin ēb  

It looks like a chiton, but big.  

3. yikin ˁaḳ erɛmnəm  

Is it in the sea? 

4. yikin ˁaḳ erɛḿnəm / yikin ˁaḳ ḳəśɔr̄ ˁaḳ šáḥəḳ erɛḿnəm / ˁaḳ 
šáḥəḳ ε-rɛḿnəm / yikin ˁaḳ eḳəśór / gins ε-śenḥót yikin / yˁūr̃ heš 
śīdóf  

It is in the sea. It is on the rocks when the sea is out, when the 
sea is out. It is found on the rocks, like a chiton. They call them 
śīdóf ‘sea lemons’. 

5. ay ahaʰn / bə-xoḳeš inɛh́ 

Yes, and what does it look like? 

6. xoḳeš / sãklešA jins ε-ḏanuh / jins ε-śenḥót / śənáḥ / lākin ēb / 
yikin / akbarA mes / b-īkin də-ləsk bə-fədənín / ˁaḳ erɛḿnəm 
aḥyānanA yikin / ˁaḳ erɛḿnəm / yikin ˁaḳ erɛḿnəm / o yiśḥor be lo 
šεh / yikin ˁak erɛḿnəm 



 Harvesting the Sea in Central Monsoon Dhofar and al-Mahrah 381 

It looks like, it looks like that, like a chiton, chitons, but large. 
It is bigger than that, and it sticks to the rocks in the sea, some-
times it is, in the sea. It is in the sea. It doesn’t appear much. It 
is found in the sea. 

7. śīdíf ay / beš kaḥf  

The sea lemon, does it have a shell? 

8. beš kaḥf / lāA kaḥf gins ɛ-́taˁmɛŕ egins ɛ-́ṣfuźḥót lo / b-egins ɛ-́
ḥaleḳimma23 lo / kaḥfš yaxtalifA / ṭan twābiqA / ṭahn / daragātA 
sẽrok ṭahn gins ṭahn daragātA / lebre  

It has a shell, but not a shell like the abalone, and not like the 
grapsid crab; its shell is different. It comes in layers like that, it 
has steps it makes like that steps, like… 

10. lebre gɔd̄  

Like leather? 

11. aywahA lebre jɔd̄ / jɔd̄əš ḥārád / yisx̃ənúṭ ˁar bə-ḥadīdA  

Yes, like leather. Its skin is hard, and only comes off with a 
metal implement. 

12. ahaʰn 

Yes. 

13. … bə-skīn flo bə-ḥadīdA o yisx̃ənúṭ lo ṭabɛ ́ˁ iA / txanuṭ ˁaš mġorɛ ́
ḥaḳ-ɛŕ sĩrokk īźóhn śīdíf / txanṭəš bə-txanúṭ / beš te / bə-də-ḥāḳál 
laḥm jins jins šaklA jins ɛ:́- / ḏanuh / eśənáḥ / lɛḱin yikin ēb xɛŕɛn 

 
23 The audio gives ḥaléḳ, but most probably should be ḥaleḳimma~ 
ḥarḳimma, a type of swimming crab. 
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xanuṭs ̃ ḏahun te ˁamḳeš də-ḥāḳál / yɔḳ̄aˁ ḏahun ekaḥf aˁāli trúdi 
beš  

Figure 7: Sea lemon, Ḥāsik 

Photo © Janet C. E. Watson, 2011 

With a knife or with a piece of metal, it doesn’t come off easily. 
You remove from it (the tough skin) and then when you have 
done those sea lemons, you remove it and you remove, it has 
meat, inside is meat like, like, like (that of) a chiton, but it is a 
bit bigger. You take out that meat in it from inside. You take 
the upper shell and throw it away. 

14. tḥīl̃ tīš də-ḥāḳál / ˁak lhafheś leš / ˁādi / b-id ˁak tīš nū ṭabɛ ́ˁ iA / 
śīdíf / mā məškilahA b-o b-īśọr lo / yaˁniA te mən ġɛŕ ḏoʰr / o šɛh́ 
beš ḏoʰr lo gens śenḥót / yˁoḏer lo / yitīš yɔ ̄ˁādiA  
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You take the meat that’s inside. If you want to boil it, that’s 
okay, the sea lemon. And if you want to eat it raw, that’s okay. 
There’s no problem, and it doesn’t harm, I mean, the meat is 
without blood. It doesn’t have any blood, like the chiton, it 
doesn’t harm, and people eat it normally.  

8.1.4. Shellfish and Snails 

This text was recorded in Mirbāṭ by Janet Watson in February 
2014. The speaker, from the Bit Amir Gid subtribe of Bit 
Samōdah, was around 40 at the time of recording. He was 
brought up in Jufa and married into a family in Mirbāṭ. The re-
cording was produced indoors on a Marantz PMD661 solid state 
digital recorder with an external Audio-technica micro-phone. 
The audio recording can be accessed from Borealis or the ELAR 
Shehret archive by entering in the search box: 
20140226_ShehretEJ_J008_shellfishandshells.  

1. ˁankóloṯ hókum be-ˁasf̃ór24 / be-fḥeré / mintok mən ˁasf̃ór yikín 
be-ḳaśiríta īźáhn be-ḳeśór / ḏahún ˁasf̃ór / ˁasf̃ór yikín ˁasf̃ór / b-
īkín zikt / b-īkín śənáḥ / ḏanū yɔ ̄/ kīźúm her ḥa-yfūt mən hɛr̄ət də-
ˁod kīźúm zamānA ḳaṭˁát / be-d-ˁod eḳeḥáṭ be-ṭaʰn ḳeḥaṭ / yiḥofś yɔ ̄
ˁasf̃ór / yitī ˁasf̃ór  

I'm going to tell you about shellfish and snails. Shellfish are 
found on the rocks, on the rocks by the sea, that is for shellfish. 

 
24 ˁasf̃ór refers both to generic edible shellfish and to turban shell win-
kles specifically. With attributes, ˁasf̃ór denotes different subspecies: 
ˁasf̃ór ḥɔr̄ ‘small black winkle’, ˁasf̃ór hōśún ‘large black winkle’, ˁasf̃ór 
eśīror ‘topshell’. 
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Shellfish include turban shells and rock oysters and chitons. 
Those people in the past, if they were dying of hunger… in the 
past there was a lack of food, there was a dearth of food, and 
people would collect shellfish. They would eat shellfish.  

2. yɔ ̄ḳiźźún enīṣún / yindírhum yɔ ̄zikt / ezikt / yiḥanítəs / yixólṭəs 
ṭaʰn yiṭḥīnəs / ˁaḳ emih be-ṭanuh be-ḥaḳ-ɛr̄ót nafs emih / yɔz̄əməs 
ḳallɛń ˁaḳ ḥans ̃ị́t / ezikt / nafsA enúśəb sī̃n / kīźúm lā zamānA / 
yɔz̄əməs ḳiźźún / yinúdərs ḳiźźún / ezikt / be-ˁasf̃ór / yitīhum yɔ ̄/ 
yitīhum eskún be-d-ˁod nāṣáh / yiḥūh̃um ɛt̄  

In the past, people would feed small children rock oysters. Rock 
oysters, they would do such-and-such, they would mash them 
up, they would liquidise them in water like that and when they 
became like water, they would feed them to small children in a 
clay (or shell) feeding jug, just like we do (now) with milk. In 
the past, you see, in the past, they would feed them to small 
children. They would feed babies with them, rock oysters, and 
(older) people would eat shellfish. Families would eat them and 
still do now. They take them home. 

3. b-ezikt də-ˁod nāṣáh īnɛṯ́ / txodəməs / be-siḳ / be-ṭōḳət / ṭōḳət o-
dˁak lo / be-siḳ ahaʰn / be-siḳ be-sedḥ be-ḥosk / īźanuh də-ˁod yɔ ̄d-
īxōdəms / eḳɔt̄i be-ˁaśīrít ḳarós ̃/ ḳɔt̄i ɛ-zikt ēb / be-ḳɔt̄i nīṣán be-xūš̃ 
/ ahahn  

And rock oysters, women still work them in Mirbāṭ and Ṭāqah. 
Ṭāqah, I’m not sure about, but definitely Mirbāṭ, and Mirbāṭ 
and Sadḥ and Ḥāsik. There people still make a living from 
them: one tin sells for 10 OMR, a large tin of rock oysters, and a 
small tin for 5 OMR. Yes. 
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4. be-fḥeré / də-ˁod īźoʰn b-efḥeré / efḥeré yikín her kunut múse 
mɛḱən / elḥamurún wəla doṯó / yikín yiśóni erdɛḿ efḥeré ṯɛ̣r 
ṣīróftən / bə-de yiśúni ṭaʰn feḥrɛ ̄t́ / yiˁūr̃ heš yɔ ̄ feḥrɛ ̄t́ / yinḥaj her 
bɛr kíśaˁ bɛr fɛt̄ / zamānA yinḥój besen ḳiźźún / yinḥój besen ḳiźźún 
yisó̃rəksen / ḳiźźún yinḥój besen ṭoʰn gere yóġfol besen / b-īźáʰn 
ˁasf̃ór / be-fḥeré  

And snails. There are still those, and snails, snails are found if 
there is a lot of rain: elḥīmər or doṯo rains, then people see snails 
on areas of flat bedrock, and they see, people call it feḥrɛ ̄t́. 
When they are dry and have died they (the children) play, in 
the past people used to play with them. Children would play 
with them and do such-and-such with them; children would 
play with them so they could amuse themselves with them. And 
that is about shellfish and snails. 

5. mintok mən zikt / ezikt ḏinuh tkin nafsA / lhis fudún / tiṭḳíḳenəs 
īnɛṯ́ / tkin šesen / jiréd ḏe-ḥadídA / tiṭḳíḳenəs be-tənútəben / mḳoṣot 
ṭaʰn ette / ɔḳ̄ənəs ˁaḳ inɛ šūə̃š hɛ / ˁaḳ ṣáḥan tōlísen / be-tḥūl̃ensen 
/ tṯoljən ˁaḳ ṯallājah be-śe tɔz̄əmenəš ɛ / hudūy / be-śe tīš sɛʰn  

And rock oysters. Rock oysters are like, like stones. Women 
knock them off the rocks. They have iron rods with them. They 
would bash at them and pull them off. The flesh is like a small 
bit of meat. They put them in, what’s it called, in a bowl they 
have with them and take them and freeze them in the freezer. 
And some they give as presents and some they eat themselves. 

6. be-kol inɛh šũəš šɛh / kol in ˁagəb bisen tɔz̄əmensen akṯar śe ˁar 
hudūy / be-ttīs̃en / hudūy hadīt tɔz̄əm yɔ ̄ˁayśerɛs̄en / be-śənáḥ / l-
his / l-his / l-his ezikt / śənáḥ zete tśṃīñəs / be-her bɛr šisen ḳaḥf 
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ḏə-… / ḏə-zikát / ɔḳ̄aˁ ṯɛ̣r̄əsen his ˁāśərī śənáḥ / ˁaśīrít īźóʰn / 
śənáḥ / be-ḏan eśənáḥa / be-ˁasf̃ór / be-zikt / be-fḥeré / 

Figure 8: Shellfish meal, Sadḥ 

Photo © Janet C. E. Watson, 2016 

And everything, what’s it called, everything they want they give 
mainly as presents or eat them. Presents, a present, they give to 
their friends. And chitons are like rock oysters, chitons. Chitons 
they also collect, and if they have a clay pot of rock oysters, 
they will put on top of them around 20 chitons, or 10 of those 
chitons. And that is about chitons, and turban shells, and rock 
oysters and snails. 

8.1.5. Fish Traps 

The speaker of this text is a fisherman from Mirbāṭ in his late 
forties. The recording was produced on 3 August 2014 in Mirbāṭ 
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on an Olympus LS-11 digital recorder by one of our data collec-
tors from the Bit Amir Gid subtribe of Bit Samōdah, who also 
provided text 7.1.4. The data collector conducted the interview 
and appears in the text as interviewer, indicated by his ques-
tions. The audio recording can be accessed from Borealis or the 
ELAR Shehret archive by entering in the search box: 
20140803_ShehretEJ_J040_fishpots. 

1. Ab-ism illāh ar-raḥmān ar-raḥīm / bə-nisbahA li-xadəmɛt́ ɛ-
ḳarábḳər ɛ-sīźób 

In the name of God the merciful, the compassionate, in relation 
to making fish traps for rabbitfish, 

2. yixódəm yɔ ̄ḳarábḳər īźanuh yilɔd̄ yɔ ̄/ yibġíd mən būhn be-śḥɛʰr 
/ b-īlɔd̄ ṯūr̃ / bə-ṯūr̃ ḏanuh yiṭḥinš ˁaḳ ḥārítī / orx / orx u-fóḳaḥ  

To make fish traps people would cut down, they go from here to 
the mountains and cut down Acacia senegal, and this Acacia sen-
egal they would crush it in brackish lagoons for a month or a 
month and a half. 

3. mġor yinuśsš / ḥaṣɛr nśosš yiḥūš̃ b-īkófˁaš / be-yisé̃rek ḳarábḳər 
eḳarábḳər źanuh irśẹf / b-īrɛḿnəm / ṯɛ̣r šwāṭīA ṯɛ̣r īźanuh xalél īźa-
núh / ˁaḳ xalél mən tɛl yikin sīźób mən tɛl eyɔ ̄d-ġórob waḏ̣aˁA sīźób 
ḏanuh 

Then they separate the strands of the retted down fibre. When 
they have separated out the strands, they take these and weave 
them, and they would make fish traps. These fish traps are 
weighed down with stones in the sea, on the shore, or in small 
inlets, in places where there are rabbitfish, where people know 
there will be rabbitfish. 



388 Watson, Morris, Moore and Baquir 

 

4. bə-kol in kisi ˁamḳóhum ṭabˁanA yiṭifhum mən ṯɛ̣r / ˁɛśar ṯrut ɛm̄ 
ˁɛśar ṯrut ˁɛśar ṯrut sāˁúnti bə-flo m-ṯɛ̣r šɛt sāˁúnti / yiṭif yiṭif īźanuh 
ḳarábḳər ḳarábḳər ɛ-sīźób 

And they would find everything in them. Of course, they go and 
inspect them after 12 days (sic), 22 hours or 27 hours, they in-
spect the fish traps for rabbitfish. 

5. lākinA xadəmɛt́hum inɛ ysí̃rek beš yɔ ̄ / ḏaʰn ḳarḳór ɛ-ṯūr̃ yol 
īsé̃rek beš yɔ ̄/ xadəmɛt́š inɛh́? 

But how do people make them, rabbitfish fish traps made from 
Acacia senegal. What does it involve? 

6. eḳarḳór ɛ-ṯūr̃ / yizḥím bə-ṯūr̃ / mən śḥɛʰr / be-ḥaṣɛr zaḥam be-
ṯūr̃ / enfɛt̄ yirhínš / yirhínš gére yirġóś ̣ lohum / ˁaḳ emih yirhín / 
ˁaḳ emíh / yirhínš ˁaḳ xāríti bə-flo b-īrɛḿnəm 

For fish traps made from Acacia senegal, they bring Acacia sene-
gal from the mountains. And when they have brought the Aca-
cia senegal wood, first they put it in water to ret down. They ret 
it so that it softens and becomes flexible. They ret it down in 
water, in water. They ret it down in brackish inlets or in the 
sea. 

7. aywahA  

Yes. 

8. gere yirġoś ̣ lohum bə-ḥaṣɛr rhinəš ˁɛśer ɛm̄ / zēd núḳaṣ / yinuśsš 
/ yinuśsš yaˁniA yilɔd̄əš / yilɔd̄əš bə-yinuśsš nīṣún nīṣún  

So that it becomes flexible, and when they have retted it for ten 
days, more or less, then they separate the threads. They sepa-
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rate the threads, they beat it, they beat it and separate it out in-
to small strands. 

9. aywahA 

Yes. 

10. mġor yikófˁaš / yikófˁa… ḏanu kífaˁ ḏanuh / ykin heš xadəmɛt́ 
/ yisé̃rek enfɛt̄ rīt̃ / rīt̃ ḏinuh lo / tkin ˁamḳɛt̄ / mġora yisé̃rek śiḳát 
ṭit bɔṯ̄ịh / bə-ṭit b-āġaʰl / b-īsí̃rek heš xoh  

Then they weave it. They weave it. That weaving is an art. First, 
they make a long strip. That long strip is in the middle, then 
they do a section for the top, and a section for the base, and 
they make a mouth for it. 

11. ḏahn kalš mĩ ṯ-ṯūr̃ kīźúm / yixódəm yɔ ̄ḏahn kalš mĩ ṯūr̃ / mġorɛ 
ḥaṣɛr d-gáhaz / yiḳolbəš erɛḿnəm / be-yaˁniA yisx̃adīš̃ gere sīźób / 
gere sīźób  

In the past, that was all from Acacia senegal, people made it us-
ing Acacia senegal. And then, when it is finished, they put it in 
the sea and they use it to catch rabbitfish, for rabbitfish. 

12. leḳaláˁ mś ɛm̄ / ˁaḳ erɛḿnəm? 

How many days do they leave it in the sea? 

13. her ḳlobk toš k-ḥáṣaf / ṭifš kɔl̄ˁayni be-ḳólobk toš kɔl̄ˁayni ṭifš k-
ḥáṣaf / be-sīźób kīźúm mabjéd be-ṣud mabjéd yaˁniA b-īġárig lóhum 
lo / mən ˁóśər sāˁúnti tā ˁóśər ṯrut sāˁúnti / o yzēd ol ṭanuh lo  

If you placed it in the morning, you inspect it in the late after-
noon, and if you placed it in the later afternoon, you inspect it 
in the morning. And in the past, there was lots of rabbitfish, and 
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lots of fish, so they wouldn’t have to wait long, between ten and 
twelve hours, no longer than that. 

14. yaˁniA be-her kísɛ her zɛd̄ l-ṭanuh yifójiš yifójərəš eṣud / linūA / 
gere ṯạrób īźanu ərġaśíti / b-isx̃núṭ meš eṣud / li-ḏālikA ḳolˁaš mən 
šɛt ɛd šūˁ sāˁúntī ṯūñi sāˁúnti / b-īṭifš  

But if they find, if they are left any longer than that the fish 
would burst it, burst it, because those sticks would be soft, and 
the fish would come out of it. For that reason, they would leave 
it for seven hours, eight hours and then inspect it. 

15. ɛ: salɛm̄ hɛt / be-ḏahn xadəmɛt́ ɛ-sīźób  

Thank you, and that is about dealing with rabbitfish. 

16. ḏiʰn xadəmɛt́ ɛ-sīźób / be-nisbahA l-xadəmɛt́ ɛ-śīróx / kīźúm o 
śe ḳarábḳər gere śīróx lo / kīźúm śīróx yixódəmš yɔ ̄ ˁar be-śēkíti / 
mġóra yisx̃ədím heš yɔ ̄ḳarábḳər ɛ-sīźób / ḥaṣɛr zḥūt̃ šarikaA ˁagyót 
be-sīźob (sic) be-śīróx ṣaḥḥiA / yisx̃ədím yɔ ̄ ḳarábḳər ɛ-sīźób gere 
śīrox / be-Aˁalā ṭūlA ḥaṣɛr / b-istamirrA yɔ ̄li-waḏaˁA ḏahun miṭ mśēn 
ˁayún  

That is about rabbitfish. With regard to catching spiny lobsters, 
in the past there were no lobster pots. In the past, people used 
to catch spiny lobster with nets, then they began to use fish 
traps designed for rabbitfish. When a company came that want-
ed a live lobster, people would use fish traps designed for rab-
bitfish for lobsters, and that was the case for several years. 

17. axarɛt̄ zḥūt̃ ḥakīt̃ / be-zḥūt̃ be-ḳarábḳər / ḳarábḳər ṭaʰn ḥāríti / 
yˁūr̃ ḳarábḳər aḥ-ḥakīt̃ / źanuh ol mabgód b-ɛrś ̣ lo / ḥakīt̃ sɛh zḥūt̃ 
bohum mən xārijA / be-zūt̃hum ṣayyādīnA iź īxódem śīróx  
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And then the government came, and brought fish traps, black 
fish traps. They were known as government fish traps. They 
weren’t to be found in the country before then. The government 
imported them. They gave them to fishermen who fished for 
lobster. 

18. ˁūr̃ót hohum só̃xdam źanuh gere śīróx / līnuA eḳarḳór ḏaʰn ɛ-
zḥam beš / her ˁamḳəš śe nīṣán be-flo ˁamḳeš śe ūnṯaA iḳelob d-
erɛḿnəm / be-ḏahun śīróx ēb / yiḥūš̃ / b-īśīš̃  

(The government) said to them, use these for lobsters, because 
the fish traps they brought, if there was something small in it or 
a female, they would throw it back into the sea, and the large 
lobsters they would take and sell. 

19. axarɛt̄ Ayaˁni stamirr ewaḏ̣aˁA ḏanuh / miṭ mśēn ˁayún / Amin 
ṯummahA / ḥakīt̃ ol ˁad zḥūt̃ be-daˁmA lo / eḳarábḳər lo / aywahA 
kēl eḳarábḳər yixorg eḳarábḳar b-iśẹ̄ˁ mən sū̃m / be-tḥīh̃um 
erɛḿnəm / eḳarábḳər / b-ol ḥakīt̃ ol ˁot zūt̃ yɔ ̄ḳarábḳər lo ḳolob yɔ ̄
fene l-elxixt  

Then the situation continued like that for a while, for several 
years. Then the government no longer gave any subsidy, no 
more fish traps, yes and the fish traps corroded and became un-
usable because of the sun or because they were taken by the 
sea, the fish traps. And the government gave people no more 
fish traps and people went back to using gill nets. 

20. xodúm be-xodúm śīróx b-elxixt / Aṭabˁan ntījɛtA ɛ-śīróx ɛ-xidim 
b-elxixət / boh erɛḿnəm o bes Akammīyāt kabīrahA mən eśīróx lo / 
ˁayún iźahun enfútī ɛd bísen Akammīyāt kabīrahA ber yɔ ̄xulṣš / b-ol 
ˁad śe ˁar Aḥājāt basīṭahA  
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And they caught lobsters with gill nets. Of course, the result of 
catching lobsters using gill nets was that there are no longer a 
large number of lobsters in the sea. Those years where there 
were lots of lobsters, and now people had finished them off. 
You only see a few now. 

23. nāṣənu her xdumk śīróx atizḥum ˁar be-Aḥāgah basīṭahA / o 
tinúfaˁ menfáˁ lo / bɛk zaḥamk be-ˁāśīrit kīlo bɛk ˁāśīrit ṯruh kīlo 
bɛk / yaˁniA zɛd̄ be-núḳaṣ  

Now if you try to catch lobsters you will only get a few, not 
enough to be of any use. You’ll bring in around ten or twelve ki-
los, more or less. 

24. lākin śīróx ḏanuh / íne šũəš śīróx ḏaʰn ḥɔr̄ ḏaʰn ḳarḳór ḥɔr̄ ɛ-
śīróx / her ṯīr / beš xadəmɛt́ yixódəmš yɔ ̄ 

But that lobster, what’s it called, for the lobster, that black fish 
trap for lobsters, if it got broken, is there anything that people 
could do to mend it? 

25. lōb əl-xadum lo / Aˁalā ṭūlA / ḏahun Aˁalā ṭūlA yiśỵeˁ mən ḥaṣ ɛ ̄
ṯīr / ol xadum o beš śe lannu šɛh ˁar mn ɛ ̄ṣ̃naˁ / ed-śīk ˁar be-
xadəmɛt́ ɛ ̄ṣ̃naˁ ol xadəmɛt́ ḏ-īd lo  

No, nothing can be done at all. It’s ruined from the moment it 
got broken. There is nothing one can do, because they just come 
from factories. They are made in the factory and not by hand.  

26. zaḥám l-ɛṭ̄oʰn  

They come like that (readymade). 

27. zaḥám l-ɛṭ̄ohun / be-her ṯēr / be-flo tɛt̄š sū̃m / be-flo xaróg / b-
ol ˁod / yiśỵɛˁ be-yəˁbośə̣nš lo / abadanA / yixalof ˁar ṭad ūdín  
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They come like that, and if they break, or the sun degrades 
them or they are finished, that’s it, they can’t be used anymore, 
at all. They have to be replaced with a new one. 

28. yixalof ˁar ṭad ūdín  

They have to be replaced with a new one. 

Figure 9: Boys with broken fish trap, Mirbāṭ 

Photo © Hugh Morris, 1970s 

8.1.6. Making Fish Traps and Rabbitfish 

This text was recorded by Janet Watson on 4 November 2015 in 
Sadḥ on an Olympus LS-11 digital recorder. The speaker is from 
the Bit al-Amri subtribe and was in his early 70s at the time of 
recording. He migrated to Kuwait for work from the 1960s, 
which shows in his occasional use of Arabic. The audio record-
ing can be accessed from Borealis or the ELAR Shehret archive 
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by entering in the search box 20151104_ShehretEJ_ 
J046_makingfishpots_rabbitfish. 

1. nḥahn kīźúm / ɛrś ̣ḏaʰn / ɛrś ̣ɛ-sədḥ / sədḥ / yɔ ̄isõrek ḳarábḳər / 
ḳarábḳə(r) ɛ-ṭūr̃  

We in the past, in this place, the place of Sadḥ, people used to 
make fish traps, fish traps from Acacia senegal.25 

2. eṯṯūr̃ inɛh 

What is Acacia senegal? 

3. ṯūr̃ raġab ɛ: (…) šajarahA 

Acacia senegal is a branch, a tree. 

4. hermi(ti) / herúm  

Plants, a plant. 

5. herúm / herúm / yilɔd̄ meš ṯạrób / b-āxst̃ / axst̃ / ˁaḳ śˁayb / be-
ṯūr̃ b-ɔṯ̄ị́h  

A tree, a tree, they chop the wood from it. And Indigofera oblon-
gifolia, Indigofera oblongifolia in the wadis, and Acacia senegal 
from further up. 

6. huṭuhn  

Where? 

7. būhn / ˁaḳ jiyɛl ḏan ɛ-sī̃n / ejyɛl kalləš / yikin beš ṯūr̃ ṯūr̃ / yilɔd̄ 
meš ṯạrób ɛ-ṯūr̃ / b-īlɔd̄ mən eśˁayb źanúh / yilɔd̄ axsĩt / yilɔd̄ / b-
ījɔr̄dəhum b-ījɔr̄dəhum / erġēb nīṣún / yinítəb bóhum / bə-šajarahA 
(sic) / bə-ṯạrób yiḳólaˁš / u-mġora yifóḳaḥš fóḳaḥ ṯroh ṭaʰn  

 
25 For flora descriptions, see Miller, Morris, and Stuart-Smith (1988). 
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Here in the mountains here by us. The whole mountain area has 
Acacia senegal. People chop wood from the Acacia senegal. And 
they cut down from the wadis, they cut down Indigofera oblongi-
folia. They chop (them) down and remove rough small twigs 
etc. They take the small branches and the tree, they leave the 
large ones. Then they split it in two like that. 

8. b-īḳóśaˁ / yiḳólaˁš / yūĩ ṯrut flo śileṯ ɛm̄ yiḳíśaˁ / be-ḥaṣɛr ḳiśáˁ / 
ḥaṣɛr ḳiśáˁ / yirhínəš ˁaḳ emíh / be-ḥaṣɛr / erġaś ̣xɛr̄ín / erġaś ̣xɛr̄ín 
/ ḥaṣɛr erġaś ̣xɛr̄ín / yiḳófˁaš / yiḳófoˁ / b-īsĩrek ḳarábḳər / yisí̃rek 
śiḳát ṯrut 

And they dry, they dry it for two or three days until it is dry. 
And when it is dry, when it is dry, they ret it down in water. 
And when it becomes softer and more supple, a bit suppler, 
when it is suppler, they weave it. They weave, and they make 
fish traps. They make two sections. 

9. b-īsí̃rek erīš̃ / b-īsí̃rek xoh / ḏanuh yiḳólbəš ˁaḳ emih / ˁaḳ emih / 
aywahA / b-āġáʰl / yisí̃rek hes maḥbíṭ ṭaʰn / maḥbíṭ / beš fedənín / 
fedənín  

They make the long strip (that joins the top to the bottom), and 
they make the mouth. That they place in the water, in the wa-
ter, yes, down. They make a wall for it, a low wall with stones, 
stones.  

10. emaḥbíṭ yikin  

What is the low wall like? 

11. maḥbiṭ ḥoʰr / lebre ḥoʰr / ḥɔr̄ ɛ-ḳarkɔr̄ / yɔḳ̄aˁ ˁamḳə(š) ḳarḳɔr̄ 
/ yikin fədənín mi-būhn be-m-būhn be-m-būhn be-m-būhn / be-yɔḳ̄aˁš 
būhn bə-yɔḳ̄aˁ ṯị̄rəš / ṭit būhn / be-ṭit būhn / ṭit būhn / fedənín / be-
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xoh ber būhn xoh / ˁamḳəš / beš xoh / yɔj̄aḥ ṣud ilahúhn / b-īḥūš̃ / 
eṣud ɛ-ṣaˁfót  

The low wall is like a pen, a pen for the fish trap. They put the 
fish trap in it. There are stones here, here, here and here. And 
they put it there and place stones, one here and one there (to 
weigh it down), and the mouth is here in the middle, it has a 
mouth where the fish enter, and it captures them. The kind of 
fish with scales. 

12. be-xoh yikūn ɛmt ɛ:  

And the mouth faces? 

13. lā / yol jiyɛl yol jiyɛl / o ykin yol erɛḿnəm lo / yikin ˁar ḥaṯị́h / 
ṭaʰn / yol giyɛĺ / eṣud ɛ-ṣaˁfot / eṣud ɛ-ṣaˁfót / yitīš yɔ ̄/ yitīš / yix-
oṣərən beš l-ḥit / bə-flo tūr̃  

No, towards the mountains, not towards the sea. It faces up-
wards (towards the land), like that, towards the mountains. 
(The kind of) fish with scales, fish with scales, that people eat. 
They eat it. They use it as a relish with rice or dates.  

14. be-sīźób / yiḳośˁaš / b-īfhiśš / bə-mih ḏ-erɛḿnəm / ˁaḳ dərɛm̄ / 
dərɛm̄ / dərɛm̄ / ˁaḳ dərɛm̄ / be-flo tinkét / be-flo ṣɛfərīt / ḥaṣɛr bí-
šɛĺ / yijúraḥš / yijuraḥ b-egdirít / b-īfolḳəš / yinútəb b-eṣaˁfót / b-
īnútəb serf ḏanuh be-serf ḏaʰn / b-īnúteb ˁayśọ́ś ̣ˁaḳ ˁamḳ be-yɔḳ̄aˁš 
o / yirúdi beš  

And rabbitfish, they dry it and boil it in sea water, in an oil 
drum, an oil drum, an oil drum, in an oil drum, straight-sided 
metal container with a screw-on lid, or in a pan. When it is 
cooked and ready, they spread it up. They spread it on the 
ground, then they split it into two. They remove the scales. 
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They remove the fillet on one side, and then the other side. 
They remove the bones from the middle. They don’t leave them, 
they throw them away. 

15. be-ḏanuh ṣud yɔḳ̄aˁš ṭad ṯɛ̣r ṭad ṭad ṯɛ̣r ṭad ṭad ṯɛ̣r ṭad / be-
ḥaṣɛr tim / yiḥūš̃ b-īḳośˁaš ṯɛ̣r / ṯəbjét rḥīt̃ / ḥósəb ḥósəb 

And that fish they place one on top of the other, and when they 
have finished, they take it and dry in on a good level place with 
pebbles. 

16. ṯəbjét rḥīt̃  

A good level place. 

17. ṯɛr múḳśaˁ rḥim / yɔḳ̄aˁəš alˁayni / išḥayr / her o ṭof lo be-
só̃hum ṣud / yɔḳ̄aˁəš ɛṭaʰn / ṭaʰn / ṭaʰn / ṭaʰn / lebre ṭaʰn nah / le-
bre ḏinuh  

On a good drying place. They leave it in the evening today, and 
if they haven’t inspected and they have fish, they leave it like 
that, like that, so that. 

18. ey 

Yes. 

19. b-īḳolˁaš ɛd ḳerére / lɛkin yikin yɔ ̄tōləš / ˁar ṯīrunta / b-ˁar īṯˁól 
/ o ytīš / k-ḥáṣaf yiḳóśaˁəš o ṭaʰn šɛh lo k-ḥáṣaf yisĩrek beš ṭaʰn / 
yiḳólbəš / b-īḳólˁaš Ayōmēn / ṯelet iyyɛm̄A / be-ḥaṣɛr ḳiśaˁ / ḳiśaˁ 
rḥim / yɔḳ̄aˁ ˁaḳ jūni / be-yɔḳ̄aˁ yɔḳ̄aˁ ṭahun be-xxalif Abə-l-maṯalA 
/ ɛ-ṭaʰn b-ēṣud / ṣud eṯ-ṯāniA  

They leave it until the next day, but there have to be people 
with it to keep off hyenas and to keep off foxes, so they don’t 
eat it. In the morning they dry it. Not like that, in the morning 
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they do like that. They turn it over, and they leave it for two or 
three days. And when it has dried properly, they put it in a 
sack, and they put, they put (it) like that and then do the same 
again, like that with the fish, the other fish. 

Figure 10: Traditional fish traps, eastern Dhofar 

Photo © Miranda Morris, 1970s 

8.1.7. Shark-Liver Oil Lamps 

This text was recorded by Miranda Morris in 1980 in Ḥadbīn on 
an Uher Report 4000L portable reel-to-reel tape recorder, 1981 
model. The speaker, from the Shahri tribe, was an old man at 
the time of recording, from Ḥadbīn. The even-numbered sec-
tions are questions and interjections by Miranda Morris. The re-
cording, 1980_J051_Tape4_Hedbeen_Side2_EJ_sharkliveroil 
lamps, can be accessed from Watson’s Borealis dataset. 

https://borealisdata.ca/dataset.xhtml?persistentId=doi%3A10.5683%2FSP3%2FZC3IGS&version=DRAFT
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1. ṣift / yisí̃rək ṣift / be-yɔḳ̄aˁ ˁamḳəš ftilt / śṭərér    

Shark-liver oil. They use shark-liver oil, and they put a wick in 
it, a strip of cloth. 

2. ftilt mən śṭərér naˁ?  

A wick from a strip of cloth, yes? 

3. śṭərér / ftilt / be-yɔḳ̄aˁs / erɛšs ˁaḳ eṣíft / b-erešs ˁalī d-enfíj b-
śxōṭ ḏek ˁalī / wə-yəṣírid wə-yisĩrók 

A strip of cloth, a wick. And they dip one end of it in the shark-
liver oil. The top end of it (the wick) sticks (out of the oil) and 
that end is set alight, and it makes a light and so it goes.  

4. wə-ftilt ˁaḳ ínɛh? 

And what is the wick in? 

5. ˁaḳ ɛ-ṣift  

In the shark-liver oil. 

6. ṣift / mišA śabḥ / ṣift?  

Shark-liver oil, not fat, shark-liver oil? 

7. lā her śe sĩs ̃śabḥ ˁamér sĩs ̃b-flo ˁak sĩs ̃ṣift  

No, if you have fat, use that, or if you have shark-liver oil (use 
that).  

8. eḳaḥf eḳaḥf? ṭaˁór?  

A pot? A pot? Of clay? 

9. ˁar ḳaḥf lā ḳaḥf ṭaˁór / ḳaḥf flo ṣafrayyət flo káˁab ḳɛrṭóṣ lo ḳaḥf 
lo / yisĩrək ˁamḳəš ṣifét / wə-yɔḳ̄aˁ ṯɛ̣rs śṭərér lo 
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Just a pot, a clay pot, clay pot or a metal dish or some utensil or 
other or a carton—no! A clay pot. They put shark-liver oil in it, 
and they put the strip of cloth in it, don’t they?  

10. Awa-hāḏa ftilt / yaˁni yaḥraḳ / wa-bə-l-layl lāzim tijurr šway-
yah šwayyah miṯl hāḏaA / tzīd ftilt  

And this wick, I mean, it burns, and at night you have to keep 
pulling it out like this lengthening the wick? 

11. Alā lā tzīdA lo / ssínud ṭit 

No, no you don’t lengthen it, once is enough. 

12. Aṭūl il-layl?A 

For the whole night? 

13. ed túnjah  

Until dawn. 

14. kalˁayni kāl  

The whole night? 

18. ˁāṣər kalš / éwa   

The whole night, yes. 

8.2. Mehri Texts 

8.2.1. Fish Traps 

This text was recorded by video by Janet Watson in Hāsik on 11 
November 2014 in the yard of the Governor’s house. The speak-
er is a fisherman in his 50s from the Bit Thuwar subtribe, who 
lives in Ḥadbīn. He also provided the texts 8.2.2. and 8.2.3. The 
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aluminium fish trap described here is made from meshed wire, 
concave hexagonal in shape, with flat top and bottom sections, 
a mouth in the centre of the inner concave, and a section on the 
side which can be opened to remove the trapped fish. The video 
recording can be accessed from Borealis or the ELAR Mehri ar-
chive by entering in the search box 
20141111_MehriHask_M044_fishtrap. It should be viewed to-
gether with the transcription/translation. 

1. ṣarōmah ḏōmah / xahh  

Now that is the mouth. 

2. xahh / xahh ḏ-əḳərḳōr  

The mouth, the mouth of the fish trap. 

3. wə-ḥābū mət yəḥaym yərśạ̄fəm tah yəṭarḥəm tah l-ūṭōmah  

And people, when they want to weigh it down (with stones), 
they lay it like that. 

4. wə-ḏ-īḳōbəl abarr / ḏ-īḳōbəl abarr / bərk ərawrəm ḏ-īḳōbəl abarr 
yəkūn  

And it (the mouth) faces the shore. It faces the shore. In the sea, 
it should face the shore. 

5. wə-ḏīmah śiḳḳāt ālūt / śiḳḳāt  

And that is the top section, the (top) section. 

6. wə-ḏīh ərīt / ərīt / ḏīmah  

And that is the side wall. The side wall, that. 

7. wə-ḏih śiḳḳāt awxayt  

And that is the base section. 
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8. wə-ḏōmah ˀayōb / yəfətk mənh əṣayd / ˀayōb  

And that is the (door or) part from which the fish come out. 

9. ahā ̃/ mət barh / mət barh bərkih əṣayd / ahā ̃ 

Yes, when it, when there are fish in it, okay, 

10. nnəgfih ūṭōmah grē yftēk mənh əṣayd mən ḥalahm 

we tip it like that so that the fish come out from there. 

Figure 11: Modern fish trap, Sadḥ 

Photo © Janet C. E. Watson, 2016 

11. wə-mət barh nḥōm nərśə̣fh / nāmōl xīṭayt bawmah wə-nrəṣnəh  

And when we want to weigh it down (again in the sea), we put 
a string here and bind it, 
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12. bassA lagrē l-ād yəftēk mənh əṣayd lā / wə-hēh ḏōmah / ḏōmah 
/ əḳərnēt yˀamrəm hīs  

just so that the fish don’t escape from it. And that there, that 
they call the corner. 

13. wə-ḏīmah ākōt / ākōt  

And that is the front rounded part, the rounded part. 

8.2.2. Shark Nets 

The speaker was interviewed by Janet Watson on 11 November 
2014 in the Wali’s house in Ḥāsik, recording on an Olympus LS-
11 digital recorder and simultaneously on a Canon HDXA20 
video recorder with external Audio-technica microphone. The 
speaker is the same as for text 8.2.1. The audio and video re-
cordings can be accessed from Borealis or the ELAR Mehri ar-
chive by entering in the search box 20141111_MehriHask_ 
M044_sharknets. 

1. əlyawx hāśən  

What are gill nets? 

2. əlyawx k-ənhōr ḏə-ġōzəl wə-śī ḏə-bəng / bəng / bəng mən har-
mayt / bəng mən harmayt / yəḥaṯməm tah / yəḥaṯməm tah mət 
barh / xīṭayt ḳəwīyət / yəwaśam tah / yəwaśam tah yāmīləh śabk / 
śabk ṭwayl / śabk ṭwayl  

Gill nets in the past (were made of) cotton and some from coir, 
coir. Coir comes from plants. Coir comes from plants. They 
would twist it. They would twist it until it became strong cord. 
Then they would knot it. They would knot it to make nets out of 
it, a long net, a long net. 



404 Watson, Morris, Moore and Baquir 

3. ahā̃

Yes.

4. wə-yāmīl bih ḳayd mən aġawf wə-ḳayd mən xōṭər mən aġawf bih
krīb / krīb26

And then they would make a cord above and a cord below. 
Above there would be floats, floats.  

5. aywahA

Yes.

6. ˀalāmahA / gərē yəṭfēf / wə-mən xōṭər ṣwayr

A flag (as a marker) so that it would float, and beneath were 
stones. 

7. hāśən mən ṣwayr

What type of stones?

8. ṣwayr / ādi / ṣwayr ḳəṭ mən əḳā

Normal stones, stones just from the ground.

9. ḳəṣḳayṣ

White pebbles?

10. lā lā ṣwayr ḏə-ḳaṣṣ

No, no, limestone stones.

11. ḏə-ḳaṣṣ / ahā̃

Limestone stones, okay.

26 A line of floats attached at intervals along the top rope from which 
the gill net is suspended (Miranda Morris, pers. comm.). 
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12. yāmīl bih ṣwayr ḏə-ḳaṣṣ / wə-yəraṣnəm tēsən mən xōṭər grē 
yənṣāb / ykūn śabk hīs ūṭōməh aġawf / məmtadd / ḏə-mattəd w-
ārayś ̣/ mən aġawf bih krīb / yəṭfūfən bih ṯạ̄r ḥmoh / ləgrē ūxaym 
mət ḏə-nūka / yāḳā bərk aˀamḳ / yəmanah / yəġnūḳ27 bərkih 
ūxaym m-boh m-boh / lə-hān əbēlī hərzəḳawk / ərəzḳA m-hāl əbēlī 
wə-ḥābū ṭakməh sababA  

They would use limestone stones and they would tie them be-
neath so that it (i.e., the gill net) would stay upright. The net 
would be above like that stretched out, stretched out and wide. 
Above there would be floats that would float above it on the 
surface of the water, so that when sharks came, they would land 
in the middle. It would catch them. Sharks would be throttled 
in it here and there, as much as God blessed you with. Blessings 
come from God and people rely on that. 

13. wə-ṭād / ḏə-ġōzal / ṭawrən hīs tah ūṭakm / ḏə-ġōzal mən 
əḳaṭan ṭawrən / yəwaśam tah / yəwaśam tah ḥābū / wə-yāmīl hīs 
əmġadfēt lākin aˀaynəh nōb hīs ūṭōməh / wə-… wə-hēh ṭwayl / 
ṭawrən / ṭwayl ūṭakm wə-yāmīl bih krīb 

There would be one (net) from cotton, also like that one, of cot-
ton, of cotton too. They would knot it (to make nets). People 
would knot it, and they would make nets like cast nets, but the 
eyes of the mesh would be large like that, and it would also be 
long, long like that, and they would make floats for it. 

 
27 This probably should be from √xnḳ ‘to throttle’; however, the audio 
clearly has /ġ/ in place of /x/. 
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14. ṭwayl hīs hāśən  

How long? 

15. ṭwayl / hīs / m-bawmah tā ṯạ̄r agārA ḏēk / ṭwayl / ˁəšrayn bāˁ 
/ ˁəšrayn / wə-śī / śalāṯayn / wə-śī xamstāšər / ˁalā / ˁalā ḥisəb / 
kullA aḥād l-əmḳədawrəh / kullA aḥād l-əmḳədawrəh  

As long as from here to the asphalted area over there, (that) long: 
20 metres, 20 and some would be 30, and some 15. It all depends, 
each according to their ability, each according to their ability. 

16. ṭād aḥād ših ḥābū yəḳadrən yāmīl ṭwayl / ḥābū ār ṭād walā 
ṯroh yāmīl ḳsayrayn  

Some people had others who were able to make a long one. If 
there were only one or two people they would make it shorter. 

17. wə-yallah-yi / wə-hūwāri / ār ḏə-ṯạrb / gərr / yəgrawr bə-ġādūf 
/ yəgrawr / yəgrawr ahā ̃/ bərk ərawrəm / yāmīl bih / ġādūf yāmīl 
bih lawḥ / wə-hēh ṯạrb / ūṭōməh / wə-yəgrawr bih / śī lā məkāyinA  

Like that, and dugout canoes were made of wood, and (people) 
would row with paddles. They would row. They would row, 
yes, in the sea. They would fashion paddles from planking, and 
it was a wooden shaft like that, and they would row with it. 
There weren’t any engines. 

18. lā lā  

No, no. 

19. wə-yəradyəm bih bawməh / yənakam / b-ūxaym ḥazāzī  

And they would set them (i.e., the gill net) here. They would 
bring in black tip (or bull or grey reef) shark. 
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20. yənakam bə-hāśən mən ūxaym  

What types of shark would they bring in? 

21. ūxaym / aywahA / yənakam bə-hazāzi / ḏəmāwi / wə-ynakam 
bə-ghərat / wə-ynakam bə-šīṣa / wə-ynakam / bə-mənsūfəh / wə-
ynakam bə-səbli / wə-ynakam bə-gerēnīyəh / əlyōməh ḏə-bawməh  

Shark, yes: they would bring in blacktip (~bull~grey reef) 
sharks (also known as ḏəmāwi), blacktip reef (~bramble) sharks 
and lemon shark. And they would bring in mansūfəh shark, and 
small síbili-type (one-piece) shark and larger gerēnīyəh-type 
(one-piece) shark—those (shark types) that are to be found 
here.28  

22. wə-mġōrən yəśīm əḥ-ḥābū / wə-šīṣa / w-aˀābadyət / ˀābadyət 
ahā ̃ / hōh ṣarōməh mġōrən mət śīnək tēhəm / hām śink wə-hām 
šīkəm ṣūrəhA / əkūləṯ hīkəm bə-həmətīhəm  

And then they would sell them to people, and lemon shark and 
guitarfish. Guitarfish, yes. Now if I could see them. If I saw and 
you had pictures, I could tell you their names.  

23. Awə-hāḏa l-ḥayāhA ḏə-k-ənhōr ḥābū ˀār ūṭōməh šīhəm śī nīlū lā 
/ šīhəm śī ḳyūd ḳyūd yāmīl mən əˀarf / təḳtayl  

And this was the way of life before. People didn’t have nylon, 
and they didn’t have thread, apart from what they made from 
the desert palm, Nannorrhops ritchiana, təḳtayl. 

24. təḳtayl hāh  

What’s təḳtayl? 

 
28 Shark are often named according to their size/age. 
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25. ət-təḳtayl ḥədāgəh / ḏə-śwūr / yāmīləs ḏ-əġōzəl / yəḥaṯməm tēs 
/ yəḥaṯməm tēs ḳəṭənīn / wə-mġōrən yāmīləs / yəṣabġəm tēs bə-
hrūm hamməh xarṭərīt / xarṭərīt / hrūm / yəṭḳawḳəh / wə-yṭarḥəm 
tah bərk ṣəfərayyət / wə-yəṭarḥəm tēs śwūr bərkih / grē tāḳā ḥūrūt 
/ grē aṣayd l-ād yəśnēs lā wə-tāḳā ḳəwayyət 

təḳtayl is Citrullus colocynthis for the lines, they would make it 
from cotton. They would twist it to thread. They would twist it 
very fine, and then they would make it. They would dye it with 
a plant called xarṭərīt (Hermannia sp.) a plant called xarṭərīt. 
They would pound it, and leave it in a pot and put the lines in 
with it so that it becomes black, so that the fish wouldn’t see it 
and it would be strong. 

26. wə-yāmīl bīs əḳəlīw / ḥədayd / wə-yḳatlən bīs / aywahA ḥədayd 
ḥədayd   

And they would make a hook out of metal and line-fish with it. 
Yes, iron, iron.  

27. ahā ̃/ inɛh šũəš  

What is it called? 

28. ḥədayd / ḳəlīw ḳəlīw  

Metal, a hook, hook. 

29. ḳəlīw   

A hook. 

30. ləgrē yḳatlən bih āṣāb / āṣəbīt / wə-rīdəḳ / wə-ḳəlawwat / wə-
ṭarān / əlyōməh yəḳatlən bih ḥābū mən əbarr  
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So that they could line-fish emperor, and rock cod, and snap-
pers and pompano. People would line-fish these from the shore. 

31. ahā ̃/ hēt / hēt tḳōtəl  

Yes. You, did you line-fish like this? 

32. lā / hōh / lā əl-hōh ād lḥaḳk l-əlyakməh lā / lāmalhəm / lākin 
lḥaḳk ḥābū šīhəm əlyōməh / lḥaḳk tēhəm šīhəm əlyōməh ḏə-
yāmīlhəm  

No, that was before my time, to do that. But I did know people 
who had those things. I did meet those who used to make them 

33. wə-mġōrən ḥābū mən əttōli / nakam bīhəm mən mən barrah / 
ḏə-hēm ḏ-əġōzəl / ət-tāmōlən tēhəm məkāyinA / k-ənhōr ār bə-
ḥāditīhəm / bū mən Aəl-xamsīnāt mən əs-sittīnātA ū-boh / nakam 
ḥābū bīhəm mən mən mən barrah / nakam bīhəm mən dəbay 
wadak mən ḥōh̃ lā / mən ūḳōn mən kūrīya 

And then people brought them from abroad, those of cotton 
that machines make (now). In the past, they were just hand-
made. From the fifties and from the sixties on, people began 
bringing them in from abroad. They brought them from Dubai, 
and I don’t know from where else, perhaps from Korea. 

34. yāmīlhəm wə-hēm ḏə-ḳəṭən / wə-mtəlayh nūka naylū ḏōməh 
mən hīs nḥah fəṭnən  

They made them and they were of cotton. And then nylon 
came, in the time we remember. 

35. mayt nūka naylūn  

When did nylon come in? 
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36. nūka naylū bə- / Ayimkin xamsah wə-sittīnA / wəṭōmah / bərk 
Axamsah wə-xamsīn aw / sittīn aw xamsəh wə-xam[sīn]A / hāk 
bərk tārīx ḏōməh nūka nīlū / nūka śỵūġ ḏə-nīlu / wə-nūka layx ḏə-
naylu / lyawx / wə-nūka mġədfayt ḏə-naylu / kośśīyən kalləh naylū 
ḏōməh / l-ād nūka ḳəṭən lā / linna ḳəṭən / tmōna snēt / mġōrən 
təśỵēˀ  

Nylon may have come around (19)65, around then, around 
(19)55 or (19)60 or (19)55. Around that time nylon came in, 
broad-meshed seine nets of nylon and gill nets of nylon, gill 
nets, and cast nets of nylon. Everything was made of nylon. 
There wasn’t any cotton anymore because cotton would last a 
year and then become useless. 

37. wəlā snēti ṯrayt hām ġayg yəḥafləs w-əġayg ādəh yəhtamm bīs / 
wə-mākini nīlu ṣarōməh mən ōśar snay yəmōna / hām əl-bəśṛīh 
əṣayd wəlā wīḳa ṯạ̄r ḳəśōr lā / wə-hēt tḥaflih / yəmōna xaymah 
snay hitt snay / wə-ḏīməh sēh ṣarōməh ˁāšū ḥābū l-ḏīməh əḥḥənīt  

Or two years if a man took good care of it and paid attention to 
it, but as for nylon, it would last for ten years, if fish didn’t tear 
it or it didn’t end up (snagged) on the rocks. If you took good 
care of it, it would last five or six years. And that’s it now, peo-
ple lived that whatsit. 

8.2.3. Cast Nets, and Sardine Catching and Drying 

The speaker was interviewed by Janet Watson on 11 November 
2014 in the Wali’s house in Ḥāsik. This text was recorded audio-
visually on a Canon HDXA20 camcorder with an external Au-
dio-technica microphone and saved as an MTS file. Only signifi-
cant interviewer interjections by Watson are reproduced in this 
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transcription. The video recording can be accessed from the 
ELAR Mehri archive by entering in the search box 
20141111_MehriHask_M044_castnets_sardinecatchinganddrying. 

1. taww / amġōdəf  

Okay, cast nets. 

2. amġōdəf / amġadfēt ḥābū yəġadfəm bīs ġōzəl / yəwaśạm tēs bə-
ḥāditīhəm  

Cast nets, for a cast net that people use to cast is of cotton. They 
knot it [into nets] with their hands. 

3. w-əġōzəl hāh  

And what is ġōzəl? 

4. əġōzəl ḳaṭən / mən ḳaṭən / yāmīl ḥābū / yāmīl / yəġazləm tah / 
ta ykūn ḳṭayn / xīṭayt ṭanuh / wə-ywaśạm tah / yəwaśam amġadfēt 
ḏ-əṣayd / wə-ywaśam amġadfēt ḏ-əˀayd / wə-ywaśam śōgəd / śōgəd 
ḏ-īślawl bih aˀayd / yəġadfəm b-əmġadfēt ˀayd / mġōrən yəhḳāˀəm 
tēs bərk śōgəd wə-yəślawl yəhḳaśam tēs aˀayd / ‘sardīn’ atēm 
tˀamrəm  

ġōzəl is cotton, of cotton people make it. They work [the thread] 
until it is fine, a thread like that, then they knot it; they knot 
cast nets for fish, and they knot cast nets for sardine. They also 
knot collecting nets, collecting nets that they carry the sardine 
in. They use cast nets to catch sardines, and then they put them 
into a collecting net, and they take them to dry, the sardines. 
You call them ‘sardīn’. 

5. w-amġadfēt tkīn (sic) / amġadfēt tkūn / nōb  

A cast net, a cast net is large? 
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6. aywahA / tkūn sˀayt ḏirɛˀ / ṭamənīt ḏirɛˀ / ūṭōməh / əḏirāˀ ḏah / 
ḏōməh ūṭōməh / ṭamnīt / wə-sˀayt / bass ūṭōməh / wə-yġadfəm bīs 
mən abarr ḥābū / yəġadfəm bīs ˀayd / wə-yġadfəm bīs ṣayd ḏə-sīźōb  

Yes, it will be nine cubits (span from elbow to tip of extended 
middle finger), eight cubits, like that. That is a cubit, like that, 
eight or nine, just like that. And people cast them from the 
shore. They catch sardines in them and catch rabbitfish. 

7. wə-yġadfəm bīs əgišrān / wə-yġadfəm bīs ədwayr / ḏōməh ḏ-
əṣayd / w-əmġadfēt ḏ-əˀayd yġadfəm bīs ār ˀayd / mət nkōt ˀayd / 
ṣayf šahr xamsah / tnōka ˀayd / ḥābū yġadfəm bīs ˀayd / wə-šīhəm 
śōgəd yəślawl ˀayd yəhḳaśam tēs u-mġōrən yəśīməs lə-bˁili əbḳār / 
bˁili amōl / ḥārawn / wə-hibɛr̄ w-əbḳār / grē ˀayd bars ḳśayt  

And they catch yellowtail scad in them, and they catch mullet 
in them. That is for fish, and the sardine cast net is just for 
catching sardine. When sardines come, in the summer, in May, 
sardines come, and people cast for sardines. They also have a 
collecting net. They take the sardines and dry them and then 
they sell them to cattle owners, livestock owners, for goats, 
camels and cows, because the sardine is dry. 

8. wə-farḳ baynA əmġadfēt ḏ-əˀayd w-əmġadfēt  

And what is the difference between a cast net for sardines and a 
cast net? 

9. ḏ-aṣayd  

For fish? 

10. ḏ-aṣayd ahā ̃ 

For fish, yes. 
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11. śī lā / ār aˀayn  

Nothing, apart from (the size of) the eye (i.e., of the mesh). 

12. ār aˀayn  

Just (the size of) the eye. 

13. aˀayn ḏ-aˀayd əḳannitt / aˀaynəs / ḳannitt ūṭōməh / ˀayn / 
śabk / wə-mākən ḏ-əṣayd nōb tkūn grē tkūn xfift / wə-ḏ-əˀayd 
ḏīməh ḳannitt / wə-yāmīləs ˀayn ḳannitt  

The eye for sardines is small. Its eye is small like that, the eye of 
the net, but for fish it is large so that it is lighter. And the one 
for sardine, this one is small. They make it with small eyes. 

14. wə-hīboh yəġadfəm  

And how do they cast (the net)? 

15. yəġadfəm tēs bə-ḥāditīhəm / yəmanam tēs ṯạ̄r ḥaydəh / ykūn 
bīs ərṣōṣ / yāmīl bīs xīṭayt mən əxxōṭər / wə-rəṣṣayn / wə-mġōrən 
yəġadfəm bīs / wə-mət bars b-əḳā / yəġawṣ aġayg wə-yəślɛs̄ / yəślūl 
rəṣṣayn rəṣṣayn rəṣṣayn attā yəmnɛˀ axxahh / tkūn bār bərkīs ayd / 
yənagfəm tēs bərk śōgəd wə-yəślawl / ḥābū  

They cast it with their hands. They take hold of it on top with 
one of their hands. It has lead weights (around the circum-
ference). They make a cord from beneath and lead weights, and 
then they cast it. And when it has reached the bottom, the fish-
erman dives down to get it. He gathers up the weights handful 
by handful until he takes hold of the mouth [of the net]. There 
will be sardine in it. They tip them into a collecting net and 
people carry (them) off. 
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16. wə-śōgəd ykūn hīboh  

What is the collecting net like?  

17. śōgəd ykūn hīs amġadfēt / lākin mrabbaˀ / bih xahh / wə-mən 
xōṭər ānbīt / wa hēh ṭwayl / ykūn śāṯayt ḏirɛˀ / śāṯayt ḏirɛˀ ṭawləh 
ṭawrən / wə-xxahh ykūn ūṭōməh / yəmanah aġayg ūṭōməh / lannū 
ūṭōməh ṭanuh bərk ḥaydəh / yəmanah / wə-yəṣbūb lih ˀayd bərkīs 
wə-ymōna xahh wə-yəślaləh ṯạ̄r āṯə̣məth / wə-yəsyūr  

The collecting net is like a cast net, but square. It has a mouth 
and at the bottom it is wide. It is long, it will be around three 
cubits, its length will be three cubits, and its mouth is like that. 
The man will take it like that, he will hold it like that in his 
hands, and pour sardine into it and take hold of the mouth and 
carry it on his back. Then he will go. 

18. wə-yəsyūr  

And he will go. 

19. yallah-yi / wə-yəḳawśa b-əḳā / b-əḳā / yənagfəm tēs / ṯạ̄r ḥayḳ 
/ ṯạ̄r əraml / baṭḥ lā / yəhḳaśam tēs wə-mġōrən yəḳarfīdəs bə-ṯị̄rōb 
/ mən txīs / aˀayd / wə-mġōrən wət bār ḳśōt / yəślawləs wə-
ydafnəm tēs bərk abaṭḥ wə-ydafnəm tēs bə-baṭḥ / attā ḥawl  

He will go, and he will dry (them) on the ground. They tip them 
onto the beach onto the sand, not on dust(y ground). They dry 
them and then turn them over with sticks to stop them from 
spoiling, the sardines. Then when they are dry, they take them 
and bury them in dry earth and bury them with dry earth, until 
the same time a year later. 



 Harvesting the Sea in Central Monsoon Dhofar and al-Mahrah 415 

20. tā ḥawl  

For a year. 

21. tā ṣayrəb / yəślawləs bərk əzōhi / bərk əxśīb / əxśīb ḏə-ṯị̄rōb / 
ḥanyōb / bāti śīrɛˀ / wə-yśīməs / bə-śə̣fōr wə-bə-sawḳ / wə-bə-sadḥ 
/ bˁīli hibɛr̄ wə-bˁili abḳār wə-bˁili ḥārawn yəsīġ hīsən h-amōl mət śī 
rḥəmēt lā  

Until the post-monsoon period. They take them in boats, in 
boats, in large wooden boats, sailing boats, and sell them, in 
Dhofar and in Mirbāṭ and in Sadḥ, to camel and cattle and goat 
owners. They scatter them (in fodder) for livestock when there 
is no good pasture. 

22. wə-ṣarōməh / ḥāyōm əlyōməh / ād aḥāḏ yəśtōm ād aḥād 
yəśtōm ˀayd 

And now, nowadays, does anyone still buy (them)? 

23. aˀayd  

Sardines? 

24. aˀayd mən bˁili mōl  

Sardines (do any) of the livestock owners (still buy them)? 

25. ṣarōməh / ḥābū / yəġadfəm ˀayd wə-yśīməs ār ṯiryīt / bərk 
ṯallājātA / wə-yśīməs / yəśīməs lə-ssawḳ / yəśīməs bərk swāgA / 
məskūt / wə-dubay / wə-śə̣fūr / wə-ytawyəm tēs ḥābū ṣarōməh / 
yətawyəm tēs ḥābū / wə-l-ād aḥād yəhḳaśas lā / yallahA yəśtīməs / 
yallahA  

Now people cast for sardines, but they sell them fresh, to cold 
storage vans, and they sell them. They sell them in markets, in 
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Muscat, Dubai and Dhofar, and people eat them now. People eat 
them. No one dries them anymore. They sell them. Yes indeed! 

26. l-ād aḥād yəhḳaśas lā

No one dries them anymore.

27. lā / ṣarōməh ād aḥād… wət ṭawr / wət sēh mēkən / yəhḳaśam
tēs bˁili ḥārawn wəlā bˁili hibɛr̄ / w-abōḳi ṣarōməh bˁili sayyārātA ār
bərk əṯṯalgA

No, now no one, only occasionally, if there are a lot (of them), 
goat owners or camel owners will dry them, and the rest now 
(are sold to) cold storage vans. 

Figure 12: Hauling in sardines, Salalah 

Photo © Janet C. E. Watson, 2011 
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8.2.4. How the ġaṣbīt hibˁayt Fish Got Its Name 

This text was recorded in the speaker’s house in the town of al-
Ġayḏ̣ah, Yemen, on 14 April 2013. The Mehri dialect spoken 
here is known as Mahriyōt (Sima 2009). The speaker, from the 
subtribe of Bit Bakrayt, was in his mid-50s at the time of record-
ing, and was brought up in the mountains above Ḥawf. He also 
provided text 8.2.5. The audio recording can be accessed from 
Borealis or the ELAR Mehri archive by entering in the search 
box 20130414_MehriMo_M005_howGhaSbiitHibaytGotItsName. 

1. hīt ḥāwēl šxbərš tō min ɛh / ˁamərš hīni hāśən axah ġaṣəbīt 
hibˁayt wkoh / Aayš maˁnā / yaˁniA ġaṣəbīt hibˁayt / ˁamūrən 
zamānA / yəkalṯəm ḳuṣṣāt / ˁamūrən ḏīmah / ġaṣəbīt hibˁayt / ṣayd 
ḏōmah ḏə-humməh ġaṣəbīt hibˁayt / ˁamūrəm / ḥōjəm tīs / hibˁayt 
ġyūj / yəḥaym yəġdafəms aw yəlḳafməs / mġōr ˁamūrəm / ḥōjəm 
tōs / hībˁayt ġyūj / wə-filtōt minhām  

You asked me earlier about what. You said to me, ‘What is 
ġaṣəbīt hibˁayt, why, what is the meaning of ġaṣəbīt hibˁayt?’ We 
said in the past they told a story: we said this ġaṣəbīt hibˁayt, ‘it 
escaped from seven’, this fish called ġaṣəbīt hibˁayt. They said 
seven men cornered it. They wanted to catch it in a net or catch 
it. Then they said seven men cornered it and it escaped from 
them. 

2. śīnəš / yaˁnī hibˁayt minhām ḳdūrəm ilḳifəm / ṣayd ḏōmah lā / 
sēh ġaṣəbīt hibˁayt / min būmah / nūkaˁ humməs / axah ḏə-ġaṣəbūt 
/ hibˁayt ġyūj / ḳdūrəm yəlḳifməs lā / wa:-hamīmən tōs min ṭawr 
ḏakmah / ġaṣəbōt hibˁayt / wə-humməs nṣarōmah / ġaṣəbīt hibˁayt  
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Do you see? I mean seven of them (weren’t) able to catch that 
fish, which is ġaṣəbīt hibˁayt. From that incident it got its name. I 
mean it escaped and seven men weren’t able to catch it. And we 
call it (that) from that time on. It escaped from seven, and now 
its name is ġaṣəbīt hibˁayt. 

8.2.5. How the raḥṯōt Fish Got Its Name 

This text was recorded on 14 April 2013 by Janet Watson in al-
Ġayḏ̣ah, Yemen, in the house of the speaker. It was recorded on 
an Olympus LS-11 digital recorder. The audio can be accessed 
from Borealis or the ELAR Mehri archive by entering in the 
search box 20130414_MehriMo_M005_howRaHthootFishGotIts 
Name_jfoonCows. 

1. tārīxA īmoh Aarbaˁtašar arbaˁah / alfayn wa-ṯalātˁašarA / wə-hōh 
ˁaskari ḥujayrān frēj saˁd  

The date today is 14 April 2013, and I am Askari Hujayran Frej 
Saad. 

2. kūṯōt ḏīmah / šxəbəríti jānīt ˁan / hōh ˁamərk hīs widˁaš wkoh 
humməs / raḥṯōt / ˁamərūt lā / ˁamərk līna yˁamrəm zamānA / 
zamānA lā wə-ta nṣarōmah / yˁamrəm hīs tərḥōṯ / əḥḥayḳ / 
yˁamrəm / yaˁni təḳtəwītən ˁar lə-ḥayḳ  

This story Janet asked me about. I told her, ‘Do you know why 
it is called raḥṯōt (it licked)?’ She said, ‘No.’ I said, ‘Because in 
the past they used to say, not in the past… until now, they said 
she would lick the beach. They would say, I mean, she would 
only eat from the beach.’ 
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3. widˁak hēh ḏōmah yaˁni kə-ṣudḳ aw lā lākin ḏōmah ġrōy min 
min zamānA ḥābū yˁamrəm / lə-həmiməs rḥaṯōt / ˁar la-… / ləgrē 
ḏə-sēh / linna sēh ˁamolt / tərḥōṯ l-ḥayḳ / ttayw ḥayḳ ḳawts ˁar / 
ḥayḳ / wə-raḥṯōt ḏīmah yaˁniA min mi(r) raḥyūṯ / raḥyūṯ ḏōmah / 
yəkūnə / bə-lšēn / aw śī yətawyəh bə-xxoh wə-hēh / wə-hēh yaˁni / 
yəkūn / bə-maˁnāA ḏə-ṣudḳ yaˁniA / bihlīt ḏīmah / raḥyūṯ yəkūn bə-
rḥəyūṯ / bə-xoh / wə-bə-lšēnəh / Abə-ḏāt yaˁniA  

I don’t know whether this was true or not, but this is what peo-
ple would say in the past. They called her raḥṯōt just so that, so 
that she, because she did, she licks the beach, she just eats from 
the beach, her food is just the beach. And (the term) raḥṯōt 
comes from licking. That licking is with the tongue or some-
thing that you eat with your mouth and it is, and it is, I mean, it 
is. In the true sense, I mean, that word, raḥyūṯ is ‘licking’ with 
the mouth, and with the tongue in particular. 

4. wə-raḥyūṯ ḏōmah / yaˁniA hīs / hīs lē wət ḥābū ˁamləm hīs jfōn / 
wə-mġōrən / tərḥaṯh / tərḥōṯ / jfōn aw tərḥāyəh / bə-lšānəs / 
Alinnū / zamānA ḥābū ykūn šīhəm / ḳawt xawr ykūn šīhəm ḥəbūn / 
wə-ykīn ḏə-ḥatūjəm lə-śxōf  

And that licking, I mean it is like a cow when people make a 
tulchan for it, and then she licks it. She licks the tulchan or she 
licks it, with her tongue, because in the past people used to 
have little food, and they had children and they were in need of 
milk. 
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5. wət lē / yaˁniA / həġəjūt / wə-xāṣṣatənA wət nkˁōt bə-fəˁōr / yəkīn 
šīhəm ḥəbūn / maḥtājaynA lə-ndərēt29 Aḥatta l-yawmA / yəsḥayṭəm 
ḏakmah / fəˁōr / mġōrən lē / wət l-ˁād śinūt ḥabrays lā / lā təbˁā lā 
/ wə-lā thədrūr lā / wə-tkūn hədīt lā / wə-trōkəś ̣ 

When a cow, I mean, calved, and in particular when she gave 
birth to a bull calf; when they have children, they need milk for 
the children—still today. They slaughter that bull calf. Then the 
cow, when she can’t see her calf anymore, doesn’t give milk and 
doesn’t give a lot of milk and she won’t be calm, and she’ll kick. 

5. aywah / l-ūṭōmah / ḥābū zamānA bīhəm fkayr / ˁamūrəm hīboh 
nəˁmōl ˁamūrəm nəˁmōl hīs / jfōn / yaˁmīləm hīs jfōn yəšadḥəm əṯ-̣
ṯạ̄r ṯị̄rōb / lə-hīs jfōn / kall snīnən / mġōrən wət yəḥaym yəḥlamməs 
/ yəḥagzəməs ū-mġōrən / yəhftīkəm hīs ˁaynət / śxōf min / aśạrˁas 
/ aṯ-̣ṯạ̄r jfōn ḏakmah / bass wə-sēh təṯỵū bə-ḏakmah jfōn ṭād 
ḥabrays / wə-tərḥāṯ ḏakmah / śxōf  

Yes, because of that, people in the past had good ideas. They 
would say, ‘What can we do?’ They would say, ‘We’ll make her 
a tulchan.’ They would make her a tulchan (stuffed calf-skin) 
and stretch it over sticks like a tulchan in the past. Then when 
they wanted to milk, they would take a little milk from the ud-
der onto that tulchan, just that, and she would smell that tul-
chan as if it was her calf, and she would lick that milk. 

6. Ayā subḥān allāh yaˁniA / axasēh ḥabrays yaˁni / lxanīs / bass 
wə-thayd wə-tsōkən / wə-təbˁā / wə-thədrūr śxōf / l-ḏakm jfōn / 
ḏə-bēh ṯạ̄y / ḏə-ḥabrays / wə:- / raḥyūṯ aw ərḥyīn / hīsə / ġaṣəbīt 

 
29 ndərēt is milk especially set aside for young children, usually in its 
own little pot. 
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(sic) / hīs raḥṯōt / wət tərḥā / baṭḥ / lākinA ḳəṭ raḥṯōt / ˁar ṣayd / 
wə-lākinA ḏīh axah / bəḳrēt / yəkirn ḏakmah jfōn / wə-tərḥāyuh / 
wə-hīs ˁamərk təbˁā / wə-thayd  

Praise be to God, I mean, as if it was her calf, I mean, beneath 
her, just like that, and she would become quiet and stand still 
and give milk, and give lots of milk for that tulchan that had 
the smell of her calf. And raḥyūṯ or ərḥyīn is like (the fish) raḥṯōt 
when it licks the ground. But raḥṯōt is just a fish but this is a 
cow. She caresses that tulchan and licks it and, as I said, she 
gives milk and becomes calm. 
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Map 4: Soqoṭra and neighbouring islands  
 

 

  



HARVESTING THE SEA IN SOQOṬRA 

Miranda J. Morris, Mubārak ˁĪsa Walīd al-Soqoṭri 

and Aḥmad Saˁd Taḥkí al-Soqoṭri 

Acknowledgments 

My thanks go especially to my two coauthors, Mubārak ˁĪsa 
Walīd al-Soqoṭri and Aḥmad Saˁd Taḥkí al-Soqoṭri. Sadly, nei-
ther of them is still with us: Aḥmad Saˁd died in 2011 and Mu-
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Mubārak’s grandfather, Walīd, unusually for a Soqoṭri, 
started out as crew (báḥari, pl. baḥḥār) on an Omani-owned 
trade boat. He finally rose to become a captain (nōxǝdǝ) on sail-
ing boats owned by Muscat traders. Except for him, all the other 
crew members were Omani. In this way he travelled to the Gulf 
states as well as to Africa and Zanzibar, calling in at Soqoṭra on 
the way to Africa and again on the way back. Here he would 
take on a load of his own goods for onwards sale. He was well 
known on the island for refusing to take other peoples’ goods on 
board unless they were prepared to come on board themselves 
and travel with their goods, at their own risk, and be entirely 
responsible for them. Mubārak’s father, ˁĪsa, also worked for a 
time—reluctantly according to Mubārak—as a captain for two 
Soqoṭri boat-owning merchants, nicknamed locally the hunūd, 
the ‘Indians’, who lived on the north coast in the town of Qāḏ̣eb 
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~Qāśe̟b. However, unlike his father Walīd, he disliked the work 
and resigned. He married into a family from eastern Soqoṭra, 
and thereafter earned his living as a fisherman, pearl diver, date 
palm farmer and livestock breeder. Mubārak himself grew up 
working the sea, tending the date palms and helping with his 
father’s livestock, transhuming across the island with the ani-
mals every year to Mōmi, the home area of his father-in-law in 
the east. Mubārak’s fishing expertise relates especially to the 
principal fishing region of the island, the area running from Di-
Ḥámri to Di-ˁAféro at Raˀs Mūri on the north coast (see the map 
of Soqoṭra in this volume).  

Aḥmad Saˁd Taḥkí and his brother Ḥsan were both gener-
ous with their time, teaching me how the seas along the eastern 
coast of Soqoṭra were harvested. I spent a lot of time with their 
family on the island, but Aḥmad also came to work with me in 
Scotland on several occasions. Although the focus of our work 
was the Soqoṭri language and culture in general, rather than 
specifically marine matters, the fact that Aḥmad’s extended 
family, unusually for the island, were as involved in working 
the sea as they were in date palm cultivation and animal hus-
bandry meant that fishing formed part of our study. The tran-
scribed texts that accompany this Soqoṭra section are all from 
Aḥmad.  

I am very grateful for the help generously given by the 
ichthyologist Friedhelm Krupp, formerly of the Senckenberg Re-
search Institute but currently working for the Arab Regional 
Center for World Heritage in Bahrain. I am equally grateful for 
the help given by Uwe Zajonz, marine conservationist and ich-
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thyologist of the Senckenberg Research Institute. Both were 
very patient with the many questions I sent them and did their 
best to answer them in terms that might be comprehensible to a 
non-expert such as myself. Needless to say, the many errors that 
doubtless remain are my responsibility alone. 

In 2020, I worked with Uwe Zajonz and many others on 
the Atlas to the Commercial Fish of Socotra, and as a result was 
able to send some queries about Soqoṭri marine terminology to 
Fouad Naseeb Saeed, Marine Expert, E. P. A. Soqotra. I would 
like to thank him for carrying out these checks for me. I would 
also like to thank Dr Abdul Karim Nasher, Professor of Zoology 
(retired), Sana‘a University, for his time and expertise in check-
ing the Arabic and listing the responses to my questions. I was 
interested to note that a number of the terms sent to Fouad for 
checking, terms used by the older fishermen I had consulted in 
the 1980s and 1990s, were apparently no longer recognised in 
the capital area, Ḥadibo, where Fouad lives and works. This loss 
of specialist vocabulary in the MSAL and its replacement by 
terms influenced by Arabic has been observed by other re-
searchers in the field. 

1. Introduction 

The intention in this work is to try and provide a snapshot of 
how islanders harvested the surrounding seas in the days before 
the fisheries developed into a modern commercial enterprise in 
the 1990s. In the period recalled by my Soqoṭri informants, fish-
ing was primarily a subsistence activity: people were working 
the sea to eat. Others hoped to catch something to trade with 
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the boats that sailed to the island on their way to and from the 
Gulf, Oman and East Africa. 

Full-time fishermen were almost entirely dependent on 
the sea for their survival.1 Most were not indigenous Soqoṭri 
and many were bound to others—sultanic, Sayyid2 and mer-
chant families—at a time when such bondage or slavery was 
still practised. They were mostly landless and, with no rights to 
pasture or water, the majority were unable to manage more 
than a handful of goats or sheep to provide them with limited 
milk, meat, wool and leather from the poor grazings along the 
coast. While some escaped these confines through their own de-
termination, for example, developing skills as blacksmiths, ma-
sons or experts in cultivation, full-time fishermen always had a 
hard life.  

However, this was also true of nearly all islanders in the 
interior, people who depended on livestock for their survival. A 
number of these would not eat fish and regarded those who did 
so with some contempt or at least pity, though they might take 
part in the work of the sea by providing material for making 
fishing equipment, such as wood for fish traps, wool for parts of 

 
1 Indeed, the term ṭáḥḥi⁓ṭéyḥi, pl. ṭáḥḥo⁓ṭéyḥo used to mean just this, 
‘person of the coast, lacking or poor in livestock, dependent on fishing 
for a livelihood.’ Today it only refers to people who live on the coast. 
2 sayyid, pl. sādāt or sharīf, pl. ashrāf (Soqoṭri šerīf pl. ɛš̄róf) are honor-
ific titles given to descendants of the Prophet Muḥammad’s family. 
The Mahri Sultan Sālim Ḥamad Saˁd moved to Soqoṭra in the 1880s. 
The sultans of Soqoṭra married islanders and usually had extensive 
families.  
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nets, locally grown cotton and other fibres. Some of them took 
to fishing at hard times of year, but with very basic equipment: 
a hook and line and sometimes a cast net, usually begged or 
borrowed from a fisherman. Also, it was not unusual for people 
from the interior to move down to the coast to live with a fish-
ing family in the dry season when their animals were unproduc-
tive, or during a period of extended drought. They would offer 
their hosts reciprocal hospitality up in the mountains at times 
when their animals were in milk and the sea was unproductive. 
A few Soqoṭri families, like that of Aḥmad Saˁd, were as much 
at home in the sea as they were in the date palm gardens and 
finger millet terraces or managing their livestock. 

Since most of my information came from fishermen of the 
northern or eastern coasts, the Soqoṭri terminology here is from 
those areas. Most full-time fishermen lived along the north 
coast: fishing was less important on the south coast (though it 
plays a major role today).3 Along the south coast, although 
there were productive date palm gardens and a small number of 
hamlets, most people of the area were Soqoṭri tribesmen who 
had rights to areas of rangeland on the plateau above where 
they lived with their animals, coming down to fish only when 

 
3 Brown (1966, 5) wrote: “The relatively dense population of the 
Hadibu Enclave (bounded by Shuuk [i.e., Šiḳ, MJM], the slopes of the 
Haggier and Ras Hebak), which is what most visitors see, is quite mis-
leading for the whole Island; and the townships of the North coast are 
not repeated in the South of the Island.” 
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they needed to, and owning some share in the date palm gar-
dens down below.4  

However, it is a limitation of this work that it contains lit-
tle information from the very active fishing port of Qalansiyah 
on the western tip of Soqoṭra. The fishermen here were mostly 
full-time and, like so many of the full-time fishermen of the 
north coast, originated from areas beyond the island itself. We 
are lucky that Serjeant wrote about Qalansiyah as he found it in 
1967 (Serjeant, writing in 1967, cited in Doe 1992, 133–80). 
For a discussion of more modern fishing practices around the is-
land, see Jansen van Rensburg (2016), where he also places the 
Soqoṭri marine culture within a broader historic and regional 
context. 

 
4 See Brown (1966, 28) on the situation along the south coast, of own-
ing a share in a dugout: he says of people there that “only a minority 
do so on the south coast.… This is partly due to the difficulty of work-
ing off the ocean coast; although when I was in the island it was the 
coast sheltered from the prevailing wind, the swell made it far more 
difficult to get a boat on or off the beach or shingle than anywhere on 
the north even with the trades blowing steadily. And partly, also, be-
cause these coastwise communities are seasonal shielings only and not 
permanently inhabited. That is, when the bedu are down in them, 
some of them go fishing.” And “The passing dhows never touch on this 
coast.… The catches on the south coast, fresh or dried, must be almost 
entirely for local consumption there.”  
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2. Soqoṭra, Trade and Island Fishermen 

2.1. Soqoṭra 

Soqoṭra is the largest of the inhabited islands of the Soqoṭra Ar-
chipelago. There are four islands and two sea stacks, lying some 
400 km south of Ras Fartak on the Arabian mainland, the west-
ernmost island, ˁAbd al-Kūri, lying only some 80 km east of 
Cape Guardafui on the Horn of Africa. The seas are rich in fish 
and coral communities, and are described as “biogeographic 
crossroads in the Arabian Sea” lying “in a transitional zone be-
tween the typical tropical fauna of eastern Africa and the 
unique fauna of the Red Sea, Gulf of Aden, Gulf of Oman and 
Arabian Gulf” (Krupp and Hariri 1999), and with species 
(Cheung and DeVantier 2006, 174–217) 

representative of three major bio-geographic realms; Ara-
bia, East Africa—western Indian ocean and the broader 
Indo-Pacific. Located at the northwest corner of the Indi-
an ocean, well east of the entrance to the Red Sea, the Is-
lands stand in the way of several major ocean currents 
each carrying marine organisms and their larvae from dif-
ferent regions, all seeking a new home. The resulting spe-
cies diversity of fish, corals and other invertebrates is ex-
ceptionally high and far exceeds previous speculations. In 
addition to species widespread across the entire tropical 
Indian and Pacific oceans, corals and fish previously 
thought to be restricted to particular areas, such as the 
Red Sea, Oman or the Arabian-Persian Gulf, or further 
afield in South Africa and even Japan, have now been 
found around the Islands. Socotra forms a kind of oceanic 
‘crossroads’ where the bio-geographic realms of the Red 
Sea, Arabian Sea, east Africa, Indian ocean and the wider 
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Indo-Pacific all meet. Feeding on the plankton in these 
highly productive waters are whales and whale sharks, 
manta rays and huge schools of sardines and other fishes. 
The small fishes in turn fall prey to dolphins and other 
formidable ocean hunters such as tuna and mackerel, gi-
ant marlin, tiger, whaler and hammer-head sharks.  

The gale-force winds of the southwest monsoon which blow 
from June to September bring most fishing to a halt, and during 
this period, until very recently, the island was cut off from the 
rest of the world.5 

Figure 1: Wild monsoon seas and fishing settlement, east coast 

Photo © Miranda Morris, 1990s 

 
5 The ‘sea is closed’ (ḳāful rínhem), for some four months, from dyōti at 
the end of summer to the beginning of ṣerébhǝn at the end of the mon-
soon, when the monsoon winds fall and the sea calms down. 
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2.2. Lack of Seagoing Boats  

Isolated by bad weather for four to five months of the year and 
with no natural harbour, the island never developed a major 
port. It had a bad reputation as a place of hazardous sailing, not 
only because of the monsoon gales of the summer, but also the 
winter storms of the northeast monsoon (November to January) 
and the strong currents that carried shipping onto hidden rocks 
and shoals and caused anchors to drag. Although good timber 
was available on the island,6 the necessary boatbuilding skills 
and tools were lacking.7  

Oral history reports that in the rule of Sultan Ḥamad bin 
ˁAbd Allah (reigned 1938–1952) an ‘iron ship’ laden with wood 
came to grief on the rocks of Mōmi at the eastern end of 

 
6 In the last days of the rule of Sultan ˁĪsa bin ˁAli (reigned 1952–
1967) and in the early years of the PDRY (People’s Democratic Repub-
lic of Yemen) which followed, Soqoṭra exported timber to Hadhramaut 
and Qishn: ḥímiher ‘Zygocarpum’, míṭǝhān ‘Buxus’ and mítrur ‘Croton’, 
all of which grew to a good size in the central Ḥagher mountains. 
When imported beams and planks became available in the mainland 
markets the demand for Soqoṭri timber dropped away. 
7 See Brown (1966, 27): “No islander owns any kind of sambuk or 
larger craft. Those, some motorised, and some not, which are often to 
be seen working out of Kallansiya, do not belong to Socotrans but to 
Qsuris who come there regularly every year as a seasonal base. Some 
of these men have a wife and household in Kallansiya, as well as one 
in Qsur [MJM Qusayˁir]; but Qsur is their home port, and Qsur is 
where their profits go. They are of economic value to the island only 
in so far as they provide a free market for island dried fish in and 
around Kallansiya, spend some money there in the season, and occa-
sionally employ some local people.” 
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Soqoṭra. The sultan ordered the wood to be brought by pack an-
imal, dugout and human back to his capital on the north coast. 
At that time (in the lifetime of Mubārak’s father), there were 
two brothers of mainland origin in the town of Qāḏ̣eb~Qāśẹb 
on the north coast who were ˀasātidə (s. ustād) or mˁālima (s. 
mˁállim), “men with boatbuilding expertise,” who gained em-
ployment repairing visiting dhows.8 Near Di-Išhəlítin, at Rɛm̄ 
(where until recently traces of these activities were still visible), 
and with the help of local carpenters and blacksmiths, they 
built the first Soqoṭri dhow (sə́daḳ) for the sultan, who named it 
al-ˁIzz.9 They also built further boats for their own use. At 
around the same time other seagoing boats were purchased, one 
by a Baḥārith man of Ḥadibo, one by the three al-Hindi brothers 
of Qāḏ̣eb. Neither of these survived al-ˁIzz: one “died of old 
age” in Qāḏ̣eb and the other, possibly for the same reason, sank 
at sea (all aboard survived). Al-ˁIzz, captained by Khamīs 

 
8 There were a few other ˀasātidə~mˁālima: at Šiḳ, Ġālib Ḥamad (mar-
ried to Mubārak’s mother-in-law); in Ḥadibo, ˁĪsa Sayāqa and his 
brother ˀAnīna; and in Qāśe̟b, ˁAmr Sālim from the Hadhramaut, a 
man skilled at carrying out repairs on wooden boats. 
9 Serjeant (writing in 1967, cited in Doe 1992, 163–64): “…[I]n the 
1954 report… the only dhow on the island, which is owned jointly by 
the Sultan, is sailed round to Ḥadībūh from its anchorage at Stīmū and 
the tribesmen from the eastern area from the star Ṭarfah (which I cal-
culate would be 12–14 February) bring in their ghee, mats, skins and 
Dragon’s Blood. These and pearl shell are loaded and the dhow goes to 
Qaḍb (Haybaq) and Qalansiyyah where the same arrangements stand. 
The dhow then goes on to Mombasa.”  
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Mḥāmid, did not survive into the reign of Sultan ˁĪsa bin ˁAli: 
dropping anchor in a storm it ran aground in the Di-Ḥamś ̣area.  

The availability of Soqoṭri-owned dhows on the island led 
to great improvements in trade, and regular trips to the local 
markets on the mainland.  

Figure 2: Fishing dhow nearing Soqoṭra, talbīs raised 

Photo © Miranda Morris, 1990s 

It was now that the trade in ready-made goods began to flour-
ish: for the first time Soqoṭrans were able to meet other traders 
and study the markets for themselves, discover what was avail-
able and learn which island products might be traded. Even so, 
as late as 1967 it was reported that the total contents of the 
shop belonging to the father of a ship’s captain (someone one 
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who might be expected to have a good variety of merchandise 
for sale) consisted of10  

waistcloths from Malaysia and from India (at three times 
the price), perfume, strong orange wine,11 blue cotton 
cloth for girls dresses,12 shirts, sugar, ginger root, qishr 
coffee-husk, biscuits in packets, Lifebuoy soap, detergent 
in packets, silver earrings in tins, belts (woollen webbing 
or plastic), tins of pineapples, small onions, tins of tomato 
puree, aspirin.  

2.3. Visiting Boats and Seasonal Trade   

2.3.1. Traders (ṭawwāš, pl. ṭawāwīš) and the Trading  
Season (mōsəm) 

Before the island had its own seagoing boats, there were no ma-
jor island merchants (for whom the Arabic term tājir, pl. tujjār 
was used). The traders that did exist on the island were a hand-
ful of men who could afford to buy up butteroil and trade it to 

 
10 Serjeant, writing in 1967, cited in Doe 1992, 179–80. 
11 Mubārak thought this might have been Vimto, which was still a 
popular celebratory drink when I first went to the island in the 1980s. 
12 Mubārak kinēki: the material and the name for the type of black 
overblouse made from it. This was worn by older girls and women 
over a length of locally woven black sheepswool which was wrapped 
around the waist, called məzdɛr̄ə. The kinēki imported as cloth was 
stitched by the women on the island. It was square in shape, reaching 
down to the thigh, with a wide, square neck and loose, short sleeves. 
The material was usually mǝrēkān~bǝrēkān unbleached coarse calico 
from which most island clothing was made, dyed black. It fades and 
develops pale patches with age.  
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visiting boats for one or more sacks of grain or for cloth and 
other necessities. Such men were mainly to be found in the 
Ḥadibo area, Qāḏ̣eb~Qāśẹb and Qalansiyah, though one or two 
came from the Di-Sétmo area and from Ḥāllah on the east coast. 
Such people were all of mainland origin and were regarded as 
‘Arab’ (ˁárab) rather than ‘Soqoṭri’ (sḳāṭərə).  

2.3.2. Trade Boats and the Broker (dallāl)  

Most of the boats calling in at the island13 were from Oman14 
and the Gulf. They brought essential goods for the islanders as 

 
13 Serjeant (writing in 1967, cited in Doe 1992, 174) writes of the faw-
lah ceremony performed when a boat finally reached Soqoṭra, and 
notes Ibn al-Mujāwir’s thirteenth-century account of this ceremony: an 
earthen pot had a sail, rudder and boat gear set upon it, some food 
placed in it (a little coconut, salt and ashes) and was then cast into the 
sea. Mubārak said that a fawlah ceremony was still performed as soon 
as a boat set anchor on arrival. Everyone did it: he knew of no boats 
from any country that did not. He described it as follows: as the boat 
came in to anchor, the sailors sang and drummed. A half-coconut 
filled with ash was turned upside down and placed on the bottom of 
the bowl, a particularly large gəmīmi (a hemi-spherical clay serving 
bowl with no lip and no foot); then more ash was piled all around and 
over it. A piece of cloth was stretched over this and tied down firmly 
to keep the coconut in place. To represent a mast, a length of date-leaf 
petiole (mížərid) was poked through the cloth right to the bottom of 
the bowl; then some mǝrēkān~bǝrēkān unbleached calico cloth was 
folded, rather as a parachute is, unfurled over the ‘mast’ to spread out 
to cover the bowl, forming a sort of tent. Then the whole contraption 
was hurled as hard as possible into the sea, where it ‘exploded’, a 
cloud of ash rising from it “so that it looked like a boat firing gun-
powder,” leaving the cloth floating on the surface. Once at anchor, a 
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well as any items that had been commissioned and stayed until 
they had loaded up with island products to sell in the overseas 
markets.15 The sultan controlled all trade, and all taxes (ˁušūr) 
on imported goods were paid to him. In Mubārak’s father’s 

 
goat, paid for either by the passengers or the captain, was brought out 
to the boat and slaughtered to celebrate their safe arrival. 
14 Schweinfurth 1897, 6–7: “I remarked in the roadstead of Tamarid 
(Ḥadibo) six Arab vessels… which had lain to here, on the voyage 
from Zanzibar to Muskat, in order to exchange rice and maize for the 
usual exports of the island, namely aloes, dragon’s blood, a kind of in-
ferior incense (Lege-ban) [léḳəhəm, a commiphora sp. MJM], coloured 
woven stuffs, and, chiefly, melted butter and a kind of coarse sack-
cloth made of sheep’s wool. These ships usually make the return jour-
ney at the time of the north-east monsoons, when Socotra serves as a 
half-way station from time to time. On the other hand, the intercourse 
with Makalla and other places on the South Arabian coast is slight, 
and no relations of any kind appear to exist with the Somali coast. 
Whenever the mountaineer catches sight of these Muskat and Zanzibar 
ships which have come for barter, he lays hands on all the provisions 
he has laid by and hastens down to the coast. A mart and exchange 
then takes place in Tamarid, which gives rise to all manners of rejoic-
ings and lasts for several days.” 
15 It is remembered that overseas traders sometimes married Soqoṭri 
women, some settling down on the island, others taking their wives 
back home with them for the duration of the monsoon season. Hulton 
(2003, 88) writes about a Soqoṭri wife of a trader from Maṣīra, Oman, 
in 1834: “The Naguedar [nōxaḏah, ‘captain’ MJM] brought his Soco-
trine wife with him, and as she cleaves to her native country rather 
than her husband, she has scraped twenty-five dollars together, and 
purchased her freedom.”  
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time16 there was one agent or broker (dallāl) for the whole of 
the Ḥadibo area and another for the Qalansiyah area.  

A dallāl was known to, and used by, all visiting boats. His 
main job was to auction the trade goods they had brought. Ini-
tially the dallāl system operated only on incoming trade goods, 
not on the outgoing goods of butteroil, aloes, skins and hides, 
sheep wool rugs and so on. The dallāl “sat, slept and ate on” the 
goods entrusted to him until they were sold, his family bringing 
his meals to him. He could either buy up all the goods himself 
to sell on or come to an agreement with the captain or visiting 
trader on how to share any profit. Some traders left goods be-
hind with the dallāl to sell17 as and when he could, the money 
to be collected from him the following season. In the Ḥadibo 
area, one of the dallāl’s duties was to welcome a visiting captain 
or trader with a good meal (karāmə), but it was not part of his 
job to find passengers for him: this was arranged directly be-

 
16 As a rough estimate, Mubārak was probably born in the 1940s, 
when his father was in his thirties. Mubārak’s father was probably 
born in the 1910s and his grandfather in the 1880s. ‘Mubārak’s fa-
ther’s time’ is perhaps best understood as stretching from the 1920s to 
the 1940s, and ‘Mubārak’s grandfather’s time’ as the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth century, on the assumption that they were likely 
to describe their memories of earning a livelihood in relatively early 
adulthood that predated their son’s or grandson’s memories.  
17 Mubārak said that the slowest items to sell were the dugouts, timber 
and mangrove poles (kándələ). These last, from seven to ten durūˁ in 
length, came from East Africa and were used in the construction of 
ceilings of mosques and the stone houses of wealthy island families. 
The length of the poles determined the dimensions of a ceiling.  
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tween the captain and the passenger. Mubārak remembers that 
the dallāl of the Ḥadibo area was a clerk (kātib) to the sultan, 
but that when he died, he was replaced by a man who was illit-
erate. The whole brokerage operation operated on trust—it was 
not necessary to be able to write.  

Incoming trade was greater at Qalansiyah where boats 
could more safely anchor, and Serjeant, in 1967 describing the 
more tightly organised dallāl system in operation there, reports 
that:18  

By way of customs duties the Government takes ˁušūr, lit-
erally tithes, or ten per cent. In Qalansiyah these tithes 
used to be charged on what was imported or exported by 
foreigners, but now they are charged also on exports by 
locals who formerly were not taxed on what they export-
ed. 

He goes on to say that there the dallāl “acts as an intermediary 
and commission agent for the dhow captains in trading and 
finding cargoes and passengers,” and that he “receives from the 
locals whose goods he sells to the outside world 1%; on goods 
imported he receives from the vendor 2.5%.” 

2.3.3. The Trading Seasons 

The arrival of the trading boats was called mōsəm: first the 
mōsəm əl~mǝn swāḥil from the East African coast, and then later 
the mōsəm əl~mən ˁāli, from the Arabian seaboard, from Mus-

 
18 Cited in Doe 1992, 170–72.  
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cat19 and the Gulf (and later Aden).20 Within living memory, the 
pattern of boats calling in at Soqoṭra was usually as follows:  

(i) September (ṣɛr̄əb, Ar. futūḥ)  
As the monsoon seas calmed, boats arrived from Muscat 

and the Gulf. They primarily carried dates, but also cloth, and 
they brought with them any Soqoṭrans who had been working 
in Oman. They left the island practically empty for al-Mukallā 
and Aden, or, if they had taken on a cargo of dried fish, shark, 
sheep wool rugs and butteroil,21 for East Africa.  

(ii) From mid-winter to the early summer season (i.e.,  
November to February/March) 

Boats arrived from al-Mukallā and Aden to purchase is-
land products, bringing tobacco from the Hadhramaut (called 
tǝmbāk gǝbǝlīyǝ on the island), cereals (especially finger millet) 
and dates. 

 
19 Some Soqoṭrans went to work the date harvest in Muscat, others in 
search of other seasonal labouring jobs or to fish when the monsoon 
made this impossible on Soqoṭra. Unlike Aden, no work permits were 
required for Oman. Mubārak’s grandfather, one of his paternal uncles 
and a son of his maternal uncle all died while working in the Muscat 
area. 
20 In the years when the market at Aden was flourishing, the odd boat 
came from al-Mukallā and Aden in the period November–March to 
purchase butteroil, dried shark meat and sheep wool rugs. As well as 
goods from Aden, they brought tobacco, cereals (especially finger mil-
let) and dates from the Hadhramaut. 
21 And when there was a demand for such items, also pearlshell oys-
ters (móṣǝliḥ) and di-ḥānǝ lichens. 
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(iii) February and March (ḳéyaṭ ‘early summer’)  
Boats arrived from Oman and the Gulf, largely empty, and 

mainly to take on salt and salt fish. If they had the space, i.e., if 
they had not loaded salt, they took any passengers who wanted 
to travel to East Africa. 

(iv) April, May (dōtə ‘late summer’) to the beginning of 
the monsoon winds and the ‘locking’ (Ar. taḳfīl) of the sea in 
June.  

Boats arrived from East Africa on their way to Oman and 
the Gulf. They mainly carried maize and loaded up with salt 
and salt fish. Such boats usually arrived in a group, and this was 
their only visit to the island. If they had space, they took on any 
Soqoṭri passengers who wanted to work in Oman (at this time 
of year, principally to work at the date harvest). If no mōsəm 
had arrived by the time summer had set in, many islanders 
faced starvation: their livestock, date palms and limited harvest 
of finger millet were never enough to allow the islanders to be 
self-sufficient through the long, stormy months of the monsoon. 

2.3.4. Goods Purchased from Traders  

Trade boats brought basic essentials which the islanders were 
unable to provide for themselves. The principal import was 
grain, mainly maize (məḳdɛr̄ə) from Africa, and dates22 from 

 
22 The date palms cultivated on the island were never able to supply 
enough fruit to satisfy the needs of the islanders. Soqoṭran dates were 
stored in goatskin bags, while the imported ones came in a variety of 
containers: round woven containers with an internal palm fibre cover 



 Harvesting the Sea in Soqoṭra 445 

Muscat and Basra. Cloth was another essential, mainly lengths 
of unbleached calico (mǝrēkān~bǝrēkān), but also white muslin 
for turbans and black cotton for the tops worn by women over 
their sheep wool waistcloths. Iron for knife blades was another 
vital import, as was fishing equipment such as cotton yarn, 
hemp, coir, lead and fishhooks. In later years, needles and razor 
blades joined this list of basic needs.23 ˁušūr ‘taxes’ had to be 
paid to the sultan by the islanders for any goods they wished to 
import, though the same was not true for traders and merchants 
from overseas. 

 
(kōṣərəh) from Basra, a much smaller version from al-Qaṭīf in Saudi 
Arabia, and the oblong gərāb from Muscat.  
23 Aḥmad Saˁd and Mubārak ˁĪsa recalled the following items being 
imported in their lifetimes, some necessary ‘tools of the trade’, others 
‘luxury items’ purchased by the small number of wealthier islanders of 
the permanent settlements of the north coast. Trade Tools: awls, iron 
rods, axe heads, basic carpentry and agricultural tools, saws, files, 
locks and bolts, basic smithing equipment. Fishing Equipment: lead 
weights, cork floats, fishhooks, the metal heads of harpoons (mínzek) 
and gaffs (míšḥaf~míšxaf), cotton yarn, hemp and coir fibre for lines 
and nets, lengths of bamboo. Clothing: money belts, head shawls, 
ready-made clothing such as coloured waistcloths and shirts. House-
hold Items: studded wooden chests, china coffee cups, paraffin and 
pressure lamps, wicks, spoons, scissors, coinage (usually silver rupees, 
rǝbābi), paraffin and kerosene, matches, china butteroil storage pots. 
Food: cooking oil, coconuts, rice, spices. Luxury Goods: perfume oil, 
eye antimony, red, green and black cosmetic pastes, assorted silver 
jewellery, silver thread for embroidery, combs, dyes (for sheep wool 
rugs), indigo, myrrh, henna, hair oil (usually sesame), turmeric and 
other yellow powders used cosmetically as well as in cooking. 
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2.3.5. Goods Sold to Traders  

These differed over time and according to demand, but butteroil 
was always the most important trade item.24 Fresh milk was 
rarely drunk on the island; rather it was churned to make butter 
to be clarified to produce butteroil. Buttermilk was the basic 
food of the herding families (many even raising young stock on 
boiled buttermilk to save the fresh milk), and it was from this 
that they made their other milk products.  

Of the island products, dried and salt fish were in demand 
in the Muscat and East Africa markets, butteroil in Muscat, 

 
24 Indeed, in the days of the last two sultans, Ḥamad bin ˁAbd Allah 
(reigned 1938–1952) and ˁĪsa bin ˁAli (reigned 1952–1967), there 
were still two merchants to whom butteroil and other island products 
were sold: ˁAbd Allah Baḥārith (of Ḥaḏrami origin, and said by Mu-
bārak to have arrived on the island as an extremely poor man, but 
who built up his fortune by buying three lengths of aḥtīmi fishing 
twine for one measure of cereal [ḳurṣ ṭaˁm, ḳaḥf mǝḳdɛr̄ǝ] and selling 
them on at two for one measure), and Saˁīd bin Ḥammād (of Gulf 
origin, said by Mubārak to have arrived with the pearlers as a rower). 
Soqoṭri control of the trade in butteroil only began once island traders 
owned their own boats; before this it was purchased by overseas trad-
ers. Ravenstein (1876, 124) writes that “Ghi constitutes the standard 
of value, but dollars and rupees are taken to be converted into ear-
rings for their women,” and Mabel Bent writes in 1897 (2010, 346) 
that “Butter is now the chief product and almost the sole export of the 
island, and Sokotra butter has quite a reputation in the markets along 
the shores of Arabia and Africa. The Sultan keeps a special dhow for 
the trade, and the Bedouin’s life is given up to the production of but-
ter. Nowhere, I think, have I seen so many flocks and herds in so lim-
ited a space as here.” 
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Aden and al-Mukallā, sheep-wool cloth in Muscat and Aden, 
and pearlshell (and pearls) in Muscat and the Gulf. Other prod-
ucts, such as civet cat paste, cuttlefish bone, aloes juice, wild 
honey, Dracaena resin (both the processed ‘cakes’ and the drop-
lets of pure resin), skins and hides, date pits25 and lichens26 
were sold as and when there was a demand for them.  

 
25 Date pits were sold to visiting boats uncooked, but they were never 
an important item of trade. Islanders collected date pits, softened 
them by boiling and then fed them to their livestock. They also stored 
them in a hole dug for the purpose and watered them: as they sprout-
ed, they were fed to livestock and were said to make a very nourishing 
fodder.  
26 The demand for di-ḥānǝ ‘lichen’ arose in the days when British were 
in Aden: a number of boats came to the island specifically to take on 
this cargo. Later, when sultans Ḥamad bin ˁAbd Allah and ˁĪsa bin ˁAli 
had their own trade boats, one or two trips were made at the end of 
the monsoon, as soon as the sea ‘opened’ for travel, and again just be-
fore it ‘closed’ at the approach of the monsoon. Sold by weight, the li-
chen was understood by islanders to have been used in the perfumery 
trade for which Aden was famous. See also Serjeant (writing in 1967, 
cited in Doe 1992, 197): “A strange export from the island is 
shanā/shinā abyaḏ̣ (Pettiger sp.?). There appears to be a black (sawdā) 
variety as well as a white sort—as far as I know this word is not found 
in the Arabic dictionaries. It seems to be a sort of lichen collected by 
scraping it off the rocks after rain. In Socotri two types are distin-
guished sˁanghir and dī ḥānah. It is sold by the gūniyah but we pur-
chased some in a plastic bag. My recollection is that it goes to Aden 
where it is used for a flavouring, but of this I am uncertain.” A third 
kind of lichen called ḥánnǝ was used on the island for staining the skin 
and dyeing leather and cotton; ḥánnǝ is also the term for the imported 
Lawsonia inermis henna. 
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Figure 3: Old boats, north coast 

Photo © Miranda Morris, 1990s 

When the British were in Aden there was an upsurge in trade 
and many more boats began to visit the island from the Arabian 
mainland. There was renewed interest in butteroil, aloes juice, 
wool rugs, pearlshell and Dracaena products, as well as the 
more unusual items such as cuttlefish bone and the di-ḥānə li-
chens. This trade largely came to an end with the collapse of 
the Aden markets when the British left in 1967. With the arrival 
of the socialist People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen that fol-
lowed, the regular delivery of subsidised basic foodstuffs to the 
island meant that the islanders’ year-round survival became 
more assured.  
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2.4. Fishermen: Seasonal and Full-Time  

2.4.1. Full-Time Fishermen  

These were considered to be among the poorest people of the is-
land. They usually owned no land and had to seek permission 
from those who did to build even the most meagre hut. They 
rarely owned date palms, and, even where soil and water per-
mitted, had no right to enclose land for cultivation. Many were 
of overseas origin, a mixed group of former slaves, immigrants 
from the African seaboard, settlers from the Arabian mainland 
and wrecked mariners. There was almost no market for fresh 
fish,27 so whatever they caught went to feeding themselves, 
their families and their friends. Most fishing families tried to 
build up a small flock of livestock, handing them over to a herd-
ing family of the interior to look after when things were hard 
down on the coast28 in exchange for fish and other produce of 

 
27 The opposite is true today: there is an excellent market for sea pro-
duce. 
28 Many terms concern seasons of poor fishing: (i) √ḥršm~√xršm: 
enḥáršim~enxáršim, ‘(sea) to not provide fish’, as rínhem enḥáršimo 
~rínhem ḥáršim, ‘the sea gave nothing to eat’; or of a fisherman 
ḥáršim, ‘he was empty-handed, got nothing to eat’; (ii) √ḥmšl~√xmšl: 
enḥámšil~enxámšil, ‘to be a time of hardship, of a dearth of food (es-
pecially food from the sea)’; (iii) √hšr: ḥéšir yḥōšir l-eḥšér, ‘(sea) to be 
unproductive’: ḥašéro rínhem, ‘the sea gave nothing to eat’. The equiva-
lent term for the herders of the interior was ḥə́zog, ‘(life) to be hard in 
the summer months when no summer rains fall’, as ḥə́zog ˁīhin éˀefo, 
‘times were very hard for people’, glossed as bíśi mése wə-bíśi rúˁd wə-
bíśi ḳénhum di-ˁálf, ‘no rain, no grazing, no foliage on the shrubs and 
trees to gather’. 
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the sea when times were hard in the interior. Like other is-
landers who owned no date palms, fishermen worked at the 
date harvest in exchange for dates, to supplement their other-
wise rather monotonous fish diet.  

Figure 4: A fisher home, east coast 

Photo © Miranda Morris, 1990s 

Women harvested shellfish, gathered and prepared bait, and 
spun sheep wool and local cotton for fishing gear. They helped 
drag the rafts and dugouts up and down the shore and went to 
meet the returning boats to receive the catch. They took it 
home and prepared and cooked whatever the men had caught, 
distributing any surplus among neighbours and friends. With a 
few exceptions,29 they were not involved in actual fishing or 

 
29 Catching məgrūməhem porcupinefish by hand (see 3.6.) and trapping 
fish in rock pools. 



 Harvesting the Sea in Soqoṭra 451 

diving (although I met a woman at Di-Ḥámri who was famous 
as a fisherwoman: she was an expert with the cast net and a 
skilled diver for pearlshell oysters).  

On the small islands of ˁAbd al-Kūri and Samḥa, all men 
fished. On these smaller islands, there was little grazing for 
livestock,30 water was scarce, and there was no ground suitable 
for cultivation. Here beachcombing was even more important 
than on Soqoṭra. Families on these remote islands remember 
collecting all sort of useful items that had floated ashore 
(gidīḥa): buoys (bōya), a variety of metal drums (bərmīl, pl. 
brāmīl or drām, pl. drāmāt), tins and metal cannisters, lengths of 
rope, sections of net, little glass vials (ḳrūz) and larger glass bot-
tles (lōḳa, pl. lǝwéḳ), some with a screw top or stopper (ḳrūz 
máḥkem)31—even edible items, such as coconuts (nargīl) or li-
mes (līm). Most important was driftwood, and especially planks 
and sheets of plywood (dɛr̄fə). On ˁAbd al-Kūri, I visited huts 
constructed from driftwood—even some two-storey ones with 
ladders to give access to the upper floor—and a mosque was 
built with bricks recovered from a wreck. 

 
30 There had been so few animals here that butteroil had to be import-
ed, mostly from the trade boats coming from East Africa. The islanders 
called it ḥámˀī bǝnādiri, ‘butteroil from the big ports’. 
31 Even fragments of glass were useful. Islanders remember using them 
for cutting, for carving bone, incising clay pots, even for destroying 
vermin by grinding a fragment to powder, putting this inside a date 
and leaving it as bait for the hated feral cats and ravens.  
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2.4.2. Seasonal Fishermen  

Most of the islanders were pastoralists, and many were also sea-
sonal or part-time fishermen,32 moving down to caves along the 
coast and setting up home there to find what food they could 
from the sea,33 usually with only the most basic equipment. 

 
32 Capt. H. L. Flower, in his ‘Report on Fisheries of April, 1944’ in 
Western Arabia and the Red Sea, wrote that “over 1,840 people out of 
the 3,000 to 4,000 inhabiting the coastal settlements claimed to be 
dependent on fishing for a livelihood; 1,770 of these lived in eighteen 
settlements along the north coast; south-west of Kallansiya and along 
the whole south coast, the total population was reckoned to be less 
than 130 persons, of whom 73 were fishermen. The coastal communi-
ty then owned 338 canoes and 6 row-boats.” However, by 2000 there 
were 2,595 full- and part-time fishermen with a fleet of 40 sambouks: 
36 wooden and four fibreglass (GRP) sambouks, 840 fibreglass (GRP) 
small fishing boats and 133 wooden canoes (Krupp and Hariri 1999, 
3.3.1.). 
33 Most of the permanent fishing settlements that crowd the southern 
and eastern coasts today are a recent development. But Mubārak re-
membered a time when there were no seagoing craft at all along the 
southern coast. Only in the reign of the last sultan, when passports 
were issued and islanders were able to travel to the Gulf to seek work, 
did they begin to acquire the necessary funds to purchase dugout ca-
noes. Mubārak’s father told him that the people of the south coast 
fished with hand lines and cast nets only, and had no experience of 
boats of any kind. In the days of Sultan ˁĪsa bin ˁAli (reigned 1952–
1967), his father and elder brother travelled in their dugout to the 
south coast in search of fish to make kánda (see 6.2.3.). On their re-
turn they reported extraordinary numbers of fish there and were 
amazed to find people there fishing only from the shore. They said 
they were hugely mocked by these islanders when they salted the fish 
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Some would seek work as unskilled labour with a fishing family 
in return for fish, while others spent a part of the long dry sea-
son—a time when their livestock were unproductive—down on 
the coast looking for fish (ˁə́gil əl~mən ṣódə, ‘to go along the 
shore hoping to be given fish’ or ištúˀub, ‘to beg for fish’). They 
would wait for the dugouts to return and help drag the boats up 
in the hopes of being given a share of the catch. 

Figure 5: Seasonal fishing settlement with stone-built boat shelters, a 
variety of fishing boats, shark-liver oil drums and gulls, east coast 

Photo © Miranda Morris, 1990s 

 
for the kánda and said to them: yax! sínəhem kánda! “Ugh! What a 
stink the kánda makes!” 
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The two hungriest times for the pastoralists were the end of the 
monsoon before the winter rains, and, in years when the unpre-
dictable summer rains (dōti) had failed, the late summer 
months. At these times, less able members of a family would be 
sent down to the coast to try and find food there. In return, 
when summer or winter rains were good, members of any fish-
ing families who had helped them would go up to the interior 
to enjoy the plentiful milk and meat. Some herders gathered 
suitable material for fish traps or made fish traps themselves 
and bartered them for the cast nets which only skilled fisher-
men knew how to knot.  

3. Traditional Fishing: Fish 

3.1. Introduction 

‘Traditional fishing’ refers to methods prevalent at a time when 
Soqoṭra was still ruled by sultans. This was a time prior to the 
independence of South Yemen in 1967, and includes a consid-
erable period afterwards, before new types of craft and fishing 
equipment reached the island and the fisheries were developed. 

There is no specific term for ‘going fishing’. Instead, we 
find such terms as dúˀur, ‘to succeed in catching something, to 
be successful’; búˀur, ‘to go fishing and catch something’, and 
the more general šáˁrik, ‘to go down to the sea to fish’. 

It was a lack of modern fishing gear that limited the is-
landers’ ability to harvest the sea as they do today.34 As recently 

 
34 Serjeant (writing in 1967, cited in Doe 1992, 176) reports that “this 
was apparently the first year, 1967, that nylon (rather than cotton) 
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as the mid-1900s, it was still being reported that “the weakness 
of the fishing industry is its dependence on imports for the 
maintenance of craft and for tackle. Canoes and timber come 
from Malabar; cotton sheeting, cotton yarn, hemp fibre, wire 
traces, swivels and hooks are all imported from Aden or India. 
In 1943 and 1944 the fishing community suffered hardship 
through lack of such goods and the high prices of any available 
supplies.”35 Even in the late 1990s, it was reported that “long-
lines, handlines, ropes and floats36 are available on the island 
(but at double the price of Aden or al-Mukallā); fishing nets, 
swivels, jig bones and hooks are purchased from al-Mukallā or 
Aden” (Hariri and Yusif 1999).  

It is interesting to look at some fishing prices in 1990, 37 a 
time when the glass reinforced plastic (GRP) vessels powered by 

 

ropes became available for use on Socotra.” However, on the island it 
is remembered that modern lines and netting became available in the 
rule of Sultan Ḥamad bin ˁAbd Allah (reigned 1938–1952) from Aden, 
Muscat and Swāḥil (East African coast), and were present all through 
the reign of the last sultan, ˁĪsa bin ˁAli (reigned 1952–1967).    
35 Beckingham (1983). Mubārak remembers learning from his father 
that 1943 and 1944 were exceptionally hard years. The only fishing 
possible was with fish traps or cast nets and people were forced to rely 
on gathering shellfish (šáḥaḳ) to survive. These were years of exten-
sive cutting and pulping of living date palms (kídihir) to feed both 
people and their animals.    
36 Locally, floats were made from the thicker buoyant tips of date palm 
fronds. 
37 Information from Ḥsan Saˁd Khamīs of Riḳələ on the east coast of 
Soqoṭra. 
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15hp outboard engines had begun to become available on the 
island.  

Costs 
A GRP boat cost 48,000–55,000 shillings (henceforth sh.): 

a down payment of 20,000–30,000sh., then an an-
nual payment of 6,000–10,000sh. Loans were avail-
able for government employees.  

One drum of diesel cost 1,700sh.  
A 15hp outboard engine cost 35,000sh.  
One set of good-quality shark nets cost 15,000–20,000sh.  
One net for ḥanīṭ-fish (see 6.2.4.) cost 5,000sh.  
One sack of Nōged salt cost 50–90sh. (more if the costs of 

transporting it by boat are included).  
The necessary ropes (ḳeyūd) cost 500–700sh.  
In addition, engine oil, floats, buoys and anchors had to 

be purchased (or alternatives manufactured on site).  
Total fishing gear came to some 8,000sh.  
Selling prices 
One ṭarnīk kingfish fetched about 60sh.  
One sack of ḥanīṭ dried fish fetched about 1,500 sh. 
One medium-sized shark fetched about 1,700sh. (i.e., 

equivalent to the cost of one drum of diesel). 
One small dried shark fetched about 200sh.  
One drum of shark liver oil fetched about 4,000sh.  

In the currency of South Yemen at the time, there were 20sh. to 
1 dinar, and 1 dinar to 26 YR (Yemeni riyals, the currency of 
North Yemen). There were 12 YR to $1.00 (US Treasury figures 
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for Dec. 1990),38 making 1 dinar equivalent to $2.1. Using these 
figures, it is possible to gain some idea of the viability of fishing 
as a way of earning a living on Soqoṭra island at this time. 

It could be said that it was this very lack of equipment 
that drove the islanders to devise ingenious ways of exploiting 
the little they had. Before the new types of gear became availa-
ble, the island fishermen managed to make their own nets, fish 
traps, lures, hooks and lines to catch both smaller reef fish and 
shallow water demersal species such as snappers, groupers, 
sweetlips, emperors and trevally.39  

The timing of the fishing seasons varies around the island. 
For example, the south coast does not suffer the same severe 
monsoon gales as other coastal areas of Soqoṭra, and on the 
north coast there are some sheltered spots where some fishing 
can still be done in these months: the ˁArírihon and Dilíšə 
beaches, for example, are used by fishermen from other areas at 
this time, because the seas remain relatively calm here and 

 
38 See ‘[US] Treasury Reporting Rates of Exchange as of December 31, 
1990’ (US Department of the Treasury, Financial Management Service, 
Credit Accounting Branch (202) 208–1832. March 15, 1991 (https: 
//www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/GOVPUB-T63_100-719640076e85ad 
2dbc3ce995fcb42b5f/pdf/GOVPUB-T63_100-719640076e85ad2dbc3c 
e995fcb42b5f.pdf, accessed 1 December 2020). 
39 Islanders remember that fish in the creeks and lagoons of both north 
and south coasts were so plentiful that at high tide men could walk in-
to the water, make a bag of their waistcloth, and, beating the water 
and shouting to confuse the fish, drive them along so that they could 
scoop them into their waistcloth bags. Fish caught in this way were 
mostly ḥərə́bo ‘mullet’ and ˁábrəhem ‘terapon’.  

https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/GOVPUB-T63_100-719640076e85ad2dbc3ce995fcb42b5f/pdf/GOVPUB-T63_100-719640076e85ad2dbc3ce995fcb42b5f.pdf
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/GOVPUB-T63_100-719640076e85ad2dbc3ce995fcb42b5f/pdf/GOVPUB-T63_100-719640076e85ad2dbc3ce995fcb42b5f.pdf
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/GOVPUB-T63_100-719640076e85ad2dbc3ce995fcb42b5f/pdf/GOVPUB-T63_100-719640076e85ad2dbc3ce995fcb42b5f.pdf
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/GOVPUB-T63_100-719640076e85ad2dbc3ce995fcb42b5f/pdf/GOVPUB-T63_100-719640076e85ad2dbc3ce995fcb42b5f.pdf
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many fish come closer inshore in search of shelter from the 
storms.40 

It was the tradition that anyone could fish anywhere 
around the island. However, an exception was ˁArírihon at the 
very end of summer (dōti) before the monsoon arrived. This was 
because schools of the small goatfish known as ḳanśáˁa di-ḳālis 
would stop off here at this time. It was agreed among fishermen 
that anyone fishing then must do so very quietly, taking care 
not to frighten the fish back out to sea, and that each should 
take only enough for his own need, for bait or for food. At the 
end of the monsoon, when the sea calms down again, the same 
fish would come back to ˁArírihon and stay put for some time.  

3.2. Fishing Terminology 

The islanders have many different terms for different kinds of 
fish (often equivalent to those used by international fisheries 
experts: benthic, littoral, demersal, pelagic, and so on). Soqoṭri 
fishermen talk about ṣodə di-ḳaˁ, ‘fish of the bottom’, ṣodə di-
ḳéśˀor, ‘fish of the rocks, reef fish’,41 ṣodə di-šīmi, ‘fish of sandy 

 
40 For further detail, see Jansen van Rensburg (2016, 55–107). 
41 Of coral: dúrmə, an extensive coral atoll, məḳwāš, a treelike branch-
ing stony coral, or akwāx, brain coral. Cheung and DeVantier (2006, 
194) also mention a soft coral ‘kabot’, a stony coral ‘herimhem’ and a 
fire coral (the stinging hydroids Millepora), ‘qasereh’. ‘herimhem’ 
means ‘little tree or shrub’, and ‘qasereh’ means ‘stinger’, but ‘kabot’ 
was not recognised by my informants (though it might be related to 
kíbido, ‘small hillock’. The ḳéśˀor, often an hour or two rowing from 
the shore, are described by fishermen as having holes and crevices 
(‘caves, houses and refuges’) in which fish rested or concealed them-
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areas’, ṣodə di-ṭaḥḥ, ‘inshore fish’, ṣodə di-ġubbə, ‘deep sea fish’, 
ṣodə mǝḥāgir, ‘migratory fish’, ṣodə di-ḳāsir, ‘stinging fish’ (most-
ly Scorpaenidae), ṣodə di-míḳlib, ‘fish seen above the surface of 
the sea’ (said to igáˁgaˁ wə-íḳlib, ‘thrash around and turn upside 
down’). These are mainly fish such as dolphinfish, tuna, king-
fish, bonito, and the larger trevallies that leap out of the water 
in pursuit of smaller fish. A group of fish that includes ḳerbōbə 
‘triggerfish’ (Balistidae), leatherjackets/filefish (Monacanthidae) 
and boxfish (Ostraciidae), di-ḥáyhul ‘scorpionfish’ (Scorpaeni-
dae), ˁáskədo ‘damselfishes and clownfishes’ (Pomacentridae), 
fə́kərəš ‘flatheads’ (Platycephalidae), bətrārə ‘sillago’ (Silligini-
dae) is called ṣōdə ḥálḳeḳ or ṣōdǝ ḥāliš~ḥálšiš. Various needlefish 
(Belonidae), cornetfish (Fistulariidae) and halfbeaks (Hemiram-
phidae) are all given the same name, ˁírho. 

There are different terms for fish seen swimming together: 
ṣodə séyhur, ‘fish moving around in small schools’, ṣodə di-sōl, 
‘fish moving around in large shoals’ (usually tuna, kingfish and 
other large predatory fish), mihlóˁo di-ṣodə, ‘a shadow of fish’, 
ṣodə di-ríkəbə, ‘fish resting together close to the sea surface’, and 
ḳéremə di-ṣodə, ‘a hill of fish’ (usually referring to tuna or cer-
tain trevallies swimming together in a tight bunch, in greater 
numbers than a mihlóˁo di-ṣodə). 

Fish processed for sale to the trade boats were described 
as beyáḏ̣, ‘white’ fish, an Arabic term borrowed from overseas 
traders, possibly referring to the pale colour of the dried and 
salted fish. These included ‘kingfish’ (ṭānīk~ṭərnāk), various 

 
selves at certain times of the day, and on their upper surfaces coral 
‘trees’ through which fish swam. 
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‘trevallies’ (ṭəmákerə, ráˀḥa, bɛḱist, dāfin) and ‘bluefish’ (ṭāḳih), 
fish regarded by the islanders as having a similar taste.42 Anoth-
er major fish grouping was gyaḥś fish, mainly emperors (Lethrin-
idae) such as fṣáˁhan, kteb, máˁsam, ḥídəher and bígəhel, but also 
nə́ḳaḳ ‘grunts’ (Haemulidae), maˁrɛm̄ə ‘jobfish’ (Lutjanidae), di-
nə́ḳṭə ‘seabream’ (Sparidae) and sárḥīn and di-nə́ḳṭə ‘threadfin 
bream’ (Nemiteridae). Once processed for sale, these were 
called kánda (see 6.2.3.).43 

A fisherman who caught a large number of fish at one go, 
be they of one kind or of different species, would recognise that 
he had found a mírkiz ‘home base’, ḳáˁar ‘dwelling place’, 
maṭˁīno ‘transhumant home’ or mə́ḳəher ‘evening refuge’ of fish, 
and would take a careful sighting from a landmark so that he 
could return to the same place at a later date.  

It was recognised that some fish were best caught at 
night: coral reef fish in general, shark and barracuda, while tu-
na, kingfish and the small fish they preyed on could only be 
taken in daylight. Fishermen said that the best times for most 
fishing were when the sun was low (at dawn and dusk) and at 
night (unless the moon was very bright and the fish would see 

 
42 Fishermen say that fish of different areas have a different taste: 
thus, the fish from Qadámə to Ḥáwlef have one flavour; from Ḥáwlef 
to Dilíšə another; from Dilíšə to Raˀs Mōmi another; those of the south 
coast as far as Rīˀ Díṣfer another, and from Rīˀ Díṣfer to Qadámə an-
other.  
43 When the wind drops at the end of the monsoon (around October) 
and the sea grows warmer, the shallow demersal reef fish, such as 
groupers, emperors, snappers, sweetlips, trevallies come inshore to 
feed, and this is the peak season for catching them.  
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the fishing gear). In a dead calm (ḥalóˀo), the greediest groupers 
(Serranidae) such as the greenish, blotched līhan and ḥáyhal, or 
the reddish spotted/striped ḥálḥal~xálxal groupers were easily 
caught with a handline, coming to the bait even if both fisher-
man and his line were visible. At times of rain and thick cloud, 
when the lines were hard to see, fish (especially bottom-
dwelling ones) were more readily caught; but if it had rained 
heavily and floodwaters had reached the sea, fish numbers 
would decline and fewer would come to fish traps.  

In the hottest months of the short summer season too, fish 
numbers dwindled, sometimes disappearing altogether. Then, 
only the large trevallies (as dāfin, ráˀḥa, ṭamákərə) could some-
times be caught as they swam on their way past the island. 
These fish were called ḳédəhum (‘the precursors’), and fishermen 
would climb up to any high point above the sea (ḥalf ḳédəhum) 
and drop a baited line or a lure, of bone (ṣóḥəlo), peeled Cissus 
stem (ˁáṭerhe) or Adenium twig (ə́sfəd~tərīmo) to try and catch 
one (see 3.10. below).  

Anoxic red tides or algal blooms often occurred at the 
changeover of the seasons, that is, at the very end of the sum-
mer months, when the islanders were hoping for dōti rains to 
fall, and again at the very end of the monsoon in the di-ṣérebhen 
season, which ushers in the winter. Algal blooms make the sea 
dark-coloured and murky (ində́mərik or mə́drək, ‘mə́drək’ also be-
ing the name of the ‘star’ in ascendance at these times). If the 
sea were calm, fish, usually smaller ones, would float ashore, in-
itially living, later washing up dead. In a very hungry year, the 
freshest ones were eaten. Squid and cuttlefish also drifted 
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ashore, usually dead. This ində́mərik ‘murkiness’ usually lasted 
for about a fortnight, the dying fish arriving towards the middle 
of the period, but the algal bloom has been known to persist 
through both the mədōrik ‘stars’, i.e., for 26 days, the fish beach-
ing after the first week or ten days.  

3.3. Nets 

The ones most widely used were the circular cast nets (generi-
cally called máˁdef~máġdef, pl. máˁduf~máġduf), used by single 
fishermen. These were finely knotted nets with small weights44 
around the circumference and a draw thread which closed the 
net around the trapped fish when it was hauled in. The twine 
for the nets was spun from cotton bushes, Gossypium barbadense 
(íˀiśīrə, pl. ˀíšhur), which were cultivated inside walled enclo-
sures to protect them from livestock.45 The harvested cotton was 
cleaned of seeds and then ‘beaten’ with the ‘bow’ (mɛf́əkt), in 
the same way as sheep wool. It was then teased out to make a 
soft, loose rope of fibre (ímdid) which was spun (yəˁə́wzal) with 
a very tight twist to a fine yarn (ḳáˀ). This was wound into fig-
ure-of-eight twists (máḥlil), and these were then made up into 

 
44 Forbes (1903, xxv, xxvi) reports islanders in ˁAbd al-Kūri seeking to 
trade “lizards, fishes, turtle-shell and muscovite [mica MJM]” for lead 
sinkers for their nets. 
45 Sometimes other imported fibres were available: hanks of coir fibre 
(benj) imported from East Africa, and of cotton yarn (kǝllōn). Another 
type of cotton yarn was called śịfárhən di-kerḥānǝ, ‘plaits of cotton 
yarn’, kerḥānə being a type of cotton said to be less strong than the 
kǝllōn. Cotton yarn was also called ˁózǝl~ġozəl, from the verb ‘to spin’.  
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balls (kúbərə). Threads were plied together (yəḥāyis) to produce 
twine of the desired thickness.46  

The cast nets differed both in overall size and in the size 
of the mesh. The mesh was called ˁayn, ‘eye’, and its size was 
judged by the number of fingers that fitted into a single hole of 
mesh: from the smallest, “an eye of the size of a small child’s 
finger,” to “an eye that took four adult fingers.” The knotting 
(wáśaˁ, yúwśaˁ) of the nets was skilled work, and many fisher-
men had to barter for a net from known craftsmen who had the 
necessary expertise.   

The smallest net was made using the finest twine. The 
mesh was smallest at the centre, the mesh size increasing to-
wards the circumference. The twine was made of three strands 
twisted together (mǝṯálliṯ), and this kind of net took the most 
expert netmaker some nine months to make. The nets (máˁdef 
~máġdef) ṣīni~ṣōwnu~ṣínhən and (ṣīni) śˁérə~śġéyrə had a larger 
mesh size and were made from a twine of six strands twisted 
together (sidɛs̄i). These could be made by most full-time fisher-
men. The outer circumference rope (ḥīrəho) and draw thread47 
were twisted from handspun cotton (ġázəl~ˁózǝl) or sheep wool 

 
46 On Samḥa, before imported cotton became available, ṣínhǝn and 
ṣínhǝn śˁérə⁓śġéyrə cast nets were made from sheep wool yarn or the 
underbark of Ficus salicifolia (íˀtib). Sheep wool yarn was still used for 
the circumference rope even once cotton yarn reached the island.   
47 When casting from the shore, the net has a line which is used by the 
fisherman to draw the net shut. 
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(ṣaf di-tɛt̄in). Holed pebbles (mátḳel pl. mǝtāḳil)48 or turban and 
topshell (ˁáfšer~ˁábšer) shells were tied as sinker weights at in-
tervals around the circumference. Later on, tiny lead sinker-
weights (rǝsās) were used instead—these were already available 
in Mubārak’s father’s time.  

A newly made net was treated by crushing the leaves and 
soft stems of Ziziyphus spina-christi to a paste and rubbing this 
hard into the net to lubricate the fibres and make them mallea-
ble. The net was then tied to something high up by the loop at 
the centre of the net (ˁalyémo), the rest of the net stretched 
downwards and weighted with rocks at the bottom. It was left 
like this for most of a day before it was used in the sea for the 
first time. Nets were also treated with the roots and stems of 
Limonium (śẹṣíbə)49 or Periploca (ftax) to strengthen the fibres.50 
If neither of these plants were available, various common wild 
Indigofera spp. (ḥǝwīr~ḥǝwīl) were used instead, the leaves 

 
48 See Beech (2003, 29) writing about 5500–3500 BCE stone sinkers: 
“Larger net sinkers may have been used in conjunction with gill nets 
or beach seines; small examples may have been used in conjunction 
with casting nets or small beach seine nets.… The first type of net 
sinkers are flat oval pebbles, notched roughly in the middle of their 
long sides.” 
49 Crushed lightly and then rubbed between the fibres, or ground and 
added to water in which the fibres were left to soak overnight or long-
er. 
50 On Samḥa, the imported cotton yarn was dyed before being knotted: 
the whole Limonium plant was crushed and put into a pool of seawater 
and the cotton immersed and left to soak until it had absorbed the 
colour. The sheep wool used for nets was dyed in the same manner. 
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crushed to a paste and rubbed hard into the fibres.51 These plant 
pastes also dyed the fibres a darker colour, making the net less 
visible to fish in rocky areas. For sandy areas, some fishermen, 
and especially on ˁAbd al-Kūri, would cook the fishing equip-
ment in quicklime (nūrǝ~nʸūrǝ) to strengthen and bleach it. 
Homemade quicklime was added to boiling water and the nets 
dropped in and left to simmer. They were left to soak in the 
mixture overnight before being spread out in the sun to dry.  

All nets were looked after carefully: it was said that with 
the right care a net could last for 10–12 years. Cast nets do not 
tolerate fresh water, so if a net became soaked in rainwater, the 
fisherman would quickly immerse it in saltwater. Like all other 
cotton fishing gear, nets were hung up in the shade in between 
fishing trips. During the long months of the monsoon, all fishing 
equipment not in use was stored in a place of shade, well out of 
the reach of the monsoon winds and rodents. 

Each net was used for specific types of fish. The smallest, 
of 3–4 durūˁ (a déraˁ, pl. durūˁ is the distance from the elbow to 
the tip of the extended middle finger, a cubit) was cast by the 
fisherman standing in shallow water. The fish most commonly 
caught in this way were the small coastal pelagic fishes (ancho-
vies, sardines, herrings, round herrings, sprats, mackerels, 

 
51 A paste of the crushed leaves was also used cosmetically to paint the 
face, starting off green but then turning blue. It was also used to dye 
unbleached calico or balls of newly-spun sheep wool: the material and 
the plant paste were added to water, and this was brought to the boil; 
the material was then spread out sopping wet—never wrung dry—in 
the sun to dry and change colour.  
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scads, fusiliers, flying fish, half beaks and silversides (Nichols 
2001, 9.5.1). These small fish were usually grouped together as 
ˁīdi, ‘sardine-type fish’, more properly the term for the Indian oil 
sardine.52 Other smaller fish caught for food or bait with smaller 
cast nets were damselfish~clownfish (ˁəskə́do), goatfish 
(ḳanśáˁa), terapon (ˁábrəhem), fusiliers (səlmə́do), various flat-
head and sillago spp. (fə́ḳəreš), small sweetlips and seabream 
(both bōdiḥ).53 If none of these fish could be caught, a fisherman 
in dire need of bait would cast his net into a large rock pool or 
lagoon and hope for the best. This kind of ‘blind’ casting was 
common when fishing at night.  

The ṣīni~ṣōwnu~ṣínhən and (ṣīni) śˁérə~śġéyrə cast nets of 
6–7 durūˁ were cast from the shore for medium-sized, inshore 
fish such as rabbitfish (śéysino), or from a dugout in waters of 
2–3 bāˁ depth (a bāˁ pl. bǝwáˁ is the distance between the ex-
tended tip of the middle finger of one hand to the extended fin-
gertip of the other, arms stretched wide—around 6 feet or 1.8 
metre, a fathom). The largest, 12-durūˁ net was cast from a dug-
out in deeper waters, often to catch small bait fish swimming in 
shoals out at sea.  

Some full-time fishermen of the north coast also used a 
large circular net called máxwar, cast from a dugout in waters 

 
52 Shoals of these vital small fish arrive in great numbers as the sea 
calms down after the summer monsoon. During the rest of the year, 
they can be found here and there along the coast, but in the monsoon 
months they are largely absent.   
53 And in the Qadámə are in the west, flatfish, for which this area was 
renowned.  
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of some five bəwáˁ depth. A large rectangular cotton seine net of 
a smaller mesh than the ṣīni~ṣōwnu~ṣínhən was also used, laid 
in the sea at right angles to the shore. This was generally called 
míśgir~mśígəhir, a name also given to the net used to trap feral 
donkeys and goats.54 In the Ġúbbah area, fishermen used a large 
circular cotton net called rígimi, a net with a slipknot (miśríṭo or 
śéraṭ). A type of beach seine with wings, called fɛr̄iˀ, was also 
used close inshore. These larger nets, referred to in general as 
ḳaṭəbə (an Arabic term), were only used by full-time fishermen 
working as a group.  

In the rule of Sultan ˁĪsa bin ˁAli (reigned 1952–1967), an 
Emirati fisherman called Saˁīd Ḥammād, who had settled in 
Soqoṭra during the reign of the previous sultan, introduced the 
idea of fishing with the large girīf drag net, well-known on the 
mainland,55 to catch small coastal pelagic fishes. These were 
dried and sold as géšaˁ~ḳóśaˁ (Ar. wazīf).56 Later still, the large-
meshed gill nets (lyūx) appeared and were used to trap shark 
and the largest fish.  

 
54 Palm-frond ribs were placed at intervals, vertically, to hold the net 
rigid. izīˁa dihé mśígəhur wə-lāṭ yímdid túyhin bə-rínhəm wə-yəˁāmer 
híyhin bārrūsi, ṭad bə-nyaṣf wə-ṭad bə-nyaṣf, “He would take his mśígəhur 
nets and stretch them out in the sea and set anchor-weights for them: 
one for one end of the net and another at the other end.” (Aḥmad Saˁd 
Taḥkí) 
55 See Serjeant (writing in 1967, cited in Doe, 1992, 175): “The sar-
dine seine net, the jarīf, operated by some forty men, which is so 
widely used on the coasts of Hadramaut, has no place in Socotra.” 
56 In 2004, one sack of these sold for YR600. 
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3.4. Handlines (śúˀhur, pl. íˀiśhur)  

Handlines were twisted from cotton fibre,57 usually three 
strands (mǝṯálliṯ), and a careful fisherman re-twisted his cotton 
lines every day after fishing. Newly made lines were treated 
with Periploca (ftax), a plant that used to be common around 
Ḥéybaḳ on the north coast. The fisherman crushed the plant 
stems to a paste, smoothed this over his palms and then ran the 
lines through his hands again and again. This dyed the lines a 
red-brown colour as well as toughening them. When not in use, 
lines, like nets, were hung somewhere out of the sun in a place 
safe from rodents.  

The term šikkə, for the more recent longlines, commonly 
of some nine bāˁ length, was borrowed from Arabic. Longlines 
attached to the dugout to catch larger fish such as shark and tu-
na were called šikkə ṣālil, and those tied to an anchor and left in 
situ for a period with a marker to indicate its position were 
called šikkə wāḳaˁ. Longlines were used out at sea and from a 
dugout. 

3.4.1. Hooks (ˁéḳəlhe, pl. ˁəḳālihe) 

Metal hooks could sometimes be purchased from the trade boats 
coming from Muscat58 and the Gulf. Otherwise fishermen got 
hold of an old nail (mə́smar) or scrap of metal, and hammered 

 
57 On Samḥa, before cotton yarn became available, the underbark of 
Ficus salicifolia (íˀtib) was used to make twine for lines. 
58 Or purchased in Muscat: Soqoṭrans used to travel to Muscat to work, 
especially during the monsoon months.  
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and shaped them to a fishhook. If these were not available, fish-
ermen had to make use of whatever was available: whittling a 
hook from the hard wood of a tree, such as Zygocarpum coerule-
um. A hook could also be fashioned from the ulna (ḳówḥaf) of 
the front leg of a goat: there is a gap at the ‘elbow’ of the bone 
which can be carefully snapped to make a hook, though rather 
a fragile one.59 

3.4.2. Trace or Leader (ˁamūd or ṭarb di-ˁéḳǝlhe) and  
Swivels (mīdār)  

The trace that protects the fishing line was usually made from 
the hollowed-out humerus of the lower back leg of a sheep or 
goat.60 Later on, imported swivels (mīdār) were placed above 
the trace.  

3.4.3. Weights or Sinkers (rəsās) 

Although some ready-made lead sinkers were imported, more 
commonly fishermen used pebbles (óˀobən) or pieces of lead 
worked by the local blacksmith (ṣāyaˁ~ṣāyaġ). The use of dif-

 
59 See Beech (2003, 291), writing about fishhooks from the fifth and 
fourth millennia BCE: “The earliest fish hooks in southeast Arabia are 
made of marine shell, usually from pearl oyster or large bivalves.” He 
nowhere mentions finds of bone fishhooks. 
60 rɛḳ̄uḳ yəˁúmər tus men ṣáḥəlo di-šfāniś; íno d-iˁāmər men míśneg di-óˀoz 
wə-íno d-iˁāmər men ṭálfə di-fólihi, “The trace is made from animal 
bone; some make it from the narrow bone of the lower back leg of a 
goat, and some from the slender bone of the foreleg of a calf.” (Aḥmad 
Saˁd Taḥkí) 
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ferent weights of sinkers was variously described as šaˁrókən bə-
rəsāsə, ‘we fished with a lead sinker to take the bait to the bot-
tom’; šaˁrókən bə-səlá, ‘we fished without a sinker so that the 
bait stayed floating on the surface’; or šaˁrókən bə-rāḳab, ‘we 
fished with a very light sinker so that the bait remained sus-
pended below the surface of the sea’ (i.e., not sinking too far 
down’).  

3.4.4. Clubs, Gaffs and Spears 

Among a fisherman’s equipment was a short, heavy club 
(məḳəláˁa or ṭárḳa). As well as being used to stun larger fish, it 
was used to kill moray eels (nɛḿiro) which can grow to an 
alarming size. A fisher might also take a short spear (múš ̣ˁ iḳ) or 
pointed stick (šiyḳ),61 made by sharpening a shaft of hard wood 
to a point at one end and then fire-hardening it. This was used 
to stab (√š ̣ˁ ḳ, ‘to pierce’) moray eels or any other dangerous sea 
creature which had got into the fish trap. He might also use a 
hooked gaff (míšḥaf~míšxaf or kǝllāb)62 made by the local 
blacksmith: with a large hook at one end for shark and a small-
er hook for large fish such as kingfish, tuna or bonito. The han-
dle of the gaff was usually made from the widely available Cro-
ton socotranus shrub (mítrer).  

 
61 Used by pastoralists to dig up various edible corms and bulbs. 
62 kǝllāb: nǝˁāmer ˁis kǝllāb wǝ-náˁnǝn bis ˁaf išóˀki tan, “we call it kǝllāb 
and we used it to pull (a fish) in until it is right beside us.” 
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3.5. Fishing with Handlines 

Fishing with handlines was carried out in a variety of ways, the 
principal ones being:  

3.5.1. Handlining from the Shore or from Rocks 

One method was the fisherman whirling the line around his 
head before casting it, a method called enṭílilun~inṭílilo. In ear-
lier years this was done using the bone lure (rɛḳ̄uḳ, see 3.10.), 
mainly to catch fish such as ḳerbōbə triggerfishes and leather-
jackets, di-ḥáyhul scorpionfish, ˁáyho ḳīhen small jacks,63 ˁáskədo, 
damselfish~clownfish and other small fish such as the fə́kərəš 
flatheads and sillago. Fish caught in this way were called ṣódə 
minṭílhil.  

3.5.2. Handlining from Cliffs and Overhangs or from a  
Dugout Canoe  

This method was typically used to catch bottom-dwelling fish. 
The line had sidelines knotted (mérkīn) onto it, each one bear-
ing one or two hooks (more when fishing in deeper seas), and a 
stone attached at the bottom as a weight. The hooks were bait-
ed with a ‘sardine-type’ fish into which the hook had been em-
bedded until it was invisible. This method was called inḳílilo 
and the fisherman náḳəlhel pl. náḳəlhul. 

Alternatively, a single line was used with a single, large 
hook and a trace above (if the fisherman owned one). Some dis-

 
63 Many jacks are called ˁáyho when small, and šáˀkid or ráˀḥa when 
large. 
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tance below was a large stone, one with a natural or man-made 
hole or a square-shaped one with a projection around which 
twine of date palm fibre (aḥtīmi)64 could be firmly tied. This 
method was used mainly to catch the gyaḥš type of fish65 found 
swimming around the sandy bottom of rock faces and coral at-
olls. In his dugout, the fisherman would study the current (ǝl-
māyə): if moving away from the rock face out to sea, he would 
position himself right beside the rock face. If it were flowing 
from the sea towards the rock face, he would position himself at 
some distance from the rock face. He then lowered the line until 
it hit the sandy bottom, before drawing it up again to about two 
ḳāmə depth (ḳāmə, ‘the height of a man’), and tying the other 
end of the line around his thigh. He would then sit in the dug-
out, letting the current do the work of moving the baited hook 
around in the water. This kind of fishing is called néḥǝbǝ 
(nənúḥub, ‘we fish in the néḥǝbǝ way’) and was used to catch 
fish such as fṣáˀḥan emperors, līhun and ḥáyhal groupers and the 

 
64 aḥtími, pl. aḥtóyhim were also used for the šɛr̄iyǝ rope for shark fish-
ing (see 3.15.1.) or as anchor rope (ḳayd di-barrūsi). It was made from 
the smallest leaflets of the growing point (dilˁáyn) of a date palm, laid 
out in the sun to dry and then twisted into twine (taḥtīmǝn). That for 
fishing was three-ply (mǝṯálliṯ), unlike the rope for the well bucket 
(miśīyo di-ˁúbǝhur) which was four-ply (mǝrábbaˁ).  
65 Fish such as the fṣáˀḥan, máˁsam, kteb, bígǝhel, ḥīdəher and ṣérˁe  
emperors; bū nǝ́ḳṭə threadfin bream and sárḥīn and di-nǝ́ḳtǝ seabream; 
nə́ḳəḳ sweetlips and maˁrɛm̄ə snappers. The term gyaḥš is possibly re-
lated to jašš, used in the Gulf for trevallies (Carangidae) (see Al-Salimi 
and Staples 2019, 546). 
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ḳarbōbə triggerfish and leatherjackets so highly valued for their 
livers.    

Another method was similar to the above, but was used in 
rocky terrain, and involved two hooks and two stone weights. 
The line was lowered until the stones hit the bottom. It was 
gently jiggled around to ensure that the hooks had not snagged 
on anything. Fishing with two hooks in this way this was called 
šidlɛl̄ə or inṭílilo di-šidlɛĺə.  

During the monsoon, when the sea was too rough to ven-
ture out, fishermen used a similar method to fish from inshore 
rocks. The line was cast and the hook(s) allowed to sink to the 
bottom. A fish taking the bait would either swim off to an over-
hang to hide, or would swim out to sea, when it could be 
played until it tired. Fish caught in this way were commonly 
bōdiḥ sweetlips and diˁan di-ˁārə seabream, rígaḥ sweetlips and 
mirāṭa mojarra, all considered good eating. 

3.6. Catching Fish by Hand  

In times of hunger, even the less desirable fish were hunted, in-
cluding by women. When groups of məgrūməhem porcupinefish 
came close inshore at low tide, women would wade into the sea 
up to their knees, carrying a container in one hand and a stem 
of the spiny Lycium shrub (súˀhur) in the other. They would 
poke a porcupinefish with the twig to startle it and make it in-
flate. It was then easy to pick up and put in the container, when 
it would deflate, water exuding from what islanders called its 
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‘ears’.66 When further porcupinefish were thrown in on top of it, 
it would struggle to reinflate, but in the absence of water, 
would die.  

Smaller specimens were regarded as good eating: both 
flesh and cooking water were liked as being very ‘sweet’, the 
liver dissolving into the water. The preferred cooking method 
was to layer a number of the fish in a clay pot, add a little wa-
ter, cover it, then leave the pot to simmer gently until the skin 
and spines had softened—a long time. After discarding the 
head, chunks of skin were picked off, given a good chew, and 
then discarded along with the spines. All the rest of the fish 
flesh was edible, including the softened bones. Although there 
are still plenty of these fish, Mubārak reports that no one both-
ers catching and eating them today.  

3.7. Sea Birds as a Guide to Shoaling Fish 

Out at sea, rafts of diving shearwaters (bíšišt) or circling cormo-
rants (sɛḿəno)67 were a good indicator of shoals of ‘sardine-type’ 
fish (see 3.9.1.) and the tuna and shark in pursuit of them.68 
Seeing a naširīn,69 a large bird with a white front and multicol-

 
66 People encountering a porcupinefish at sea, inflating itself defen-
sively, would poke a stick into its ‘ear’ to make it deflate. 
67 The nestlings of both these birds were also hunted for food along 
the cliff ledges at night. 
68 See also Al-Saghier and Symens (2000, 1010), on the use by fisher-
men of large feeding flocks of birds to locate schools of smaller fish 
and tunas. 
69 naširīn, not yet identified. 
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oured back, diving into the water and bringing up fish in its 
beak, suggested the presence of larger types of fish. Closer in-
shore, the sight of the small white gull called ḳerrāˁ70 diving at 
great speed was another indicator of ‘sardine-type’ and other 
small fish.  

3.8. Attracting Fish 

When the water was clear and still in rocky areas where fish 
were known to gather, fishermen would scatter small fragments 
of bait across the surface of the sea to attract them. This was 
called tíriher~téririn, ‘temptation’, or ḥābíbo, ‘enticement’. If 
there were ripples or small wavelets, they crumbled the bait 
with coarse sand (šīmi) to slow its descent to the bottom. The 
baited line was then gently let down, the current carrying it to-
wards the rock face where the fish were feeding. It was hoped 
that, excited by the scattered bait, the fish would now go for the 
larger bait on the hook.  

3.9. Bait (s ̣á́mdə) 

3.9.1. Small Coastal Pelagic Fishes 

The preferred bait was one of the small coastal pelagic fishes, 
the ‘sardine-type’ shoaling fish. It was with this kind of bait that 
the valuable large fish such as ṭānīk~ṭernāk ‘Spanish mackerel’ 
and zíhnin and śə́rwəhe ‘tunas’ were caught. Indeed, fishermen 
say that “no fish worth catching can ignore a bait of a ‘sardine-
type’ fish.” These include sardine, anchovy, herring, round her-

 
70 ḳerrāˁ, not yet identified, but possibly a species of tern.  
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ring, chub and Indian mackerel, scad, sprats, fusiliers, flying 
fish and halfbeaks71 (though the small ḳáššo ‘Old World silver-
sides’ found close inshore were considered an inferior bait).72 
While having individual names, many of these small fish were 
collectively known as ˁīdi, or ‘sardine-type fish’, though ˁīdi 
properly refers to the Indian oil sardine. They were used as bait 
for catching medium to large fish, larger specimens being cut 
up as bait for even larger fish (mírgid di-ṣōdə).  

The hook was buried deep inside the fish and a length of 
line wound around its gills to keep the hook firmly in place. 
When line fishing, this bait was called mɛs̄īyo (vb. nəmɛs̄īyin, ‘we 
fish with the mɛs̄īyo bait’). The best ‘sardine-type fish’ were con-
sidered to be the following (from largest to smallest): gēdeb~ 
gídeb~jēdeb ‘Indian scad’, and ‘blue or chub mackerel’ > gərādǝ 
‘delicate round herring’ (similar in size to the former) > sɛl̄i 

 
71 sɛl̄i ‘Gulf herring’; gərādǝ ‘delicate round herring’; ˁefiríro ‘bluestripe 
herring’; rínnǝb ‘various anchovy spp.’; biśaˁa ‘various herring and shad 
spp.’; ḳáššo ‘Old World silverside’; ˁírho ‘halfbeaks’, ‘needlefish’ and 
‘cornetfish’; fə́kəreš ‘flathead and sillago spp.’, as well as other fish 
such as ḳanṣáˁa ‘goatfish’; ˁábrəhem ‘terapon’; bōdiḥ ‘small sweetlips’ 
and ‘seabream’; səlmə́do ‘fusiliers’; mírimǝher ‘lizardfish’; gēdeb~gídeb 
~jēdeb ‘Indian scad’, and ‘blue and chub mackerel’; fériher~férifer ‘fly-
ing fish’; and kǝ́libə ‘sprats’ (though kǝ́libǝ is also a general term for 
‘fry’ and ‘fingerlings’).  
72 Described as “having heads big for their body, protruding eyes and 
very coarse-textured skin; migratory, arriving at the end of the mon-
soon and staying until the beginning of the next one; found in salt and 
brackish water, they are caught by net; not popular as food as they are 
all scales and bones and have a bitter-tasting head; can be used as bait 
if there is nothing else.”  
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‘Gulf herring’ > ˁefiríro ‘bluestripe herring’ > biśaˁa ‘various 
herring and shad spp.’, as well as the biśáˁa di-ḥáṣlub ‘herring 
and shad spp.’ > ˁīdi ‘Indian oil sardine’ > rínnǝb ‘anchovy 
spp.’ > kǝ́libǝ ‘sprats’.  

The ˁīdi Indian oil sardine and the kə́libə, sɛl̄i, gǝrād and 
rínnǝb were especially prized as bait. For the large fish of the 
deeper seas, the ˁīdi and sɛl̄i were regarded as the best bait; after 
them the gərādǝ, rínnǝb73 and kə́libə. These types of fish were 
usually seen in shoals further out at sea, while the other ˁīdi 
‘sardine-type fish’ ventured closer inshore. It was said that at 
times when the moon gave little light, the ˁīdi ate very little and 
grew thin, but when it was full, they ate continuously and grew 
fat.  

The ˁīdi ‘sardine-type fish’ are all shoaling fish, their 
shoals differing in size and appearance, and experienced fish-
erman would know what kind of fish a shoal contained before 
he cast his net. These small but vital fish start to arrive at the 
beginning of winter as the seas calm down at the end of the 
summer monsoon, the rínnəb and sɛl̄i leaving Soqoṭri seas at the 
end of winter. During the long months of the monsoon, the ˁīdi 
fish tended to move out to sea, and in some years they failed to 
arrive at all. However, for much of the year they could be found 
in pockets here and there around the coast.  

Many terms describe the ˁīdi fish and their predators. For 
instance, on seeing the shoals moving towards the shore, people 
would say ˁīdi gidóḥo bis, ‘the sardine-type fish have been 

 
73 And in more recent years, fishermen have tried using dried rínnəb as 
bait.  
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brought (inshore)’, i.e., by the larger fish pursuing them. Some 
other terms used to describe these fish and their predators are:  

di-máḥsa refers to extensive shoals swimming towards the 
shore, fleeing the kɛr̄ whale shark, other shark and large preda-
tory fish.  

ˀirīfi refers to shoals seen in shallow waters, and especially 
those seen swimming into a sandy bay before sunrise or going 
back out to sea in the early afternoon. Fishermen spread the 
word that an ˀirīfi has arrived in such and such a bay and all 
hurry to take advantage of this opportunity. As long as the sea 
remains calm (šwār), this pattern of movement is repeated over 
a period of one to two weeks, but any wind sends the shoals 
straight back out to sea. The shoals come into the bays at dawn, 
seething on the surface of the sea and splashing as they try to 
escape the fish hunting them. When they go back out to sea in 
the early afternoon, they swim calmly, beneath the surface of 
the sea. Islanders say that by the end of their stay in a bay, the 
seabed has been turned dark by their excreta.   

fogś refers to the thrashing and splashing of the fish pursu-
ing a shoal, fish such as such as the ráˀḥa, dāfin and ṭamákerə 
trevallies, ṭānīk~ṭə́rnāk Spanish mackerel, śərə́whin skipjack and 
other tuna.  

maˁrɛr̄ə refers to a large shoal of ˁīdi corralled by circling 
predators, especially zíhnin and śərə́whin tunas, ráˀḥa trevallies 
and śéˀḥer barracuda.74 A maˁrɛr̄ə di-léḥḥīm (‘a shark maˁrɛr̄ə’) re-
fers to a school of fish being ‘herded’ by shark. The predators 

 
74 I have seen Soqoṭra cormorants (sɛḿəno) do the same, circling a 
shoal of sardines to make a maˁrɛr̄ə. 
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circle the shoal, force them up to the surface, and then dart in 
to pick off individual fish. A maˁrɛr̄ə is usually broken up by the 
arrival of some huge predator rising from the depths, disturbed 
by the commotion. The maˁrɛr̄ə then breaks up into many small 
fogś groups, each pursued by different predators.  

ḥāber di-ˁīdi refers to a shoal of ˁīdi visible as a dark patch 
or shadow (ḥāber, ‘streak’) out at sea. ḥāber di-ṣōdǝ refers to a 
school of larger fish seen out at sea. 

3.9.2. Cephalopods 

The next best bait after an ˁīdi ‘sardine-type fish’ was one of the 
cephalopods: an ˁáṭərhe ‘squid’ or ‘cuttlefish’ or a térəbaḥt ‘octo-
pus’. Both were eaten by some of the islanders. The Loligo sp. 
squid, ˁáṭərhe líbəhan, ‘pale-coloured squid’ provided the best 
bait, while the ˁáṭerhe ˁáfer, ‘reddish-coloured squid’ (a term 
usually referring to cuttlefish [Sepiida]) was less desirable. 
Cephalopods were used especially as bait for ṭə́rnāk ‘kingfish’, 
ráˀḥa ‘trevally’ and the śərə́whin and zíhnin ‘tunas’, as these are 
not attracted to a bait of octopus. To prepare bait from an octo-
pus, the outer skin was peeled from the tentacles and the white 
flesh beneath cut into sardine-length sections, each tentacle 
providing two pieces of bait. Squid and cuttlefish were treated 
in a similar way, but the flesh of the main body was also cut in-
to strips. 

3.9.3. Netting Lagoons 

When none of the above baitfish were available, a net was cast 
in lagoons (ḥor~xor) to catch the kinds of fish which thrive in 
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brackish or saline water (rīho bíḳəbiḳ), such as the ˁábrəhem 
‘terapon’ and ḥə́rəbo ‘mullet’. These fish are used whole as bait 
for larger fish, including rays and shark, or are cut into chunks 
to attract various bottom-dwelling fish.  

3.9.4. Crabs (ḥanśīˀo, pl. ḥánśe) and Hermit Crabs 
(ḥínkok~ḥínkuk~ḥáynkek) 

Crabs of all kinds provided bait: the pale ghost crabs (ḥanśīˀo li-
bíni)75 and all sorts of dark-coloured rock crabs (ḥanśīˀo ḳśébeb). 
They were caught by hand or were disabled by throwing a stone 
at them. The smaller legs (śérəhān), larger pincers (mǝ́lḳez, du. 
mǝlḳázi) and carapace were removed, leaving the innards and 
the thorax (ḳɛrf). This was split into sections to use as bait, the 
gap made by removing a leg providing a place to insert a hook. 
Fishing families would spend time collecting a number of crabs 
and would then remove their legs and put them in a container 
which they kept in a shady place. Given water, the crabs would 
survive for a day or more. Crab were used in particular to bait 
fish traps, where they attracted fish like the samōmə, līhun, silīb 
and ˁílmə ‘groupers’, and the gyaḥś fish: principally emperors 
(fṣáˁḥan, máˁsam, kteb, ḥídəher, bígǝhel, ṣérˁe and sárḥīn), but also 
threadfin bream, seabream, grunters and certain snappers. 

Hermit crabs were also used as bait. They were usually 
collected in the hours of darkness, but could also be found lurk-
ing in dark, shady places during the day. Like crabs, they could 

 
75 Ghost crabs were also used to treat whooping cough (šḳázə, √š+ḳzy, 
‘to cough and cough to the point of choking or passing out’): they 
were boiled in water and the cooled and strained water drunk.   
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be kept alive for a few days in a container kept in a dark place. 
When needed, the shell was smashed and the soft body re-
moved. After removing the head and pincers, the remaining 
flesh was ready to use as bait.  

3.9.5. Bristle Worms / Polychaetes (ˁōmə) 

A reddish worm called ˁōmə,76 probably a species of bristle 
worm, made a bait as useful as a hermit crab, but was only 
available in sandy areas. Dug out of the sand, it had first to be 
laid in salt to dry it out and harden it: it would break up on the 
hook if used alive.   

Bristle worm or hermit crab bait were used to catch ˁáržeb 
‘bonefish’ (Albulidae), ‘ladyfish’ (Elopidae) and ‘silversides’ 
(Atherinidae), bɛh́irə ‘milkfish’ (Chanidae) and ‘tarpon’ (Mega-
lopidae), šōbiḥ, ḥínḳəhon and ˁándaḳa ‘snappers’ and ‘jobfish’ 
(Lutjanidae), ktif ‘sicklefish’ (Drepanidae) and ‘spadefish’ 
(Ephippidae), érəḥe ‘pompano spp.’ (Carangidae), ˁə́skədo ‘dam-
selfishes’ and ‘clownfishes’ (Pomacentridae), mirāṭa ‘mojarras’ 
(Gerreidae) and ‘ponyfish’ (Leiognathidae), ḥáṭəhan ‘threadfin 
breams’ or ‘false snappers’ (Nemipteridae), rígaḥ, nə́ḳaḳ and 
ḥádiyiḳ ‘grunters’ (Haemulidae), di-ˁan di-ˁārə and bōdiḥ ‘sea 
bream’ (Sparidae), ṣōrif ‘drums’ (Sciaenidae), ˀasīb and ˀasīb di-
nəḥárher ‘unicornfish’ (Acanthuridae) and bidbōdi or fǝ́kǝreš 
‘flatheads’ (Platycephalidae). Many of these were found in la-
goons as well as in the sea. míśereḳ ‘angelfish’ (Pomacanthidae), 

 
76 Al-Salimi and Staples (2019, 553) give ˁūma, pl. ˁuwam, as ‘sardine’, 
but they also note that the classical Arab lexicographers refer to ˁūma 
as either an insect or a snake. 
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‘batfish’ (Ephippidae) and ‘moonyfishes’ (Monodactylidae) also 
came to this bait, but these fish were not usually wanted, either 
as food or as bait.  

3.9.6. Other Bait 

Mubārak said that there was always some sort of bait to be 
found, even if only the ḳáššo ‘Old World silversides’ swimming 
close inshore. Shellfish meat could be used to catch bottom-
dwelling fish (ṣódə di-ḳaˁ), coral fish (ṣódə di-ṣíˁəfə) or rock fish 
(ṣódə di-ḳéśˀor), such as groupers and emperors. He himself nev-
er resorted to using mudskippers, blennies or gobies (kibíˀhin), 
but other fishermen around the island said that when desperate 
they did make use of these. Mubārak also spoke of a bait he had 
never used himself but had seen others using: a piece of white 
stone or smooth white shell around which a skilled fisherman 
would tie a line and use as a lure for very greedy fish such as 
the ḥálḥal ‘grouper’ (described as “a fierce and very fatty fish 
with a huge mouth that goes for anything—even a fisherman’s 
toes”). If a fish took hold of this, a really clever fisherman might 
be able to land it, if he were able to jerk it from the sea hard 
and fast enough.77  

 
77 See Beech (2003, 291) writing about shellfish hooks from the fifth 
to the late fourth millennium BCE: “The earliest fish hooks in south-
east Arabia are made of marine shell, usually from pearl oyster or 
large bivalves.… A further advantage of using shells with a shiny/ 
glistening surface was that it served to entice fish to bite.” 
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3.9.7. Transporting Bait 

Bait was carried to the fishing site in a variety of containers 
made from plaited strips of date palm fibre. The ones most 
commonly used were a mə́sfi, a round, lidless basket with a car-
rying handle, a kúffǝ or dáḥanǝ (both names were used), a 
squareish, lidless basket with no handles, or a míllug, an oblong 
container made from a length of woven date palm doubled back 
on itself, stitched at each side to make a pocket, and the re-
maining upper part folded over to close it, like an envelope.78  

3.10. Lures (rɛḳ̄uḳ) 

Lures were made from a variety of materials: from a twig of 
peeled Adenium shaped to look like a sardine, one end of the 
twig frayed out to look like a tail fin. Or from a piece of peeled 
Cissus vine (əṣlīˁo di-ˁáṭərhe) cut from between two joints of a 
stem, again with one end beaten to separate out the fibres to 
look like a tail fin. Alternatively, the slim bone of the lower 
hindleg of a sheep or goat (míśneg di-teˀe or míśneg di-óˀoz), or of 
the foreleg of a calf (ṭálfə di-fólihi) was hollowed out and rough-
ly shaped to make a fish-shaped lure called ṣóḥəlo di-rɛḳ̄uḳ 
(‘bone lure’). A lure could even be made from lengths of white 
or yellow tape (tel), imported to decorate dresses, tied in a 
bunch and attached to the hook.  

A lure had to be played (šəmɛś̄i): korúmma šəmɛś́iˀin tus, 
íkkən bə-rīho mes kān tyóˀo ˁīdi, w-ihālaḥ ˁis ḥoṭ wə-īti, “If we wig-

 
78 A míllug was also used to store pages of the Holy Qurˀān. 
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gle it around it looks like a sardine in the water and a large fish 
will leap to grab it and eat it.” (Aḥmad Saˁd Taḥkí)   

3.11. Fish Traps (ḳérḳor, pl. ḳerāḳir) 

Though some seasonal fishermen made use of fish traps, they 
were mainly used by full-time fishermen. Many fishermen 
whose families relied on fish for the major part of their diet, 
worked more than one trap.79 In rocky areas of the coast, fish 
traps were the main way of harvesting the sea during the long 
months of the monsoon when other fishing was only possible in 
a few sheltered areas, or along the south coast where the effects 
of the monsoon were milder.80 At other times of the year they 
were used along the northern and southern coasts in sandy are-
as when the sea was calm: in the summer before the southwest 
monsoon, and at the end of the monsoon in the period of calm 
before the start of the northeast monsoon. When not in use, the 
traps were raised off the ground and left to dry in the sun.  

In earlier times there was no ‘closed season’ (kítwə) for 
line and fish-trap fishing. This relatively new concept, imported 
from the mainland, was established later across the island for 

 
79 Mubārak used to work twelve ḳérḳor, each set at a different site. He 
prided himself on never using a marker buoy but instead judged a fish 
trap’s position by lining it up with features on land. When working at 
the pearl fishing, he would set six traps one day and six the next. 
80 On Samḥa in the monsoon, fish traps could only be used in certain 
places on the southeastern side of the island, as the seas were too 
rough on the northwestern side where the main settlement lies. On 
ˁAbd al-Kūri too, the southern side of the island is very stormy in the 
monsoon months and fish traps could not be set there at this time. 
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the benefit of those full-time fishermen going after shark and 
the more valuable large fish.   

There were two kinds of ḳérḳor:  
The ḳérḳor maḥgílo was some three metres across and had 

eight to eleven ˁayn ‘eye’ (the same term used for the mesh in a 
net). This was the type of trap most widely used by seasonal 
fishermen, or by those who had no access to a dugout or who 
lacked the expertise to use the larger trap. The ḳérḳor maḥgílo 
was set at low tide, close to the shore. In bad weather81 its posi-
tion was marked by a float or buoy (mə́kfə) made from the thick 
stump of a palm rib (kérəbə, pl. kíreb), or a stick with a scrap of 
cloth tied to the top.  

The large ḳérḳor was five metres or so across with 11, 12 
or 14 ‘eyes’. This was rowed out to sea in a dugout, to a depth 
of some 12 bāˁ and let down over the side of the boat, its posi-
tion again marked by a float or buoy.  

3.11.1. Manufacture 

Today, most traps are imported and consist of chicken wire 
stretched over a steel wire frame. In earlier times they were 
made by specialist craftsmen,82 using local materials: the fruit-

 
81 During the early winter and late summer months when the sea was 
often quite rough. 
82 Children watched adults weaving traps and copied them, making 
miniature ḳérḳor out of date palm material. They used them to prac-
tise catching small lagoon fish. They also made toy dhows from the 
same material, with a mast and a manoeuvrable triangular sail which 
they learned to set (taˁdīlə) according to wind direction, before push-
ing the boat off into the shallower waters of the lagoon. 
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ing stalks (fōtir) of the date palm or strips of Flueggea, Allophy-
lus, Croton socotranus or Commiphora ornifolia wood. Only live 
wood was used and only slim stems without a knot (ənḳə́bo) 
were cut. The selected stems were peeled, whittled to the cor-
rect length, and then torn between the teeth into flat strips. 
These were first laid in the sun to dry out, and were then taken 
to a lagoon and left to soften in the brackish water for three or 
four days. If there was no lagoon nearby, the strips were laid in 
seawater instead, for two or three days. The soaked pieces were 
then buried in sand and left for two days. They were now ready 
for weaving.  

The strips were used in pairs to lend extra rigidity. First 
the base (ṭábḳə di-gyɛm̄ǝ) was made, as this determined the size 
of the trap. Weaving began at one side of the base and worked 
across, ending at a corner (ḥaḏīfo). The completed base was 
braced with six sticks (mə́ns ̣éf~nīs ̣éf) made from a hard wood 
such as Croton socotranus or tamarix (Tamarix nilotica). Any ex-
cess was trimmed off, and then the top (ṭábḳə di-ṣáˁnhən) was 
woven. This was braced by three sticks (mísgud) leading out-
wards from the base of the V, one going vertically down the 
middle and the other two at an angle to each corner. Next, the 
long strip (ḥáwiyah~ḥōyə) that goes right around the trap, join-
ing the base to the top, was made, beginning at the ‘mouth’ 
(ḥé~xá). This strip was also strengthened with a number of 
bracing sticks (rəkīzi, pl. rekēyiz or mántis, pl. mǝnātis), which 
were used to manoeuvre the trap. Finally, the tunnel leading in-
to the trap was made, wide at the mouth and growing narrower 
as it reached further inside the trap. Many craftsmen tied stout 
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poles, usually of the ubiquitous Croton socotranus, to the base of 
the completed trap to lend added weight, so that when the trap 
landed on the seabed, it would be sure to settle on its heavier 
base. These poles extended beyond the trap at each side and 
served as carrying handles.83 The newly made trap was left in 
the sea for anything up to ten days until it had lost its pale col-
our and become covered in the green algal growth that made it 
less visible to fish.  

3.11.2. Selecting a Site 

When selecting a site for the first time, a fisherman normally 
had to seek permission from the owner of the land. If this was 
given, he would construct a ‘pen’ for his trap (ḥor di-ḳérḳor, 
‘fish-trap pen’) in any suitable (and unoccupied) site. He would 
not become the owner of the ‘pen’, able to pass it on to his chil-
dren: rather, a ‘pen’ became part of the property of the land-
owner.84 However, in practice, the fisherman could usually set 
his trap in the same ‘pen’ year after year and generation after 

 
83 See Jansen van Rensburg (2016, 125), where he was told by fisher-
men that the added weight of the poles prevented the trap being 
dragged by the current. He was also told that in rocky areas stones 
were placed on top of the tips of the poles to hold the trap down, 
while in sandy areas, the tips of the poles dug themselves into the 
sand and held the trap down in that way. 
84 On the island of ˁAbd al-Kūri this was not the case. Here, once a 
‘pen’ had been constructed, it became the property of the fisherman 
who had built it. It was inheritable property, and others could use it 
only with permission. He was, however, not able to sell it to an out-
sider or to give anyone else permission to do so. 
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generation, as long as he acknowledged that it was not his pri-
vate property (mulk).  

3.11.3. Making a ‘Pen’ and Setting the Trap 

The smaller ḳérḳor maḥgílo85 was carried down to the beach at 
low tide, preferably in the late morning when the sea was 
warmer. The fisherman would then walk into the sea until the 
water reached his head, before diving down to clear an area for 
the trap. He would place rocks to form a roughly circular wall, 
the ‘pen’, and then return for the trap and set it inside the ‘pen’. 
Once lodged on the seabed, he would place a heavy rock on top 
of each mántis bracing stick to weigh the trap down. He would 
then pile other rocks over and around the trap until it was bare-
ly visible, leaving only the ‘mouth’ of the trap uncovered. His 
next job was to clear a ‘path’ (óˀorem) through the rocks and 
weed to lead to the mouth of the trap. Finally, he would place 
bunches of soft green seaweed around the mouth to attract fish. 
If set not too far out, the trap was checked the next morning, 
the fisherman diving down to look inside. If set further out, it 
was only checked at the next low tide. If the fisherman saw that 
there were fish inside, he would attach ropes to each corner of 
the front of the trap and drag it ashore.  

The larger ḳérḳor ‘fish trap’ was set further out to sea, 
lowered to the seabed from a dugout. It had to be weighted 

 
85 maḥgílo, lit. ‘enclosed with stone walling’. It was called this because 
stones are built up around it to protect it from waves and strong cur-
rents which might wash it ashore. The walling also made the trap less 
visible, and the pile of rocks in itself attracted inquisitive fish. 
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down by three large rocks: one tied to the inside of the trap to 
lie just beneath the ‘mouth’ and one at each corner. The length 
of rope previously woven into the trap at one side of the mouth 
(but not tied to the trap), was used by the fisherman to lower 
the trap into the sea. Once on the bottom, the fisherman ma-
noeuvred it into position, taking great care to ensure that the 
base rested on the seabed. (When pulling it up, the trap was 
manoeuvred to ensure that the base section of the trap with its 
six bracing sticks rested on the rim of the dugout, rather than 
the top section: this had only three bracing sticks and was not 
as strong). Once the trap was on the seabed in the correct posi-
tion, the fisherman could jerk free the interwoven rope and pull 
it up into the dugout. Ideally this trap should be checked 24 
hours later, but it could be left for up to three days. To raise it, 
the fisherman used a three- or four-pronged grappling hook 
(xaṭṭāf). He attached a heavy rock to it and then lowered the 
whole thing to land beside the trap. He then jiggled it around 
until one of its prongs had hooked into the trap, giving him 
some leverage as he pulled it up. If the sea was calm, the trap 
was perfectly visible from the dugout, and by judging current 
and tide, the fisherman could lower his grappling hook to the 
bottom and allow the current or tide to carry it to the trap. 

Once the trap, large or small, was up, its contents were 
examined. If there were a lot of fish, the cords which hold the 
corners together were untied and the fish shaken out. If there 
were only a few fish, these were removed by hand through the 
‘mouth’ of the trap. If there were no fish at all, the trap was re-
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set in a different place. If a moray eel (nɛḿiro)86 or any other 
dangerous sea creature were trapped inside, the short wooden 
spear with its fire-hardened point (múš ̣ˁ iḳ or šiyḳ) was used to 
dislodge it or stab it to death. On the north coast, a kind of ma-
rine eel called bəkīli, ‘snake’ sometimes turned up in a trap.87 
Mubārak used to eat these, though he was much mocked by 
others for doing so. He remarked that when it was hung up to 
dry, it dripped a reddish oil which had no fishy smell at all, 
though the flesh itself tasted like fish.  

3.11.4. Fish Commonly Caught in Fish Traps  

Of the fish caught in traps, mostly inshore demersal fish, the 
most highly valued were śéysino ‘rabbitfish’, ḳanśáˁa ‘goatfish’, 
līhan and ḥáyhal ‘groupers’, and various species of emperors and 
emperor breams. When a demand arose for the dried fillets of 
rabbitfish, these fish were processed for sale (see 6.2.5.). Oth-
erwise ḳérḳor fish were not usually sold but were for home con-

 
86 Such as Scuticaria tigrina, a moray eel found in coral reefs in the Pa-
cific and Indian Oceans (commonly known as the tiger reef-eel or tiger 
snake moray), or Enchelycore schismatorhynchus, another moray eel of 
coral reefs in the Pacific and Indian Oceans (commonly known as the 
white-margined moray, brown moray eel, or the funnel-nostril moray) 
(Uwe Zajonz, pers. comm.). 
87 Possibly the tiger snake eel (Myrichthys maculosus), a snake eel 
found in the Indo-Pacific which grows to a length of a metre (Uwe Za-
jonz, pers. comm.). 
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sumption. Today ḳérḳor fish are sold in the local markets like 
any other fish.88  

3.11.5. Bait for the Fish Trap 

The most common bait, especially on the outer islands, was 
seaweed (collectively called śaˁr di-rínhem ‘sea hair’ or ṣáˁlef di-
rínhem ‘sea leaves’).89 On the north coast of Soqoṭra, the one 
most used was sílhil, a yellow-green seaweed. Some was placed 
inside the trap, and some tied around the ‘mouth’. Seaweed at-
tracted herbivore fish, and especially rabbitfish, plentiful at cer-
tain times of the year and considered very good eating. Howev-
er, removing rabbitfish from a trap had to be done with great 
care, as they have painful and venomous spines on the anal, 
pelvic and dorsal fins (hence one of another name for the fish, 
‘spinefoot’). Seagrass, also called ‘turtle weed’, gathered at low 
tide in areas where there were plentiful shellfish, was also good 

 
88 Mubārak commented that “almost anything can be offered for sale 
in the markets now, though usually traders specify the species they 
want to purchase from fishermen.”  
89 Other seaweeds are ḳárzaz, which is very thick, fleshy and tough, 
and dries to a white colour and is not eaten by fish; bū ḥanśạb (‘with 
tiny beads’, i.e., air bladders); sebtǝ (‘belt’), a strap-like weed; ḳǝ́rmaṭ, 
another weed which is very soft and much liked by turtle, rabbitfish 
and other small herbivore fish; and šmārix~šmāriḥ, with very small air 
bladders. Both šmārix~šmāriḥ and bū ḥanśạb have air bladders (pneu-
matocysts) which dry to a light brown crisp. There is also a stout 
‘seaweed tree’ known as šagret yāsūr from which small pieces were cut 
off and hung above the fire to dry in the smoke. A piece of this was 
sniffed to dispel evil. 
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as bait. The rather slimy green weed and the bright green ‘let-
tuce-like’ seaweed (Ulva; both called eśẹrīˁo di-rínhem, ‘sea algal 
growth’ or ‘sea slime’, or ḳáˁṣaṣ, a name for various Enteromor-
pha spp., also much liked by turtle and fish)90 were collected 
from rocks at low tide and used as bait. On ˁAbd al-Kūri they al-
so used a green-brown seaweed called dáḥrer.  

To attract the larger, more valuable gyaḥš fish—samōmə, 
līhun, sīleb, ḥayḥal and ˁílmə ‘groupers’, fṣáˀhan, ṣérˁe and máˁsam 
‘emperors’, bōdiḥ, rígaḥ and sárḥīn ‘seabream’ (Sparidae) and 
‘threadfin bream’ (Nemipteridae)—the best bait was always ˁīdi 
‘sardine-type fish’. In the absence of these, and if the trap were 
only to be left a short time (as overnight), a fisherman would ei-
ther try and net some small non-ˁīdi fish to use instead or bait 
the trap with the flesh of bílbil ‘oysters’ or crab meat. The white 
ghost crabs (ḥanśīˀo libīni) were used either as maˁtílihul, i.e., 
crushed, tied into an old bit of netting and placed inside the 
trap, or crushed with coarse sand (šīmi) and crumbled to float 
around inside the trap. The sand mixture did not sink to the 
bottom, but ‘flickered and gleamed just like tiny fish.’ Crabs 
could also be prepared as mǝˀáśnig: the fisherman would spit 
10–12 entire crabs on a handful of skewers (mǝśékik, s. míśkek) 
made from the flexible fruiting branches of a date palm and tie 
them to the inside of the top of the trap to sway in the current 
to attract fish. The ghost crab (ḥanśīˀo libīni) and all sorts of rock 
crab (ḥanśīˀo ḳśébeb) could be used as bait by just breaking them 

 
90 As observed by fishermen on ˁAbd al-Kūri, in early summer this 
weed “looks like a soft green moss, spreads by sending out ‘threads’; if 
exposed to sun it dies back quickly, and stinks as it rots down.” 
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open and attaching the meat of the larger legs and breast to the 
trap, leaving the smaller legs to fall to the bottom of the trap. 

3.12. Stupefying Fish with Latex in Lagoons (šéber)91  

This was primarily an activity of the monsoon months, when 
many islanders were down at the coast working at the date  
harvest and were “fed up with eating dates and longed for the 
taste of fish.” Traditional ruling said that each lagoon (ḥor~xor) 
should only be exploited in this way once a year. This meant 
that all those in the vicinity of a lagoon about to be fished in 
this way had to be told well in advance so that as many as pos-
sible could share the result. Most of the lagoons of the island 
were fished in this way: Ḥadibo, Erhíno, Šiḳ, Díbini, Tówˀaḳ 
(above Qáriyah—the lagoon at Qáriyah itself was too big), 
Máṭyef, Di-Kíbšib at Di-Sétmoh and Di-Núwtit near Qalansiyah.   

The latex used was principally that of Euphorbias (Euphor-
bia arbuscula especially, but also Euphorbia schimperi or Euphor-
bia spiralis),92 though Adenium obesum sap could also be used. 

 
91 On the north coast, a corvée, well remembered by Mubārak, im-
posed by the sultans on those people over whom they exercised most 
control, was the regular building up of the banks which kept the sea 
from flooding the lagoons. The purpose was to achieve just the right 
mix of salt and fresh water: good for marine life but also permitting 
the planting of date palms around the lagoon. If the water became too 
salty, the date palms died. Serjeant, writing in 1967, cited in Doe 
(1992, 167), briefly describes this custom. 
92 Bent (1897, 980) refers to this: “the tree euphorbias… the branches 
of which the natives throw into the lagoons so that the fish may be 
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Mostly it was the Euphorbia latex or Adenium sap alone which 
was used, but sometimes parts of the plant itself were crushed 
and used instead.  

3.12.1. Method  

It was on the heavily populated north coast that this method of 
lagoon fishing was the most organised. Three or four men 
would set off early in the morning to gather latex, taking sever-
al bowls with them and a goatskin of water. Before working the 
trees, they would first prepare a thick date and water mixture 
(mɛs̄i) and rub this over their forearms and face, covering the 
rest of their body with sacking or their oldest clothing. When 
they reached the Euphorbia trees, they would each take a bowl, 
pour water into it to about a third of the way up and then go to 
the tree or shrub and strike the bark with a rock, collecting the 
exuding latex in a cloth held below. The cloth was then 
squeezed out into the bowl of water, and, as a bowl filled, its 
contents were transferred to the emptied goatskin.  

By the time they got back to the lagoon, everyone from 
the area around would be waiting. One of them then walked out 
into the waters of the lagoon, towing the goatskin of latex be-
hind him. Others carried bowls which they filled and refilled 
with latex from the goatskin. They poured the latex into the 
deeper waters of the lagoon where most fish tended to congre-
gate, avoiding any shallower waters. Once the goatskin was 
considerably lightened, the remaining contents were poured di-

 
killed, and the poisonous milky juice of which they rub on the bot-
toms of their canoes to prevent leakage.”   
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rectly into the middle of the lagoon. The toxic latex quickly 
brought gasping fish to the surface. The men who had gone to 
collect the latex and had carried it around the lagoon were re-
warded by being allowed to take the first pick of the fish. After 
they had removed their share, it became a messy and splashy 
free-for-all, often lasting well into the evening. The water soon 
cleared and any taint of latex disappeared: it is said that the 
taste of the fish was not affected by the latex, nor were most 
livestock put off drinking the water (though some animals are 
said to have sniffed at it disapprovingly and been reluctant to 
drink for a day or so).  

The fish most commonly caught in this way were mīlax~ 
mīlaḥ ‘ladyfish’, ˁáržǝb ‘bonefish’, bɛh́irə ‘milkfish’ and ‘tarpon’, 
ḥə́rəbo ‘mullet’, šōbiḥ ‘snappers’, ˁabrəhem ‘terapon’, feš ̣ ‘hawk-
fish’, rígaḥ ‘grunts’, di-ˁán di-ˁārə ‘seabream’, ṣōrif ‘drums’, 
ḥaglōlǝ ‘small pompano’, and míśəreḳ ‘spadefish’ and ‘butterfly-
fish’. mirāṭa ‘mojarras’ and ‘ponyfish’ were also sometimes 
caught in lagoons, but they usually swam back out to sea at 
high tide. 

3.13. Dangers of the Sea 

Those working the sea had to be constantly on the lookout for a 
variety of harmful creatures. Greatly feared were the various 
kinds of moray eel (nɛḿiro)93 and other kinds of eel which the 

 
93 Cheung and DeVantier (2006, 201) report that blackspotted moray, 
whitemouth moray, yellowmouth moray, and giant moray have all 
been seen on Soqoṭra. On ˁAbd al-Kūri, the treatment for a moray eel 
bite was to rub the site of the bite with the teeth of the eel itself. 
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fishermen called ‘snakes’:94 bəkīli ˁabdəher ‘blotched sea snake’ 
and bəkīli ḥə́wro ‘dark-coloured sea snake’. Possibly snake eels, 
they were eaten by hungrier fishing familes and were said to be 
full of fat. The entrails and what was seen as ‘the poison sac’ 
were removed and the rest cooked. After removing the skin, 
everything else was eaten. Mubārak once tried to make dried 
strips (mə́ḳədid) from one of these, but the flesh just deliquesced 
(“it melted away to nothing”), staining the ground beneath it 
black. These creatures are hated both for eating any fish they 
find in a trap, and because, once they settle in a trap, no fish 
will approach it. If a fisherman found one in his trap, he would 
spear it to death. There was another feared snake-like creature 
called di-ḥaṣáḥan (also the name for the greatly feared giant 
centipede, Scolopendra sp.), described as “long, slender, and 
striped yellow and black.”95 This was only ever encountered out 
at sea, “floating on a mat of weed and debris.” It was not seen 
inshore or found washed up on shore.  

 
94 But see Friedhelm Krupp (pers. comm.): “Even though they are 
common in the Gulf of Oman and the Arabian Gulf, no sea snakes 
have been recorded from the vicinity of Socotra. All sea snakes report-
ed from the Red Sea turned out to be various species of marine eels. 
Perhaps the same holds true for sea snakes reported from Socotra 
(though it cannot be excluded that the pelagic sea snake, Hydrophis 
platurus, occasionally occurs in Socotran waters).” See also Uwe Za-
jonz (pers. comm.): “Possibly what the Soqoṭran fishermen describe is 
Myrichthys maculosus or Scuticaria tigrina, the tiger snake eel or moray 
eel, the tiger reef eel.” See footnotes 86 and 87 above. 
95 Possibly the yellow-bellied sea snake, Hydrophis platurus. 
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Other feared sea creatures were stinging jellyfish: the 
ṣafáḳa of inshore waters and the ṣafáḳa di-ˁúbri encountered fur-
ther out to sea. The small elongate puffer (gízəhel) and other 
poisonous puffers called zaˁmāmǝ~zaˁmōmǝ were also to be 
avoided. The inedible di-ḥóyhi (‘of the ground’), a scorpionfish 
found among seashore rocks, with “venom in its spines”96 
caused acute pain and swelling if trodden on. Other Scorpaeni-
dae were best left alone: the di-ḳáˁnhǝn di-rínhǝm (‘sea scorpion’) 
or dəgāg (‘cockerel’), “with spines on the head, puffed-out 
cheeks and wings like a locust,”97 and the larger śkóˁ di-rínhem 
(‘sea spine’), “with a spine on its head and a tail which exudes a 
pale venom.” All these would sometimes come to a fish trap. 
There were harmful rays to avoid: electric and sting rays, as 
well as certain sea urchins, especially the úˀiriḥ~úˀiriˁ ‘Diadema 
setosum’ and gǝ́nǝs ‘Toxopneustes pileolus’ (see 4.6.1.). The shoals 
of striped eel catfish (ḥāwər ‘Plotosus lineatus’) were another 
menace to be avoided: they have a highly venomous spine on 
the first dorsal and each of the pectoral fins.  

 
96 Freidhelm Krupp (pers. comm.): “This probably refers to the lionfish 
(Pterois spp.) or some other species of the scorpaenid family (Scorpae-
nidae).” 
97 Freidhelm Krupp (pers. comm.): “Species of Scorpaenidae usually 
have venomous spines on the head and the gill cover or operculum 
(‘puffed-out cheeks’).” Ref. ‘wings like a locust’, Freidhelm Krupp 
(pers. comm.) “This might refer to one of several species of Dendro-
chirus or related scorpaenid genera.” 
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There were tales too of giant gáḥban clams which could 
trap a diver, pinning him on the seabed until he drowned,98 but 
Mubārak said he had never heard of this actually happening. 
Ever pragmatic, he said that any experienced diver faced with 
what he suspected might be a giant clam would simply swirl 
water towards it. If it were alive it would emerge from its shell 
to test the water, when the gap between the two halves of the 
shell would become clearly visible and the clam could simply be 
given a wide berth. Much more to be feared, he said, were 
sharks99 such as the shortfin mako (dībǝ~dībé), tiger (nímǝrhan) 
and hammerhead (di-ḳérəhan, ‘horned’), all said to attack dug-
out canoes. The śāṣə~śɛṣ̄é ‘blacktip reef shark’,100 when it comes 
close inshore to give birth, could also be dangerous if disturbed.  

 
98 Friedhelm Krupp (pers. comm.): “There are rumours in many parts 
of the world that the giant clam (Tridacna sp.) traps pearl divers if 
they happen to step between the shells. However, this has never been 
proven. Cousteau showed, with a gypsum leg, that it might actually be 
possible.” 
99 dībé wǝ-śīṣé tǝrá lǝḥīmi díki náˀṣuṣ túyhi bɛńɛ. dībé təˀāraḥ hūri wǝ-
tǝˀōkib di-ḳānǝ; śīṣé korúmma káno bə-ṭaḥḥ wǝ́lǝ míbrǝhe ber śīṣé wǝ-śīni 
mek mihlóˁo l-aˀāmt di-géˀerǝ yhālaḥ ṭḥárǝk! “The mako and the black-
tip reef shark are two shark we are very scared of. A mako can reach a 
dugout and leap right inside it. A blacktip reef shark, if it is close in-
shore, or a young one, if it sees your shadow in the middle of a wave, 
it leaps on top of you.” (Aḥmad Saˁd Taḥkí) 
100 Friedhelm Krupp (pers. comm.): “Although this species is usually 
harmless (certainly compared to the tiger shark) it sometimes bites the 
feet or legs of swimmers or fishermen wading in shallow water.” 
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Full-time fishermen also had to cope with the everyday 
skin problems which result from constant exposure to salt wa-
ter, and especially skin irritation (ḥarārə). Some relief from this 
could be obtained by washing thoroughly with hot sweet water, 
paying special attention to the private parts. Full-time divers 
suffering from red and inflamed eyes were treated by dripping 
warmed goat butteroil (ḥámˀī d-írəhān) into the corners of the 
eyes.  

3.14. Fish That Cause Ciguatera Poisoning101 and 
Other Illnesses  

Puffer fish (Tetraodontidae) have viscera and skin which are 
highly poisonous.102 The gízəhel ‘elongate puffer’ and other zaˁ-
māmǝ~zaˁmōmǝ ‘puffer fish’ were understood by islanders to be 

 
101 Friedhelm Krupp (pers. comm.): “There are reports of ciguatera 
poisoning in parrotfish and many other species… this is caused by tox-
ins produced by a marine microalgae, which are eaten by the fish.” 
102 Friedhelm Krupp (pers. comm.): “The flesh and especially viscera 
(liver, ovaries) of Tetraodontidae contain tetrodotoxin, a powerful 
neurotoxin.” See also: “Pufferfish tetrodotoxin deadens the tongue and 
lips, and induces dizziness and vomiting, followed by numbness and 
prickling over the body, rapid heart rate, decreased blood pressure 
and muscle paralysis. The toxin paralyzes the diaphragm muscle and 
stops the person who has ingested it from breathing. People who live 
longer than 24 hours typically survive, although possibly after a coma 
lasting several days. The source of tetrodotoxin in puffers has been a 
matter of debate, but it is increasingly accepted that bacteria in the 
fish’s intestinal tract are the source.” ‘Tetraodontidae’. Wikipedia, The 
Free Encyclopedia. Wikimedia Foundation. 10 August 2024. https:// 
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tetraodontidae.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tetraodontidae
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tetraodontidae
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potentially dangerous, and no one ate them without checking 
them first. To decide whether they were safe to eat, they were 
opened up and inspected: if they had no fat, they were discard-
ed. If they had fat, the entrails were inspected. A “black spot be-
tween the liver and the heart” was an indication that these parts 
were poisonous and were discarded along with the liver and the 
head. Only then could the rest of the fish be eaten.103  

In some areas around the island104 certain fish were re-
nowned for causing a condition known as ˁáṣṣob,105 whose signs 
are dizziness and shivering, sometimes vomiting, hoarsening of 
the voice, cracking of the lips (di-íśfif), uncontrollable trem-
bling, and the affected person mumbling nonsense and some-
times hallucinating.106 The fish most commonly associated with 

 
103 In 1834 Hulton (2003, 158) writes of people on Kuria Muria islands 
(today al-Ḥallāniyāt MJM) rejecting certain fish (such as parrotfish 
and rock cod) when they consider them to be too lean, cutting them 
open to examine the mesentery.  
104 Especially fish caught from Di-Ḥámri eastwards, as far as Rīˀ di-
Rísseyl at the eastern tip of the island and continuing around the point 
to halfway along the southern coast. Fish caught from Ḥáwlef west-
wards—to Qāśẹb and Qadámə—are said not to cause this problem. 
Friedhelm Krupp (pers. comm.): “Occurrence of ciguatera may be very 
localised depending on hydrographic conditions.” 
105 Similar to the ˁāṣeb condition that eating certain plants causes in 
goats, or the more serious and persistent paralysis that afflicts camels 
eating Acridocarpus foliage at certain times of the year. 
106 Friedhelm Krupp (pers. comm.): “According to the symptoms de-
scribed here, this obviously refers to ciguatera poisoning. Many spe-
cies of reef fishes are involved in ciguatera. These include the herbivo-
rous Acanthuridae (surgeonfish) and corallivorous Scaridae (parrot-
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this condition were ṣáfrer ‘butterflyfish’, certain ḥə́rəbo ‘mullet’ 
and ˁáftǝm ‘sea chub’ (Kyphosidae).107 ṣáfrer and ˁáftǝm fish are 
described as “having upturned snouts, humped backs and deep 
bellies,” and Soqoṭrans who have travelled to the Gulf report 
that they are not usually seen there. The larger species of ˁáftǝm 
which often come to the fish traps of the north coast are appar-
ently called ˁarīyəḏ̣ (‘broad’) in the Gulf. The ḥə́rəbo, ‘various 
spp. of small mullet’, are described as “extremely fat with little 
or no blood,” and are said to be very common in the Gulf where 
they are a popular food. On Soqoṭra, ḥə́rəbo fish are seen as hav-
ing an unpleasant smell which lingers on the skin long after 
handling—even after cooking.  

It is the eating of the head, gills and stomach contents of 
these fish that produces the worst effects. Drinking water at the 
same time as eating the fish is said to exacerbate the condition. 
The initial taste of fish that cause this condition is said to be bit-
ter “like tobacco,” and the eater soon “develops pins and nee-
dles all over,” grows weak, especially in the lower limbs, and is 
liable to become totally uninhibited: “revealing secrets and be-
having improperly towards women in a way he would not nor-

 
fish), which are considered key vectors in the transfer of ciguatoxins 
to carnivorous fish. Many more species of carnivorous fish cause cig-
uatera poisoning. These include Muraenidae (moray eels), Lutjanidae 
(snappers), Serranidae (groupers) Scombridae (mackerels and tunas), 
Carrangidae (jacks) and Sphyraenidae (barracudas).” 
107 Uwe Zajonz (pers. comm.): “All three groups include species which 
feed a lot on microalgae: this might involve ciguatera poisoning.”  
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mally,” and generally behaving inappropriately.108 It can take 
up to two days for the effects to wear off, weakness in the lower 
limbs being the most enduring symptom.  

3.15. Shark (léḥḥīm, pl. ləḥāhum~láxīm, pl. ləxāhum)  

All fishermen hoped to catch shark, principally for the oil made 
from their huge livers (see 5.2.5.), though trade boats were al-
ways happy to take dried salted shark meat (and much later, 
the fins). Given the lack of suitable equipment, the island fish-
ermen could usually only catch immature shark or smaller spe-
cies when they came close inshore. In the summer months some 
small shark were caught in large-meshed cast nets or with 
handlines from a dugout. There were no gill nets (lyūx) in earli-
er years: only towards the end of Mubārak’s father’s time did a 
few of these, made from coir fibre (benj), begin to reach the is-
land from East Africa. Most shark fishing around the islands was 
carried out by boats visiting from the mainland, principally 
catching requiem and hammerhead shark. Some island fisher-
men worked on these boats and learned the necessary skills. 
Once suitable equipment for shark fishing became more readily 
available,109 they put what they had learned into practice. The 

 
108 Always curious, Mubārak experimented with eating some of these 
fish to see how reliable such stories were but was careful to take him-
self far away from people to observe the effects, and staying away un-
til he was completely recovered.  
109 The Soqoṭrans had no tradition of fishing with nightlines from 
clifftops for shark as did the Mahra of the mainland, nor did they rent 
out clifftops to visiting shark fishermen as did the people of the al-
Ḥallāniyāt islands off the coast of Oman. The late ˁAbd al-ˁAzīz, shaikh 
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peak shark-fishing periods in Soqoṭri seas were after the mon-
soon (October to early December) and in the early summer 
(February to April), times when the sea was relatively calm. 
Today shark are caught with long lines (of 80–120 m with 20–
40 hooks) and gill nets, as well as by hook and line. 

3.15.1. Equipment for Shark Fishing 

Sharks were most successfully hunted at night in the deeper 
seas (ġúbbǝ).110 The full set of equipment needed for these night-
long trips consisted of the following:  

An old clay pot or the bottom half of a broken clay pot for 
cooking (serīdān ‘onboard fireplace’). 

Firewood, especially of Croton socotranus (mítrer), Zizyphus 
spina-christi (s ̣ó́ˀod) or Ficus cordata (ítˀib) wood. 

A live brand (mǝgídihel) or embers (ḥōmo, pl. ḥémihum) with 
which to make a fire. These were kept in a clay pot lid-
ded with clay, tin or wood. (The ə́s ̣ḥ́ar fire sticks do not 
work out at sea.)  

 
of these islands, told me that the Mahra used to come to the island 
during the monsoon season and pay a rent of between five and ten 
Maria Theresa silver thalers for the only suitable headland. He also 
reported that, if they had an exhausting passage from East Africa, 
Omani fishermen would call in at the islands for a rest on their way 
back home. Many of them had Soqoṭran wives and some took their 
Soqoṭran wives with them to Ṣūr to spend the months of the monsoon 
there. 
110 The area of the sea where sharks and the fish they feed on are to be 
found was called ruš, pl. riyéš, and one fisherman would ask another: 
al skáˁakin h-arúš? “Aren’t you going out to the deep area for shark?”   
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Fresh water in a lidded clay pot (gísfə). The pot was wrapped 
in damp sacking and the water used sparingly, drunk 
only when eating. 

A basket containing bait. The best bait for shark111 was 
chunks of zíhnin ‘tuna’, but other fish could also be used, 
as śə́rwəhe ‘tunas’, ṣəṭíˁo ‘rays’, ráˀḥa ‘trevallies’, ḳarbōbə 
‘triggerfish and leatherjackets’, or two small śéˀḥer ‘bar-
racuda’ tied together.  

A thick sharkline. This consisted of a rope (ḳayd) some 10–30 
bāˁ long, twisted from cotton fibre. At the top of the line 
was a loop called šɛr̄i~šɛr̄iyə di-aḥtīmi, ‘cordage of date 
palm’ (not as strong as the ġozǝl ‘cotton rope’); then 
came a sinker (rǝsās), and a swivel (dǝwār) with a length 
of hollow bone as a trace or leader (ˁamūd) at the bot-
tom, and finally the large iron shark hook (ˁéḳǝlhe) fash-
ioned by island blacksmiths.  

An anchor (bárrūsi or íngəhər). This was a rock (óˀobən) or a 
chunk of iron (ḥádīd). This was either square-shaped so 
it could be held firmly by the rope, or was bored to 
make a hole through which the rope could be threaded, 
or had a projection around which the rope could be tied. 

Anchor rope. This was three-plyed (mǝṯálliṯ) and usually 
made from date palm fibre (aḥtīmi, pl. aḥtóyhim), using 
the growing tips (dilˁayn) of the date palm.    

111 Bait for shark was called laġzə (Arabic and Soqoṭri) rather than 
s ̣á́mdə. 
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A hooked gaff (mə́šxaf~mǝ́śḥaf or kəllāb) to hook through the 
cheek of the shark to give additional purchase as it was 
hauled in close enough to club.    

Either a wooden club (məḳəláˁa), a wooden pole with a metal 
tip (ṭárḳa), or a small axe (feˀs). Fishermen say that a 
shark has a thin skull: it is enough to hit it repeatedly 
around the head with a club or the metal end of a ṭárḳa. 
If an axe, this was used to hit the shark between the 
eyes to disable it before clubbing it.112  

In the days of Sultan Ḥamad bin ˁAbd Allah (reigned 1938–
1952), the mínzek ‘harpoon’ began to appear. This had a wood-
en shaft, usually of Ziziphus or Ormocarpum wood, and a metal 
head with a hollow base which was hammered over one end of 
the shaft and bound in position. It had a barb (śaˁl) at its sharp 
tip (rather like a large fishhook) and was attached by a length 
of chain to a rope of some 100–150 bāˁ made from date palm 
fibre and called dɛrg. This was kept coiled in a basket in the 
dugout. The loop of šɛr̄i~šɛr̄iyə ‘cordage’ on the shark line and 
the harpoon dɛrg ‘rope’ were both tied very firmly onto the 
dugout. When a shark had been harpooned, this length of rope 
was payed out behind the shark as it swam off, trying to escape.  

 
112 The exception to this is the nimrāni ‘tiger shark’ which on Soqoṭra 
is said “never to tire and never to die, however hard it is struck” (Mu-
bārak). Indeed, fishermen report that it can cause such trouble that 
sometimes they have to cut the line and let it go.  
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3.15.2. Method 

The fishermen would row around looking for signs of shark: a 
lot of flying fish (fériher~férifer), rafts of diving shearwater 
(bíšišt), a dark shadow on the surface of the sea indicating a 
large shoal of ‘sardine-type fish’ (ḥāber di-ˁīdi) or school of other 
fish (ḥāber di-ṣodə), a fogś ‘shoal of tiny fish’ being pursued by 
larger fish such as tuna, Spanish mackerel or trevallies; a 
máˁrērə di-léḥḥīm, a shoal of fish being ‘herded by shark’; or a 
shark coming up to the surface (fonś, ‘coming up to breathe’). 
The fishermen would then lower a line baited with a chunk of 
fish (náˁsə di-ḥōt)—preferably a large piece of zíhnin or śə́rwəhe 
‘tuna’ or ráˀḥa ‘trevally’—over the side. They would then tie an-
other bait—the head and bones of a large fish (mírgid di-ṣodə)—
onto a different rope and let this down some 10–30 bāˁ into the 
water. This was called taˁlīḳə, ‘suspended’ or móḳənhīm, ‘taster’ 
(from the verb √ḳnm, ‘to hand-feed’). This was to attract any 
shark in the vicinity. They also tied a fine piece of twine, ḳátələ, 
around the shark-line, leading back to the dugout: a twitch on 
this would tell the fishermen that a shark had taken the bait. If 
they had a harpoon, this was laid across the dugout at the 
ready. (The harpoon thrower was considered to be the real ex-
pert, the success or failure of the venture depending largely on 
his skill). Then the fishermen would sit and wait.  

If a shark smelled the taˁlīḳə and began to circle the boat, 
the fisherman would slowly pull up the line with the ‘taster’ 
bait, at the same time bringing the baited shark hook close to it, 
to try and persuade the shark to take the baited hook at the 
same time as the taˁlīḳə. If it did, and they had a harpoon, this 
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was when it was thrown. If it hit the shark, the harpoon rope 
had to be payed out quickly after the shark, the harpoonist spit-
ting on his palms to cool the rope burn. Care had to be taken to 
prevent the shark doubling back and biting right through the 
line, and the fishermen continually jiggled the line around to 
distract it. If the shark seemed likely to exhaust this length of 
rope, another, the mírkib or šɛr̄i, a length of rope some 150 bāˁ 
long, kept coiled and ready in the dugout, was attached to the 
harpoon rope. If even the mírkib ran out, the last resort was to 
tie on the line that held the taˁlīḳə ‘taster’. The shark was played 
until it was exhausted enough for the fishermen to be able to 
begin to haul it towards the dugout. Once within reach, they 
would gaff it, ideally through the mouth or cheek. They would 
then drag its head up until it lay alongside the dugout, pull it 
clear of the water and and club it. Mubārak said that in most 
shark, the large liver lies just below the head, and a hard blow 
to this region, where the skin is very thin, severely disables the 
shark. A blow to the area at the root of the tail similarly inca-
pacitates it.  

If they caught a second shark, the smaller one was 
dragged inboard, while the other was towed behind the dugout. 
If they were in one of the larger dugouts and caught three 
sharks, again the smallest was brought inboard and the other 
two tied to each side of the canoe. The smaller dugouts were 
too small to take a shark of any size inboard.113  

 
113 Mubārak’s brother had a dugout which could take four sharks, but 
it was an unusually large one. 
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3.15.3. Whale Sharks (kɛr)  

Sightings of these are not rare, and Mubārak remembered a 
time when nine or ten were washed ashore on the east coast, in 
the area between Qáriyah and Raˀs Mōmi. He also recalled an 
occasion when the sultan learned of the beaching of a whale 
shark and, in the hope of finding great quantities of ambergris 
(see 4.7.2.), promptly sent a large group of his slaves to cut it 
open. Unlike the whale (śīḥāṭə), fishermen say that the whale 
shark is not at all afraid of people and makes no effort to avoid 
them, so when out at sea in a tiny dugout it is the fishermen 
who have to move out of the way. According to Aḥmad Saˁd 
Taḥkí,  

kɛr íno ˀēb wə-íno ḳīhen wə-íno kɛr di-śkef. wə-kɛr meyh kān 
ˁábdəher wə-di-ˀínḳaṭ wə-di-ḥášịyuḳ. ṭī márra šə́rḳaḥ šīn kɛr 
w-inéḥeg biš təlāta ˁīyug bə-ṭādaˁ, tyóˀo korúmma inéḥeg bə-
mīdān miskído. w-iśẹ́beṭ faḥərə.  

There are larger whale sharks and there are smaller ones, 
and there is one we call kɛr di-śkef (i.e., with lines extend-
ing from the corners of its mouth, like the unweaned 
young of goats or sheep wearing the śkef weaning peg). 
The whale shark has blotches and spots and stripes and 
rings. One day a whale shark came ashore where we 
were, and three men danced on its back just as they 
would dance around the circumcision stone in the arena. 
And it was (large enough) to take them all (i.e., on its 
back).  

On ˁAbd al-Kūri island the whale shark similarly aroused no 
fear, and islanders said that the headman of the island once 
walked across the back of a whale shark to remove some net 
tangled up around it.   



 Harvesting the Sea in Soqoṭra 509 

4. Traditional Fishing: Non-Fish 

4.1. Turtles 

Turtles used to be caught and eaten.114 Islanders readily distin-
guished between the sexes, and it was the female (ḥōmis) that 
was preferred as food, the male (ˁábəhan) rarely being pursued. 
The flesh, seen as ‘meat’ rather than as ‘fish’, was very popular, 
especially, it is said, with women and during the monsoon 
months, a time when livestock were largely unproductive, and 
most people were working at the date harvest and longed for 
the taste of meat. Islanders considered catching a turtle ġanōmə, 
‘booty’, or rizḳ, ‘a boon, a blessing’. This meant that it must be 
shared out equally with neighbours—those who concealed their 
catch and kept it to themselves would be pursued by bad luck. 

The islanders distinguished turtles as follows. Most com-
monly occurring in Soqoṭri waters are the beˁlǝ ‘green turtle’ 
(Chelonia mydas), the di-ˁabdérihon ‘loggerhead’ (Caretta caretta) 
and the ḳāraṭ ‘hawksbill’ (Eretmochelys imbricata). The nímǝlǝ 
‘leatherback’ was rarely caught but was sometimes seen out at 
sea. On the island of ˁAbd al-Kūri it was mainly the green turtle 
that was caught when it came ashore to lay its eggs in the early 
summer, though during the monsoon months that follow, the 

 
114 Forbes (1903, xxx) writes of ˁAbd al-Kūri: “The islanders must exist 
almost exclusively on fish, molluscs, and turtle—the latter so abun-
dantly that they may truly be called chelonophagi.” 
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hawksbill turtle too came ashore to nest.115 The people of ˁAbd 
al-Kūri also talk about a turtle they call dilwāšik which they de-
scribe as similar to the loggerhead but smaller. Jansen van 
Rensburg suggests (2016, 146) that this might be the Olive Rid-
ley turtle. Only small numbers of these come ashore to lay their 
eggs. On the north coast of Soqoṭra it was the loggerhead that 
arrived in the early summer to lay its eggs.116 Islanders seem to 
have preferred the beˁlə ‘green turtle’ as food: its vegetarian diet 
perhaps making it more similar in taste to that of domesticated 
livestock. 

4.1.1. Egg-Laying Females Caught Ashore 

The female turtles crawl ashore and dig their nests between the 
high tide line (ḥáməhul) and the dry sand (šīmi) at the top of the 
beach. The turtle was most easily caught when it was engrossed 
in laying its eggs, and people would sit out on the shore at night 
waiting for the turtles to arrive. There was no personal or direct 
ownership of the coves or areas of beach favoured by egg-laying 
turtles; it was a case of ‘first there first served’, though tradi-
tionally the turtle shell should be offered to those who were the 
owners of the area. A turtle was rendered helpless by being 
turned upside down and was then butchered. The turtle eggs 
were much liked, and islanders would walk the beaches and 

 
115 Forbes (1899, 634): “Numerous chelonian carapaces strewn about 
near their huts indicated that the hawk’s-bill turtle was a common fre-
quenter of their coasts.” 
116 See Cheung and DeVantier (2006, 186). 
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coves looking for the telltale tracks and then dig in the sand for 
the eggs.  

4.1.2. Turtle Caught at Sea 

Although turtles were sometimes caught opportunistically out at 
sea, usually fishermen would row out to the turtle grazing 
grounds117 to try and catch one. These feeding areas were given 
the same name as livestock pastures, mírˁid. These areas were 
well known, and it was recognised that such ‘pastures’ flourish 
and extend during the summer monsoon. Fishermen used a 
strong line and large iron hook to catch a turtle, baited with the 
liver of a ḳerbōbə triggerfish or leatherjacket. If a turtle were 
sighted, a fisherman would dive down, taking with him a 
hooked gaff (mə́šxaf~mǝ́šḥaf or kǝllāb), or a strong iron hook at-
tached to a length of rope or stout fishing line which was kept 
in the dugout for such an occasion. According to Aḥmad Saˁd 
Taḥkí, 

If we see it emerging from the water, we get the gaff 
(kəllāb) into it and pull it in until it is close to the dugout. 
Then we decide what to do with it: tow it ashore or try 
and get it into the dugout? If the latter, we haul it in and 
lay it down on its back, and if the former, we tie a rope 
around one or more of its flippers (ˀídbə, du. ˀidbíti, pl. 
ˀidbəhítən~ˀədə̄yib) or around its neck (fəḳəríro), and then 

 
117 The islanders say that seagrass beds are to be found there on the 
north coast, at the eastward end of Ḥor Gírmə, at Di-Ḥamś ̣ and at 
Ġúbbah; on the west coast, at Díṭwaḥ lagoon, by Qalansiyah; and on 
the south coast, in a small, sheltered bay close to Maḥfírhin. But any-
where with a sandy bottom was worth trying. 
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row hard for the shore. We pull it up the shore and and 
turn it over on its back and then it is helpless. Then we 
whet our knives and cut its throat properly. Then we 
butcher it (nəgāzəls):118 we cut the carapace (ḳɛrf~ḳéśeribó 
~ḳáśere di-ḥōmis) from the plastron (ḳɛrf di-ḳḥó), and then 
we remove the meat and fat from the upper shell.  

Sometimes a mating couple (rə́tkəbo ḥōmis wə-ˁábəhan rəkɛb̄i, 
‘they ride one another the female and the male turtle’) were 
seen out at sea, and the distracted male could be caught by a 
fisherman swimming up behind it to hook it. Islanders say that 
when the female sees a fisherman coming, she casts off the male 
and dives down, but the male is slow to move off.  

The people of ˁAbd al-Kūri owned very limited numbers of 
livestock and had few wild foods, so here turtle were a key food 
resource and fishermen expended a lot of time and effort hunt-
ing them. During the months of the monsoon many turtles came 
close inshore to graze the weed which flourishes at this time, in 
some areas spreading right up the shoreline. When fishermen in 
a dugout saw a turtle coming up to breathe, one of them would 
slip into the water, dive down with the line and large iron turtle 
hook, and quietly swim close enough to lodge the hook in its 
neck. It would swim off. The other end of the line was tied to 
the dugout, and the fishermen would hold hard onto it and wait 
for the turtle to exhaust itself. The smaller loggerhead turtle 
could also be caught out at sea: when one was seen resting on 
the bottom, one of the fishermen would slip into the sea as qui-

 
118 The term ṣálihib is used for slaughtering and butchering sheep and 
goats (also birds), while gízihil is used for cows, camels or turtle. 
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etly as possible, hooked gaff or grappling hook in one hand, and 
swim behind the turtle. He would try to creep up on it and 
lodge the hook in its neck. If he succeeded, he would then drag 
it up, holding tightly onto the neck and a front flipper, until 
close enough to the dugout for the other fisherman to help. If 
the turtle were too large to be towed or hauled into the dugout, 
it was butchered there and then; if it was small enough to ma-
noeuvre, it was towed ashore.  

During the difficult months of the monsoon, when every-
one was hungry, even dead turtles were put to use: the softer 
pieces of skin were scorched at the fire, ground fine, and water 
added to make an edible paste. 

When cotton gill nets (lyūx séˀher mən ġázəl) became 
available, the ˁAbd al-Kūri islanders used these to trap turtle. 
These nets were some 60–70 bāˁ long and 3–4 bāˁ wide, with a 
mesh large enough to pass the forearm through. The fishermen 
set the net around the turtle grazing grounds at sunset, in this 
way sometimes catching more than one turtle at a time.  

4.1.3. The Use of Remora (lɛm̄i) to Catch Turtle  

When a remora was caught,119 it was sometimes kept alive and 
used for hunting turtle.120 Fishermen would tie a fishing line 

 
119 Many islanders regarded these as good eating. 
120 Martin and Martin (1978, 120): “Before catching turtles was made 
illegal in Kenya in 1971, it was the Bajuns who went after them. They 
did so with the help of an eighteen-inch Remora sucker fish, to the tail 
of which they would attach a line. Then they would drop the Remora 
down into an area known for sea turtles. When the Remora found a 
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tightly around the tip of its tail or pass it through one side of its 
mouth and take it with them when they set off for the turtle 
feeding grounds. If they saw a turtle below, they would tie one 
end of the fishing line firmly around the bow of the dugout and 
then lower the remora into the sea. It would seek out the turtle 
and fasten itself to it (ilāsaḳ ˁis). When the turtle swam away 
from the boat, it would tow the dugout behind it. The fishermen 
would play the turtle until it tired and came up to breathe more 
often and for longer. As long as the line and the remora held 
fast, the exhausted turtle could finally be approached and 
pulled in. If a mə́nzek ‘harpoon’ were available, this was used, or 
if the turtle were close enough, it was hooked in the neck or 
through a flipper with the miśḥaf~miśxaf ‘gaff’. Smaller shark 
were sometimes caught in the same way.  

The fishermen from Raˀs Mōmi in eastern Soqoṭra were 
especially known for fishing in this way for turtle as a commer-
cial enterprise. At the beginning of summer, a group of bachelor 
fishermen would travel from Mōmi to the north coast and set up 
camp beside the large lagoons. They would stay there for the 

 
turtle it would attach itself to the shell and the fishermen would then 
pull in the line and, with the aid of an iron grapnel, they would pull 
the turtle up and into the boat.” See also note 27 on p. 120: “The Ba-
juns are the only fishermen in East Africa to use a sucker fish, but this 
unusual method of catching turtles has been practiced in the past—in 
north-west Madagascar and the Comoro islands (Jack Frazier, pers. 
comm.).” See also Al-Salimi and Staples (2019, 570) about lazzāq or 
lashāk ‘remora’, where they refer to an “unusual and most likely fanci-
ful account of their use in fishing in East Africa” mentioned in The 
Book of Curiosities written in eleventh-century Egypt.  
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whole summer season. The best place to set up camp was be-
tween Sírihin and Raˀs Dámar, because it was here that the 
main markets for turtle meat lay, the town of Ḥadibo and its 
satellite settlements.  

First, they would go out to catch the remora, with trigger-
fish or leatherjacket livers (šíbdə di-ḳarbōbə) as bait. Alternative-
ly, they would climb to a viewpoint to look out for the kə́dəhe 
‘rays’ which arrive in great numbers in early summer when the 
sea is flat calm. Most of these would have two to five remoras 
lodged by the anus or just under the ‘wings’. Fishermen say that 
when the ray excretes (the colour of its excreta varying accord-
ing to its diet), it does so explosively, and this is what the remo-
ra feed on. Once the rays were sighted, the men would row out 
as quietly as possible to where they were resting and let down 
the baited lines. If they were lucky, the remoras on the ray 
would leave their ray host for the bait. They were then hauled 
in and tied to the dugout by the tip of the tail, the sucker disc 
on the head stuck to the side or bottom of the dugout. The men 
would then row for shore. They would leave the dugouts in 
shallow water with the remora still stuck on. Here they would 
quickly grow very hungry. When the men had collected enough 
remoras, they would get ready for the turtle hunt.  

After sunset, the dugouts—usually nine men in three dug-
outs—would row out as quietly as possible to the inshore turtle 
feeding grounds. They would then sit and wait until they saw or 
heard a turtle coming up to breathe (at this time of year turtle 
movements can become visible at night because of the phospho-
rescence, ḥāśim). They would then loose the rope holding the 
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famished remoras which would swim down and attach them-
selves to the shell of the turtle. When the turtle dived down, the 
rope was payed out and everyone had to row hard to keep up. 
When a dugout failed to keep up with a turtle it has been 
known for a remora to pull itself apart in its starved eagerness 
to hang on.121 When the exhausted turtle was finally forced to 
come up to breathe, the dugouts would encircle it and try with 
gaff or grappling hook to bring it close enough so that they 
could grasp it by a back flipper: the back flippers are weak 
compared the strong front ones with their long, sharp claws. 
Once they had firm hold of it, they would tow it ashore, remove 
the remora(s) and turn the turtle upside down. Removing a 
remora had to be done correctly: it must be pulled forwards to-
wards its mouth to make it loosen its grip, never tugged by the 
tail.  

Turtle was valuable: shares (tə́bo, pl. tīyub) of fresh meat 
and fat were sold by the raṭl weight, like dates and maize. One 
raṭl weight of turtle could be exchanged for one ḳurṣ weight of 
cereal (usually maize, məḳdɛr̄ə)—a good price. The meat of the 
beˁlə ‘green turtle’ fetched more than that of the ḳāraṭ ‘hawks-
bill’ or the di-ˁabdérihon ‘loggerhead’. Turtle meat was said to be 
particularly popular with women, and the long tail of the male, 
housing the penis, was sold as an aphrodisiac to men. 

 
121 This characteristic of the remora gave rise to the saying: ya, kān 
ṭábəḳ tyóˀo lɛm̄i! ‘Look, he would cling as tight as a remora!’ 
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4.1.4. Turtle Consumption 

A turtle had to be ritually slaughtered with a knife in the same 
way as a domesticated animal, the only sea creature to be killed 
in this way. The heart (ílbib), brain (mīmaˁ) and the head (riˀ) 
were discarded. Apart from the part called the ḥāsid (found near 
the head, and which causes severe diarrhoea if eaten), all the 
rest of a turtle is edible. The prized mə́ḳšəd ‘meat and fat mix-
ture’ (pieces of meat cut up small, boiled in melted fat, then 
cooled and stored in a clay or tin container), could be made 
from turtle and dolphin in the same way as it was from domes-
tic livestock.122 It was kept tightly covered, and pieces were ex-
tracted only with a stick or the tip of knife: as long as no hand 
touches it, this preparation keeps indefinitely. It was saved for a 
treat or brought out for a special guest. The belly fat (called 
ḥōbǝ and equivalent to the śēśiyo ‘mesentery fat’ in livestock) 
was preserved by drying. This fat is said to be light-coloured in 
a healthy specimen, but of a darker colour in a sickly or thin 
one. Turtle eggs were usually eaten hard boiled.123  

4.1.5. Use of Turtle Carapace and Plastron 

The plastron was used as a dish on which to serve fish and 
shellfish, and the carapace made a trough for watering livestock 
or to wash in. A large carapace was used as a container and was 

 
122 This mə́ḳšəd mixture was never made from fish.   
123 However, I have had them scrambled in al-Ḥallāniyyah island in 
Oman. 
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kept at home, suspended from the roof beams or from a hook in 
the cave wall.124  

4.2. Whales (śīḥāṭə, pl. śáḥaṭ) 

It is not always clear when śīḥāṭə refers to a whale or to those 
members of the dolphin family known as ‘whales’: the killer 
whale, pygmy killer whale, false killer whale or pilot whale. 
However, śīḥāṭə are frequently seen out at sea, breaching or 
spouting from their blowholes. Although some islanders believe 
śīḥāṭə to be dangerous, it seems that they are not feared by ex-
perienced fishermen. Indeed, they report that the śīḥāṭə is a ra-
ther nervous, shy creature. I was told that if one was seen pur-
suing a maˁrɛr̄ə, the fishermen would gather together and bang 
on their dugouts to frighten it away so that they could keep the 
fish for themselves. Mubārak recalled being out in his dugout 
with a companion and finding a dead whale floating upside 
down on the surface of the sea. They climbed onto it and cut 
open its stomach to look for ambergris. They found none, 
though he says they did find many decent-sized fish in its stom-
ach.  

4.3. Dolphins (ˁíləho) 

Fishermen divide dolphins into roughly two types: those that 
swim far out to sea and approach boats inquisitively, and those 

 
124 See also the description by Mabel Bent from the late nineteenth 
century (Bent 2010, 291) of them being used as a chicken coop in 
Qalansiyah: “the little chicken houses made of a turtle shell with the 
earth scooped from under it.” 
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that come close inshore but flee at the sight or sound of peo-
ple.125 It seems that these mammals were not deliberately hunt-
ed but were sometimes caught accidentally or found stranded 
on the shore.  

Their meat (bǝsáḳǝhən or just teh di-ˁílǝho, ‘dolphin meat’) 
was considered good eating by many full-time fishermen, and, 
when left for a few days until rank and smelly, it also made ex-
cellent shark bait. Others avoided eating dolphin, saying that it 
brought on severe diarrhea (ṣúwraˁ), and would only eat it 
when there was no alternative.  

The real value of dolphins lay in their fat, both that of the 
inner organs and the layer of blubber (ḥaṣīfo di-ˁíləho) beneath 
the skin, the latter considered to be of great medicinal value. To 
extract it, the skin and blubber were cut away in a single layer, 
softened by beating, and then cut into chunks and boiled in wa-
ter. When all the fat had melted, the pot was taken off the fire. 
When it had cooled, the layer of fat that had set on the top was 
lifted off and stored in a clay pot. However, fresh dolphin fat 
was also called mǝśǝ̣ríṭo, ‘causing loud farting’, because eating 
too much upset the stomach. Melted fat (ṣīfə di-ˁǝ́lǝho) was used 
medicinally to treat bad eyesight and was applied locally to 
treat fungal skin diseases. It was also drunk by those experienc-
ing a deterioration in eyesight (ˁazkǝ). The meat and fat mixture 
called mə́ḳšəd (pieces of meat cut up small, boiled in melted fat, 

 
125 See Cheung and DeVantier (2006, 209), where they note that six 
species have been recorded so far in Soqoṭri waters: the long-beaked 
common dolphin, the humpback dolphin, the spotted dolphin, the 
spinner dolphin, the larger bottlenose dolphin and Risso’s dolphin. 
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then cooled and stored in a clay or tin container) was made 
from dolphin, just as it was from sheep and goats. However, it 
was not as well-liked as the mə́ḳšəd prepared from turtle (see 
4.1.4.).  

Once the mínzek ‘harpoon’ arrived, some people began to 
try and use it to catch dolphin: a dolphin seen swimming into a 
bay would be encircled by dugouts and harpooned. Today, it is 
said that some get entangled in the nylon fishing nets.  

4.4. Rays and Guitarfish 

Rays and guitarfish of many kinds were considered good eating, 
especially during the hungry months of the monsoon. They 
were also prepared for sale: after gutting, they were either 
slashed and salted, or left buried in hot sand for 24 hours to dry 
out. They were then washed in seawater and hung in the sun 
for three or four days before being stored in sacks to await the 
arrival of the trade boats. A fisherman could collect up to five 
sacksful if he worked hard. There was a great demand for this 
dried product, on the Arabian mainland as well as in the East 
African markets, where dried, salted ray fetched a good price.   

Some stingrays and whiprays (as ḳīréˁe, kǝ́dǝhe, rōbəś,̣ and 
ṣaṭīˁo) were caught with hook and line. The fishermen would 
throw a piece of thick cloth or sacking over the tail area before 
taking hold of it, as the venom of the spines of some of these 
rays was believed to be very poisonous. If a fisherman saw a 
large ray while out in a dugout, he would dive down on top of 
it and try to gaff or hook it. Once back in the dugout he would 
let it tow him around until it exhausted itself. Fishermen say 
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that when the ray felt its end drawing near it would lash out 
with its tail, trying to pierce the fishermen with its spines. As 
these are hooked in one direction only, they are very hard to 
extract.  

Immature stingrays come close inshore to bask in the shal-
low waters. At this time a skilled fisherman could grasp it firm-
ly around the tail, below the double spines, and whisk it out of 
the water. The liver of young stingrays was especially prized for 
its paleness and rich fattiness. 

4.5. Shellfish and Shellfish Harvesting 

As the many shell middens still visible in caves or beneath 
overhangs all around the island attest, the islanders were assid-
uous shellfish harvesters. At low tide, they would search along 
the rocks (šáḥaḳ ‘[tide] to go out’ and ‘to go to gather shellfish 
[at low tide]’): wúddiki šɛḥ̄iḳin? “Shall we two go and gather 
shellfish?” and embūriye šáḥaḳən “The children have gone to 
gather shellfish.” Searching for shellfish was also done in the 
dark at night, by feel rather than by sight (in the period recalled 
here there were no torches). This was called ṣáˁi, and people 
would say: wúddiki išmīriyun wə-ṣáˁiyun šáḥaḳ? “Shall we two go 
and gather shellfish tonight?”  

Some shellfish were eaten raw, others boiled in water, 
roasted on embers, or cooked by burying them in hot ash. In 
some parts of the island shellfish gathering was mainly the 
province of women and children, and it was considered shame-
ful for a man to be seen doing this. Indeed, not everyone ate 
shellfish, and many were proud to boast that they had never 
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done so. In the minds of some islanders—especially the tribes-
men of the interior—eating sea snails was too close to eating 
land snails (filɛḿə, pl. fílihem),126 the gathering and eating of 
which was a rather furtive and discreditable affair, only done in 
desperation.  

Shellfish harvesting was especially important during the 
long months of the monsoon.127 At this time of year, wild seas 
made most other fishing impracticable, the majority of livestock 
were unproductive, and the islanders, busy with the date har-
vest, longed to relieve the monotony of eating dates. At this 
season too, the tides went further out and exposed more of the 
rocky foreshore. The tool for shellfish harvesting was simple: a 
short spear (šiyḳ) made from a length of hard wood, sharpened 
to a point at one end and fire-hardened. This was used to prise 
shellfish from the rocks, to spear fish in rock pools, or to extract 
octopus hiding in crevices.  

The very popular ḥamōyə ‘clams’ and the ˁábšer~ˁáfšer 
‘turban shells’ were most effectively gathered at night. The 
clams lay buried beneath stones and sand, and people would sit 
in the dark on rocks or damp sand and grope around, the sand 

 
126 The most popular being the large round ones (genus Socotora). 
However, the longer pointed ones (genus Riebeckia) and the much 
smaller pointed ones (Achatinelloides) were also gathered as food in 
times of great hunger. 
127 On ˁAbd al-Kūri, gathering shellfish in the long months of the mon-
soon was only possible along the northern shores of the island: on the 
southern side the seas were too wild. Life was at its hardest here at 
this season, and the islanders would usually transhume to the northern 
side of the island to fish from the rocks and feed on the shellfish there. 
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and grit blown around by the monsoon gales making them spit 
and cough. As well as cold and damp, those searching for shell-
fish at night faced other hazards, such as encounter with the 
ṣafāḳa ‘jellyfish’.128 If touched by hand and the hand then acci-
dentally placed on the face, considerable pain and inflammation 
ensued. The ṣafāḳa di-móšḥiḳ ‘stinging nettle of the low tide’ 
was especially disliked. It was commonly found in the vicinity 
of the ḥamōyə ‘clams’, looked rather like the ˁōmə ‘bristle worm’ 
used as bait. If touched in error, hairs would break off its body 
and lodge in the flesh, causing the hand to swell very painful-
ly.129 People also feared coming into contact with the úˀiriḥ~ 
úˀiriˁ ‘sea urchin’ (see 4.6.1.) in the dark. 

4.5.1. Shellfish Harvested 

A wide variety of shellfish were gathered: Ensis razor shells, 
Clanculus topshells, Euchelus sea snails, Monodonta and Trochus 
top shells, Lunella turban shells, Arcidae ark clams, Cardita 
cockles, Chama saltwater clams, Venus clams, Nerita and Murex 
spp., various Tonnoidea,130 Polyplacophora chitons and many 
more. Which shellfish were available differed from area to area, 
but the ones most commonly gathered were: 

 
128 ṣafāḳa is the name of a group of extremely irritant plants (as Tra-
gia, Urtica and Waltheria) which have a sting like a stinging nettle. 
129 Possibly a species of fireworm (Amphinomidae). The only known 
treatment was to rub the sore part hard with your own hair. 
130 Mubārak commented that Tonnidae tun and fig shells taste like 
ḥīmbōbə cowries. 
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The small white-fleshed clams (ḥamōyə pl. ḥaméˀe, rated131 
10/10);  

Rock oysters, Saccostrea (zōkǝ~zǝ́ko, pl. ízkuh, rated 10/ 
10). These were such a key food that they have their 
own verb: ízkik, ‘to go and collect rock oysters’: wúddiki 
ézkiko? “Shall we both go to gather rock oysters?”; 

Turban shells (ˁábšer~ˁáfšer, rated 10+);132 
Various types of large limpet (ṣəwēlaḥ or ṣǝ́fǝlḥo, rated 

10/10); 
Crepidula slipper limpets, and Fissurellidae keyhole limpets133 

(ˀidbīyə~ˀidbəhīyo, rated less highly than the ṣəwēlaḥ~ 
ṣǝ́fǝlḥo limpets);  

The small hard-shelled nerites, such as Nerita textilis (called 
tə́bər ˀə́bəhān~tyúbur ˀíbəhān ‘stone breaker’,134 referring 
to the strength of blow needed to break the shell open to 
get at its meat; rated 10/10);  

Hard-shelled bivalves such as cockles (mǝḳḥíro, pl. mḳáḥir) 
and scallops (məlbído) (both rated 10/10);  

 
131 Ratings obtained from a number of fishers.  
132 Also, a general term for edible shellfish. 
133 Forbes (1903, xxviii) reports seeing on ˁAbd al-Kūri “fields of dead 
mollusca—the most conspicuous and abundant being a large species of 
limpet with a perforated apex (Fissurella).” 
134 On Samḥa island also called ṣˁáḳəhan. The same root gives the verb 
ṣotíˁaḳ, a term used on the north coast to describe an area from which 
all useful shellfish have already been harvested: ṣotíˁaḳ dé ḥalf, ‘This 
area has already been cleared of edible shellfish’. 
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Black and white knobbly cerith and frog shells (ḳeráˁad, rat-
ed 3/10);  

Topshells (ḥílihin~di-ḥílihin, rated 3/10);  
Chitons (śīḥānǝ~śīḥíno,135 whose flesh was eaten both raw 

and cooked. They are said to be liked by women espe-
cially; men only rated them at 3/10);136 

Mussels (fdīyiḳ~fodəḳ, eaten by some islanders and not by 
others, and rated 6/10 by those who ate them);  

The larger olive snails (fáˁrher pl. fˁárher or fˁarˁəher pl. 
fˁarˁəhur, rated 6/10);  

Various winkles and periwinkles (míririhin~mirəmíro~di-
mɛŕhen, widely given a low rating because of the very 
bitter part that has to be extracted and discarded);  

A type of black winkle called ṭahəḳāno (also given a low rat-
ing); 

Cowries of various sizes (ḥīmbōbə or ḳaḥbōbǝ: the larger ones 
ílǝhe, ‘cow’, and the smaller fólihi ber ílǝhe, ‘calf’, the best 
ones rated at 10/10);  

Conches (Strombidae) and triton (Ranellidae). It was usually 
men who dived for these valuable shellfish (both generi-
cally called ḥánšə̣, with smaller specimens being called 
ḥinášə̣ gīm, ḥinášə̣ being a diminutive form of ḥánšə̣). 

 
135 The parts of the śīhíno ‘chiton’ are: śə́bə di-śīhíno, ‘lip’, the outer rim; 
líššin di-śīḥíno, ‘tongue’, the flesh; məḳáṣihi di-śīḥíno, ‘joints’, the plates; 
ḳaˀ, ‘thread’, the girdle running around the interior. Eating 15–20 chi-
ton raw was considered to be a remedy for jaundice (bū ṣfar, ḥorf, 
ṣáfəraˁ). 
136 Unfortunately, I did not work with women when rating shellfish. 
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These were valued for their large opercula (di-ḳówḥaf, 
see 4.7.1.) as much as for their meat.137 The spider 
conch (ḥánšǝ̣ di-aṣābiˁ, ‘conch with fingers’), a very 
knobbly conch called širīfə, a smooth one called ṭahāḳə, 
and the large, ridged clams called gáḥban (Tridacna spp.) 
were all prized and rated at 10+.138   

The highly prized abalone ([di-]ˀidōnə~[di-]ˀidānə) was a ra-
re find. It was eaten both raw and cooked, and rated at 
10+.139  

The pearl oyster, Pinctada radiata (bílbil) held little meat and 
was hard work to gather. However, the meat of the 
more common black-lip pearlshell oyster, Pinctada mar-
garitifera (móṣəliḥ, rated at 10/10) was well liked, and in 
the days when there was a demand for pearlshell (see 
4.10.), the flesh was widely eaten and also used to bait 
fish traps.  

 
137 Indeed, all big shellfish with large opercula were known generally 
as ḥanšǝ̣. When I was staying in Ríḳǝlǝ on the east coast, my host and 
his brother went for an afternoon’s diving session and came home 
with 13 large ḥanśǝ̣. They were torn: should they eat their meat, or 
keep the shells to trade with a boat going to Aden where such shells 
were in demand? However, this meant letting the meat go to waste, as 
it can’t be extracted without damaging the shell.  
138 The ḥanšə̣ was also used to treat dysuria in elderly men: the shell 
was heated to red hot at the fire and the patient crouched over it; the 
rising heat was believed to stimulate urination, initially only in drops, 
but then in a steady stream.   
139 One year, Mubārak dived for these, dried the flesh and sold it to a 
passing trader, but no further traders expressed an interest in these.    
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4.5.2. Use of Shells 

Melo shells of the family Volutidae were filled with milk and 
used to feed babies (when they were called di-ḳáˁlə).140 Clam 
and scallop shells were used by potters to smooth the surface of 
their hand-coiled pottery before firing it (the name of the shell, 
milbído, comes from the verb √lbd, ‘to tap, beat’), and the ridged 
shells of cockles were used to scrape away food burned onto the 
bottom of a cooking pot (the shell name, mǝḳḥíro, comes from 

 
140 A ḳaˁlǝ is a small bowl fashioned from wood, clay or bark. 

Figure 6: Conches 
freshly harvested, 
east coast 
 
Photo © Miranda 
Morris, 1990s 
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the verb √ḳḥr, ‘to scrape, scratch away at st.’). Cerith and other 
pointed snails made temporary pipes for smoking homegrown 
tobacco. 

Other shells made toys: cone shells were spun as tops; dif-
ferent sizes of cowrie shell used to represent ‘livestock’ to be 
‘herded’: smaller ones representing sheep or goats, and larger 
ones cows or camels, with tusk, turret and auger shells (šạˁárher 
or ṣóḥəṣaḥ) representing their young. These last tiny, pointed 
shells were also strung together to make a rattle to entertain a 
baby in its hammock or to amuse a toddler. Girls would select 
the most beautifully coloured shells and make anklets and neck-
laces with them, using ḳeráˁad ‘shells’ to imitate the beads of 
the ḥaníšǝ~ḥaneyšə ‘necklace’,141 and ˁábšer~ˁafšer ‘shells’ to 
look like an amulet (ḥarz), worn around the neck. The shells 
were pierced for threading by placing them on the tip of a sharp 
flint (ˁíbihel) and tapping them repeatedly against this tip until 
the flint point broke through the shell. 

4.6. Other Sea Creatures 

4.6.1. Sea Urchins 

Edible sea urchins were gathered at low tide and the gonads 
(sea urchin roe or coral) were scooped out and eaten immedi-
ately or were taken back home and cooked with butteroil. This 
last method is said to give off a particularly delicious smell, but 
to make the eater extremely thirsty. The gonads of both the 
black and white striped sea urchin ([di-]ḳirīzi~[di-]ḳōriz) and 

 
141 A small necklace of hollow silver or imitation gold beads.  
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the larger black sea urchin (ḥádhed) were eaten, those of the 
ḥádhed were generally eaten raw and were regarded as inferior 
to those of the (di)-ḳōriz ‘sea urchin’. Some called the gonads 
ḥōmǝ di-ḳirīzi, ‘sea urchin butteroil’ (ḥōmǝ is the diminutive of 
ḥamˀī, ‘butteroil’), while others just called them ḳaḥéləhān or 
ǝ́bḳǝhal, ‘eggs’. The úˀiriḥ~úˀiriˁ, pl. íˀiráḥān ‘sea urchins’ were 
carefully avoided. “They have barbed spines which penetrate 
deep into the flesh and continue to work their way ever deeper, 
even if the protruding part is broken off.”142 (Aḥmad Saˁd 
Taḥkí) The pretty flower urchin,143 gə́nəs on Soqoṭra, was also 
given a wide berth, as it gives an extremely painful and toxic 
sting if touched. Areas where these two kinds of urchin occur in 
any number were avoided by the barefoot fisher people.  

4.6.2. Crabs (ḥanśīˀo, pl. ḥanśə) 

Some species of crab were eaten by some islanders, but in gen-
eral, they were seen as a food of last resort. Those regarded as 
potentially edible were some of the ḥanśīˀo ḳśébeb ‘rock crab’, 
the ḥanśīˀo ḥə́wro di-rínhem ‘black sea crab’, and those crabs 
which grew to a good size in the safety of the many lagoons, 

 
142 Possibly Diadema setosum. (See Wranik 2003, 480: “[T]he spines 
are very thin, long, needle-like and have backward-facing barbs. They 
can form irritating wounds and inflict severe pain because they readily 
puncture human skin, penetrate deeply before they fracture and re-
lease a venom from their hollow shafts.”)  
143 See Wranik (2003, 480) on Toxopneustes pileolus: “[I]ts small clasp-
ing organs are three-bladed and flower like… but they have poison 
sacs attached which contain a toxin that is potentially lethal to hu-
mans.”   
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such as fiddler crabs (ḥanśīˀo ḳśébeb di-mǝ́lḳaz, ‘rock crab with 
one large claw’), or the Scylla serrata mud crab, ḥanśīˀo ḳśébeb 
ˁāfer ‘reddish rock crab’. Various swimming crabs (Portunidae), 
their final pair of legs flattened into broad paddles, were also 
eaten. These last, reddish in colour, used to arrive in great 
numbers at the very beginning of winter and at the very end of 
summer. Rafts would be seen swimming on the surface, often 
close inshore. Fishermen say that the zíhnin ‘tuna’ like them as 
much as the ˁīdi ‘sardine-type fish’. Many species of shark also 
love swimming crabs, and when a lot of these crabs were seen 
out at sea, the fishermen would know that shark would not be 
far off. Swimming crabs were variously called zirígihan, bū 
mḳāsāt (‘with shears’), bū məlāḳaz (‘with large pincers’) and ber 
mēyə~ber mǝˀɛȳə (‘of the current’).  

4.6.3. Cephalopods: Squid (ˁáterhe~ˁaṭeráyǝ), Cuttlefish 
(ˁáterhe~ˁaṭeráyǝ) and Octopus (térǝbaḥt) 

Some fishermen ate octopus, squid and cuttlefish, and found 
their meat delicious (rating it 10/10), while others only used 
them as bait.  

Octopus sometimes came to the fish trap, but usually they 
were hooked out of crevices at low tide, fished for with hand-
lines or caught by diving.  

A small reddish-coloured squid (possibly an immature cut-
tlefish), ikídihǝn, ‘easily startled’, was cooked and eaten, but was 
said to be very tough.  

Cuttlefish were caught with handlines, usually with a bait 
of ˁīdi ‘sardine-type fish’; they never come to a fish trap. Cuttle-



 Harvesting the Sea in Soqoṭra 531 

fish reached Soqoṭri shores in great numbers in the early sum-
mer, some floating ashore dead. In the lifetime of Mubārak’s fa-
ther, when the British were in Aden, a short-lived demand arose 
for cuttlebone (ḥiléfǝ~ḥaléfo, pl. ḥǝlfɛt̄in), and women and chil-
dren would walk along the shoreline collecting them to sell to 
traders from al-Mukallā. As with the trade in the di-ḥānǝ lichen 
(the other ḥannǝ and sˁángǝher lichens were not sold), the is-
landers had no idea what cuttlebone was used for—they them-
selves had no use for it. Some time round 1967, with independ-
ence and the establishment of the new Yemeni government of 
PDRY, the trade in cuttlebone and lichen came to an end.  

Cephalopod ink (mǝdéd or dǝwé)144 was collected and giv-
en to others to use for writing, people such as the clerk (kātib) 
of the Qāḍi’s court (máḥkama), teachers at the Qurˀānic schools, 
or the few who copied out sections (məsḥáft) of the Qurˀān. The 
ink was also sometimes used by the illiterate majority to mark 
their property.  

 
144 “We catch it by grabbing it around the head or neck. We milk the 
ink from its stomach (nəḥōləbs tsé men šériś wələ tsé men ḳādəl). It pass-
es its ink or its stomach contents as urine (ber tsáḥəm sé dəwé wələ se 
əḳənīyo). You put the liquid in a container, cover it and wait for it to 
dry out and thicken. When you want to write with it, you add a little 
water and stir hard.” (Ahmad Saˁd Taḥki) 
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4.6.4. Spiny Lobster (śīraḥ~śerīḥo, pl. śériyaḥ~śírxa,  
pl. śīrax)145  

Spiny lobsters were caught with hook and line, hooked out of 
crevices at low tide, or, like octopus, were sometimes found in 
the fish trap. They were eaten by some islanders but were prin-
cipally used as bait. By those that ate them, spiny lobsters were 
rated 10/10.  

The islanders divided these creatures into different kinds: 
the most easily caught, śīraḥ ‘spiny lobster’, further differentiat-
ed according to appearance, as śīraḥ ˁábdəher ‘blotched lobster’, 
śīraḥ ˁáfer ‘reddish lobster’ and so on; the slipper lobster, vari-
ously ḳáfḳaft (‘crackling, rustling lobster’), śīraḥ gírmǝhem 
(‘lopped lobster’) or śīraḥ ˁárabi (‘Arab lobster’): it has a short, 
squat body and smaller and shorter legs than the śīraḥ; and the 
biggest of all, the deep-sea lobster (Puerulus sewelli), śīraḥ di-
ḥaṣáhan, ‘giant Scolopendra centipede lobster’.  

4.6.5. Sea Cucumbers and Sea Slugs 

Sea cucumbers:146 ḥfoš ‘rapacious, greedy’,147 mǝ́ḳǝliz di-rínhem, 
‘glans penis of the sea’, ‘tiny sea penis’, and the larger fáḥal di-

 
145 Nichols (2002, 9.8.1.): “The main target species is the scalloped 
spiny lobster (Panulirus homarus). Other species fished are: painted 
spiny lobster (P. versicolor), ornate spiny lobster (P. ornatus), long-
legged spiny lobster (P. longipes) and pronghorn spiny lobster (P. peni-
cillatus).” 
146 Krupp and Hariri (1999, 9.6.1.): “Sea cucumbers (currently only el-
ephant’s trunk fish Holothuria fuscopunctata and the white teat fish H. 
fuscogilva are exploited, though correct identification needs to be con-
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rínhem, ‘sea penis’, were caught by diving, especially at night. 
At times, when the tide was really far out, they could also be 
caught by spearing. The ḥfoš ‘sea slugs’ were eaten locally, 
while the mǝ́ḳǝliz di-rínhem and fáḥal di-rínhem apparently were 
not.148 ḥfoš have to be cooked twice to render them palatable. 
The intestines are removed and then they are boiled in water 
(though some prefer to cook them in fresh milk instead). At the 
first boiling, the water turns greenish and is discarded; at the 
second, the water remains clear. They were eaten cut across in 
slices.  

4.7. Miscellaneous Products of the Sea   

4.7.1. Shellfish Opercula (ḥāfūr)  

The larger opercula (ḳówḥaf) were seen by the islanders as the 
‘leg’ of the shellfish, used by it to move from place to place.149 
There was a steady demand for these large opercula: boats from 
the Yemeni mainland as well as from Oman were very ready to 

 
firmed). Benthic, living on bottom sediments. Caught by free diving to 
a maximum of 10m. Mainly sold fresh (in wet form) to the main buyer 
in Hadiboh who then boils, cleans and dries them, and then sells them 
to exporters on the mainland.” 
147 On Samḥa island ḥabšítin ‘rolled up’. 
148 But in the early 2000s they were sold on Soqoṭra to a trader at a 
price of ten Yemeni riyals for two medium-sized specimens or one 
large [MJM]. 
149 And indeed, in some conches, the elongated and sickle-shaped 
operculum is used to dig into the sand to enable a leaping type of lo-
comotion.  
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buy any available, and they were also traded to East Africa. 
Sold by the raṭl weight,150 at the height of demand, they 
achieved as good a price as did the valuable civet musk (zibād) 
collected by the islanders. The strongest divers would seek the 
shellfish with the biggest opercula in deeper waters, generally 
conches and tritons, while women and non-divers would collect 
opercula removed from shellfish gathered at low tide or washed 
ashore after storms.   

The opercula of different shellfish had different names. 
The most valuable were the opercula of the conches and tritons 
(ḳówḥaf,151 ‘little scoop’, or ṭifherítin di-ḥánšə̣, ‘toe-, fingernails of 
the ḥánšə̣’). The operculum of the tyúbur ˀíbəhān was called 
ḳánfər (the name for the disc at the flower end of a date, or the 
kernel of a Zizyphus spina-christi pip); that of the ˁábšər~ˁáfšər 
was sígədə (‘prostration in prayer’), and children would stick 
one of these on their forehead to mimic the mark left on the 
forehead of the devout by their repeatedly touching it to the 
ground in prayer;152 that of the míririhin~mirəmíro was mətənīyo 

 
150 Equivalent approximately to 16oz, about 1lb according to Serjeant 
(writing in 1967, cited in Doe 1992, 178).  
151 Any shellfish with a valuable ḳówḥaf-type operculum was called 
ḥánšə̣. 
152 “ˁáfšǝr have an operculum that looks like a prayer mark on a hu-
man forehead: we wet this operculum with our tongue and stick it on 
our forehead.” (Aḥmad Saˁd Taḥki) 
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(‘tooth’), and that of the ṭahəḳāno was ṣíˁəfo (‘fish scale’), a thin 
and transparent operculum.153 

Opercula were an important ingredient in the fumigant 
incense mixtures (baxxūr) made on the mainland, as well as by 
a small number of women of ‘Arab’ origin (ˁarabiyyāt) on 
Soqoṭra.154 On the island, the opercula of conches and tritons 
were also used medicinally: they were charred at the fire, pul-
verised and the powder used as a wound dressing.  

4.7.2. Ambergris (ˁámbǝher) 

This hard, waxy material produced in the intestines of the 
sperm whale, Physeter microcephalus, is sometimes found cast up 
on the shores of the south coast and on the islands of Samḥa, 

 
153 Across the sea in Dhofar, the smaller opercula were played with as 
‘toy money’ (in the Śḥerɛt̄ dialect of al-Ḥallāniyyah island, bēsə ˁašfirīn, 
‘shell money’; elsewhere ḳɛrs ̃ frens, pl. ɛḳ̄erós ̃ frens, ‘silver dollars’). It 
was said that if a boy swallowed one of these, he would not be able to 
pass urine. 
154 See Serjeant (writing in 1967, cited in Doe 1992, 178): “A shell, 
here called jawḥāf, is exported to al-Mukalla where a raṭl of it sells for 
about 4 shillings. It was said that it is called ẓufur in south Arabia, but 
if this is the same as ẓufrī, which I saw at Khawr ˁUmayrah in 1940, it 
is part of the flesh of a shell-fish of an entirely different shape. It also 
goes to Aden where it is thought to be ground and used as a sort of 
perfume. In fact, the Arabic translator of Dioscorides knows aẓfār as a 
perfume made from the shards of shells found in an island off the Sea 
of India. In Socotra it seems this shell is burnt, ground and put into 
something (oil?) which women use on their hair.” As well as in Arab 
culture, opercula were used as incense material in Jewish tradition 
and in China and Japan.  
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Darsa and ˁAbd al-Kūri.155 Throughout the Middle East it is 
highly valued as a cure for many serious conditions, and in oth-
er parts of the world for its ability to fix and intensify perfumes. 
Soqoṭran and visiting traders were always prepared to buy am-
bergris, and the islanders would scour the shoreline for it. Those 
who found ambergris preferred to sell it to a trader from out-
side rather than internally, as this always meant a better 
price,156 but they would be wary of asking too high a price in 
case the sultan got to hear of it and demanded that it be given 
to him. On the islands it was seen as a marvellous windfall, a 
most valuable source of ‘good luck and blessings’ and a medici-
nal cure-all. Powdered, it was considered to be especially effec-
tive in disorders of the stomach and digestive system, as well as 
treating urinary retention and a wide range of other ailments of 
the kidneys, liver and spleen. It was taken for a painful and in-
fected throat and was fed in tiny amounts to a person who was 
very thin and sickly to help them put on weight. It was pre-
pared by grinding a small fragment to a powder and taking this 
in a little melted butteroil.  

 
155 In 1834 Hulton (2003, 97) writes of ˁAbd al-Kūri: “We were told 
that considerable quantities of ambergris are found on its shores, and 
turtle are taken in great abundance for the shell, which is sold. The is-
land belongs to Kissein [Qishn MJM], and the Sultan sends annually to 
extract as much ambergris and turtle-shell as possible from his sub-
jects.” 
156 Serjeant (writing in 1967, cited in Doe 1992, 179) reports that am-
bergris was sold by the tawlah (tola) weight, equivalent to the weight 
of one silver rupee. 
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Three kinds of ambergris were distinguished on Soqoṭra: a 
dark coloured one, a greeney-brown one, and a pale coloured 
one, the palest being the best quality and the darkest the worst. 
In popular tradition, ambergris was said to come from the  
‘ambergris tree’ which grew on the floor of the deepest ocean. It 
was closely guarded by many powerful jinn. Giant whales—of a 
kind unseen by man because such creatures never rise from the 
deep—are said to have a passion for ambergris. In their  
attempts to get hold of some, they dive right down to the sea-
bed and swoop past the ‘tree’, mouths wide open to scoop up as 
much as possible, flashing past at a speed too fast for any 
guardian jinn to catch them. Broken fragments of the ‘tree’ float 
to the surface where they are eaten by other sea creatures. This 
is the very best kind of ambergris, fresh and pale green. Darker 
green-brown ambergris is said to be the vomitus of the giant 
whales and is the next best kind, and the worst kind is their ex-
crement. Other wondrous sea creatures (wəḥūš di-rínhem) which 
inhabit the deepest seas sometimes rub their bodies against the 
‘tree’, snapping bits off and it is these small pieces that general-
ly end up on the shore. 

Someone catching sight of something that might be a 
piece of ambergris, or who finds even the smallest lump, must, 
according to island tradition, quickly say bismillāh, ‘In the name 
of God’, to protect himself and to give thanks to God for his 
good luck. If he finds a large quantity, he must then walk 
straight past it to the sea and ritually purify himself in seawater. 
Then, turning his back on the ambergris, he must perform two 
rakˁahs ‘prostrations’, say bismillāh again, and only then, on the 
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completion of this ritual, can he go and pick it up. To avoid at-
tracting the Evil Eye, the sensible finder of ambergris breaks his 
find in two, hiding one piece and admitting publicly only to the 
other.  

Most would keep their find a secret, wrapping the amber-
gris in cloth and burying it in a clay pot, or would bury a piece 
under the floor of the home to ‘bring God’s blessing upon the 
home’,157 and so that, as and when needed, small pieces could 
be broken off for private use. Secrecy was necessary because if 
word of such a find got out, everyone would come and beg for a 
fragment—a request difficult to refuse according to Soqoṭri cus-
tom. Another reason for secrecy was that the ruling family 
claimed the right to any ambergris washed up on the island, so, 
in theory at least, the finder should straightaway hand any am-
bergris found over to them.  

4.7.3. Ray Tails 

Before the days of metal files, the central strip of the long, 
barbed tail of the ḳiréˁe and ṭabbāḳǝt ‘whiptail stingrays’ was 
used as a sandpaper or file (mə́brid) by island blacksmiths and 
carpenters. The skin of the tip provided the finest sandpaper. 
Other Soqoṭrans used ray-tail ‘sandpaper’ to smooth the goats-
horn handles (ḳān) of the homemade knives carried by every 

 
157 ˁámbəher: di-yəkís men ˁámbəher d-īyhé yíkkin wə-yəśōˀomš tyóˀo ˁégib. 
wə-šīn ˁādə: nədófənš bə-ḳáˁar. yəˁōmər idālaḳ ˁek māl, “Ambergris: who-
ever finds ambergris takes it as his own property to sell as he wishes. 
And we have a custom: we bury it inside the home—it is said that all 
that you own will prosper (as a result).” (Aḥmad Saˁd Taḥkí) 
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adult male. After softening at the fire, the horn was filed 
smooth with the ‘sandpaper’, and then trimmed to the exact size 
of the base of the knife blade. If no ray tail were available, fine 
dead coral (ḥśōbǝ) could be used instead, but this was prone to 
leaving unsightly scratches on the horn.  

4.7.4. Conch Shells as Horns  

An unmodified conch or triton shell (especially the Charonia tri-
tonis triton and the Strombus gigas conch) could be played as a 
musical instrument. It gives out a loud blast like a horn, the 
sound improved by cutting the tip of the shell across the apex, 
making a hole to serve as a mouthpiece. The pitch could be al-
tered by moving the hand in and around the main aperture of 
the shell—the further the hand penetrates the shell the lower 
the note. The sound was called ˁárho di-ḥánšə̣ ‘the voice of the 
ḥánšə̣’. At sea, it was used by returning sailing ships to signal 
and celebrate their safe arrival. On land, it was blown by the 
nəḳīb di-tímiher, ‘guardian of the communal date palm garden’, 
to announce the opening up of the date palm garden to glean-
ers. He would blow another blast when the permitted time for 
gleaning came to an end.  

4.7.5. Fish as Feed for Household Herds 

At times of drought, some coastal people fed fish and fish debris 
to their household herds, or gave them the water in which fish 
had been cooked. However, they never gave the flesh,158 skin or 

 
158 Friedhelm Krupp (pers. comm.): “Dried shark given as a supple-
mentary livestock feed on its own can be dangerous, either due to its 
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water in which shark, the small ṣaṭīˁo ray or the larger kə́dəhe 
ray had been cooked, as this could make goats and camels ex-
tremely sick. On Soqoṭra there seems to have been no tradition 
of using small fish and fish debris as a fertiliser, as done on the 
mainland opposite.159  

4.8. Diving for Pearls and Pearlshell 

Soqoṭri fishermen say that diving for pearls has long been prac-
tised on the island, the demand for pearlshell coming later. In 
1876 Ravenstein reported that there were pearl fisheries with 
Omani divers around Tamarida (Ḥadibo; Ravenstein 1876, 
124), and Forbes (writing in 1899, cited in Forbes 1903, xxvii), 
described diving for pearlshell and pearl oysters as being widely 
practiced on Soqoṭra’s north coast and around ˁAbd al-Kūri.160 
Serjeant mentions that pearling was still being done at Di-Ḥamś ̣

 
high salt content, or because when fed without additional high energy 
feed like grain, it causes ammonia toxicity.”  
159 Though after learning about its potential use as a fertiliser, Mu-
bārak experimented very successfully with it in his extremely produc-
tive garden (See Pietsch and Morris 2010, 375–86). 

 160 Forbes (1903, xxvii) writes of ˁAbd al-Kūri: “It seems that the chief 
occupation of the people is as divers for mother of pearl shell on the 
Bacchus Bank to the north-east of the island, on the boats of shellers 
who come probably from Zanzibar, Arabia or India. The diver de-
scends to the sea floor holding to a line weighted by a heavy stone on 
which he stands, his nostrils being closed by a small wooden spring-
clamp or pincers. At the end of his ‘turn’ he drops the stone and is 
pulled to the surface.” 
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when he was there in 1967161 and that the Somali divers at 
Ġúbbah had been forbidden to use glass-bottomed face masks, 
as this would clear out the oyster beds. Diving for pearls used to 
be important for the island’s fishermen, but when pearls started 
to be cultured and synthetic alternatives became available, the 
demand for natural pearls declined.  

Diving for pearlshell was widespread in the lifetime of 
Mubārak’s grandfather, but halfway through the life of Mu-
bārak’s father it came to an end. Pearl oyster beds were worked 
mainly in the summer months (ḳéyaṭ and dōtə), the pearlshell 
oysters at any time of the year. Pearl oysters were found in shal-
lower waters than the pearlshell oysters, closer inshore and in 
more restricted areas. Pearlshell oysters could be found in deep-
er waters in many areas of the seas around the island, as well as 
in lagoons.162  

 
161 See Serjeant (writing in 1967, cited in Doe 1992, 177). Mubārak 
remembered hearing about this ban and said it was because (a) wear-
ing the mask made any oyster look big enough to take, so the imma-
ture ones were not left undisturbed; (b) since the eyes of a diver wear-
ing a mask were protected from the salt and the stirred up silt and 
sand, he could stay down in the same place longer, and thereby poten-
tially clear an entire area of oysters in one diving session.   
162 Nichols (2002, 9.7.2.): “Pinctada margaritifera occurs in lagoons, 
bays and sheltered reefs down to 40m. depth; they are attached to the 
rocky substrate by byssal threads. They are non-selective filter feeders, 
highly sensitive to water quality (intolerant of high turbidity and fresh 
water runoff).... The main fishing grounds are on the north coast be-
tween Raˀs Qadamah and Raˀs Ḥawlaf as well as around ˁAbd al-Kūri 
and the Brothers. The main use is for shell buttons and jewelry; the 
nacre is also ground up and added to metallic paints.” 
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Somalis hired for the season came to the islands to dive 
for both kinds of oyster, arriving in large wooden boats carrying 
10–12 dugout canoes. It is remembered that they needed an in-
terpreter to interact with the islanders, Arabic- or Soqoṭri-
speaking. Some Soqoṭri divers left with the trade boats to travel 
to ˁAbd al-Kūri or to the al-Ḥallāniyyāt islands (formerly Kuria 
Muria) in Oman, to dive for pearls and for pearlshell oysters. 
They left at the end of summer before the sea grew rough as the 
monsoon winds began to blow. Although many divers came to 
Soqoṭra from Somalia and elsewhere on the East African coast 
to dive for pearlshell, it is said that few divers came from the 
Gulf or from Oman for this purpose.163 

Islanders say that they never bothered to dive for 
pearlshell oysters as food. However, once there was a commer-
cial demand for the pearlshell, people began to eat the flesh, 
scraping it from the shell and cooking it with its red coral or roe 
(called by the fishermen the ‘ear’). In larger specimens, the cor-
al was removed and the flesh put on a skewer and hung in the 
sun to dry. The dried oyster could be chewed just like that or 
softened by beating against a rock surface before cooking, as 
was done for octopus.  

4.9. Diving for Pearl Oysters, Pinctada radiata (bílbil) 

The best pearl oyster beds were said to be on the east and north 
coasts: in the east, around Qábho in Ḥāllah and at Di-ˁAféro at 

 
163 See Huntington and Wilson (1995, 2): “It is understood that there 
are still around 60–100 specialist pearl divers in Socotra and Abdu l-
Kuri, although many are reaching retirement age.” 
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Raˀs Mōmi; in the north, around Di-Līyǝ in Ḥéybaḳ, between 
Dílli (east of Ḥéybaḳ) and Ḥadibo, and at Ḥáwlef, Dilíšǝ and 
ˁArírihun. Pearl diving was done mainly when the sea was calm: 
in the summer season of ḳéyaṭ and dōti, roughly February to ear-
ly June, and again in the di-ṣerébhen164 season, at the very end 
of the monsoon before the sea is churned up once more by win-
ter storms. There were no restrictions as to place, anyone could 
dive anywhere. At the beginning of the summer, the wooden 
sailing boats arrived, bringing traders and pearl divers (ġuwwās, 
pl. ġuwwāsīn, from Arabic), from the Gulf, Oman and Somalia. 
The mariners lived on their boats, purchasing items such as but-
teroil, water, firewood and the occasional animal for meat from 
the islanders. Some men from the island fishing communities 
joined these divers and the rowing crews, and in this way 
learned pearl-diving skills (as is clear from much of the vocabu-
lary associated with pearl diving which is Arabic or Arabic-
influenced). 

4.9.1. Method 

As carried out by Soqoṭrans, pearl diving was done from dugout 
canoes, the smaller canoes taking two people, the larger ones 
four. They loaded their dugouts with equipment such as cook-
ing pot, firewood, firebrand and water, and, as half the crew 
fished while the other half dived, fishing gear. On the north 
coast, the pearl divers usually set up camp on the shore close to 

 
164 dōti and ṣerébhən: transitional periods between the two monsoons, a 
lull of some six weeks during which clouds pile up and disperse re-
peatedly, and the winds fluctuate. 
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the oyster beds. They left to dive in the morning and opened 
their oysters in the afternoon, placing any pearls they had found 
in a half shell. Some divers used the merāyə ‘glass magnifying 
box’ (see 4.10.1. below) and some the fə́ṭām~fíṭəham ‘nose-clip’ 
which was placed over the nostrils to keep them shut when div-
ing. This was made from the notched tip of a cow horn or from 
any piece of washed-up plastic (ˁag), bent or slit to shape. They 
might also take an iron spike with a curved tip (máḥwaš) to dis-
lodge any tightly attached oysters. Even if lying agape, as soon 
as the oysters sense the least unnatural movement, they snap 
shut and cling tightly to their rocky base.  

The diver had a rope around his chest and a cloth bag 
called díngal. When he dived down, the straps of the díngal were 
clasped between the big and first toe of one foot, while a weight 
of six or more raṭl of lead was held between the big and first toe 
of the other. One end of the rope bearing the weight had a run-
ning noose which was looped over a thick wooden pole or plank 
(ˁárs ̣á) laid across the dugout, one end of which protruded be-
yond the side of the dugout for the diver to hang on to when he 
came up to breathe and rested between dives. When ready to 
dive, he removed the slipknot from the ˁárs ̣á and tied it around 
a big toe, holding the rope taut against his chest as he jumped 
in, feetfirst. On touching the sea bottom, he lifted the loop hold-
ing the weight off his big toe and laid it on the ground. As soon 
as he let go of this rope, his partner in the dugout (the ṣayyāb, 
‘rower’) would haul it up and loop it once more over the ˁárs ̣á 
‘plank’. The diver would then remove the díngal ‘oyster bag’ 
from his foot, hang it around his neck, and get to work on the 



 Harvesting the Sea in Soqoṭra 545 

oyster bed. When he began to run out of air he would tug on 
the rope and, holding onto the díngal ‘oyster bag’ with its oys-
ters, would be pulled up to the ˁárs ̣á. He would rest there and 
then go down again. When he was exhausted, his partner would 
take over.  

Diving continued from around 8am until midday—even 
on a Friday they would dive until it was time to get ready for 
Friday prayer. At midday, the divers came ashore, each placing 
their oysters in a separate pile and, if there were no shade, cov-
ering it with sailcloth or sacking. They would then go off to 
pray, have lunch and rest. After ˁaṣr prayer it was time to open 
(fəlk) the oysters, looking carefully for any pearls. The flesh was 
discarded unless wanted for bait. If they saw a trader approach-
ing, the divers would do their best to conceal any pearls they 
had found and would instead put out an empty oyster shell to 
make it appear that they had been unsuccessful.  

4.9.2. The Pearl Trade  

Any pearls were sold to traders (ṭawwāš, pl. ṭawāwīš).165 These 
were mostly from the Bāṭinah in Oman, with some coming from 
Abu Dhabi, Dubai, and Raˀs al-Khayma. Some traders stayed on 

 
165 Islanders say that this name comes from the verb yǝṭāwiš~yǝṭūš, ‘to 
go round and round (after pearls)’, but some suggest it comes from the 
Arabic ṭawwaša ‘to castrate, emasculate’, so ṭawāšī, pl. ṭawāšiya ‘eu-
nuch’, and was a term of disapprobriation. In the Gulf, the ṭawwāš was 
the merchant involved in funding diving operations, or the middleman 
who bought pearls from divers or those they worked for and sold them 
to the wholesale merchants (tājir) (see Al-Salimi and Staples 2019, 
550). 
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the island for the whole summer season, some married local 
women and returned to the island year after year, and some set-
tled down permanently on Soqoṭra. The right to deal in pearls 
and pearlshell was either retained by the sultan for himself or 
was given by him to various favoured people.166 The traders and 
merchants would walk up and down the shore encampments to 
see what the divers had found and make offers for any pearls 
they were shown. Some traders operated the ˁarbún system 
whereby they gave the divers money in advance to buy food 
and other necessities in return for first refusal on any pearls 
they found. Divers who were not bound to a trader could either 
sell their pearls directly from the beach or take them home and 
hang on to them in the hopes of a better price at a later date.  

The shells of the pearl oysters sometimes provided addi-
tional material of value, and some people processed them to try 
and find any pearls embedded in the nacre lining, an operation 
called gəḥōlə. They gathered up the discarded shells and spread 
them out to dry. Then they crushed them and sifted the frag-

 
166 This was quite usual: men favoured by the sultanic family classes, 
such as the Sayyids, Shaḥra and Shuyūkh, could buy or rent various 
sorts of monopoly from the sultan. In addition to pearling products, 
there were monopolies for the right to import grain, export butteroil, 
transport goods, and so on. Ambergris, however, was reserved for the 
sultan alone. The Shaḥra (Soqoṭri Śḥaró) were a tribe of mainland 
origin close to the sultans. The Shuyūkh (Soqoṭri Šyūx, not meaning 
‘shaykh’) were another tribe, of uncertain origin, but possibly original-
ly Mashāyikh, another group of people from the mainland accredited 
with special powers, also close to the sultans. For the Sayyids, see 
above, footnote 2.  



 Harvesting the Sea in Soqoṭra 547 

ments for any tiny seed pearls that had been concealed within 
the shell lining. Women made a glittering cosmetic by further 
grinding the crushed shells to a fine powder.  

Different kinds of pearl each had their own name: “We 
call the pearls lūl or gówhǝrǝ. On the way back from the diving 
grounds, one will row while the other opens up (ifōlaḥ) the 
shells. Small pearls the size of finger-millet grains (ḥabbǝ di-
bombǝ) we call ḥóyhi, ‘dust, soil’ or saḥṭīṭ, ‘sweepings’: these are 
worth very little. Those that reach the size of the eyeball of a 
small fish (gǝlmǝ́mo di-ḥoṭ di-ḳīhǝn~gə́lməmo di-ṣódə) are regard-
ed as proper lūl pearls. We measure the size of a pearl with our 
fingers: if it can be pressed into the flesh between two finger 
joints until it is invisible, it is not worth much. If it remains vis-
ible, it is worth something.” (Aḥmad Saˁd Taḥkí) 

Misshapen or damaged pearls were called mḳárrat, ‘dis-
coloured and lumpy’, and pearls of a good size but dark in col-
our and with only a very thin coating of mother-of-pearl were 
called xáršə,167 the name given to the few pearls found in the 
pearlshell oysters.168  

 
167 From √ḥrš~√xrš, ‘to be, look dirty, unappetising; to be slightly off, 
strange tasting (especially water, dates).’ 
168 “Some lūl or gówhǝrǝ are bigger, the size of a knuckle, but they are 
not from the sea. They are from a great snake (bǝkīli) which carries the 
lūl or gówhǝrǝ on its head and sometimes puts it down on the ground 
to light up the area while it browses the trees at night. There are said 
to be much larger pearls in the sea, but no one can ever get at them as 
they are guarded (ḥegīro) by two giant fish (ḥóṭi). These pearls are to 
be found in giant mother-of-pearl shells and have been glimpsed by 
divers when the oyster gapes (tyóˀo śaḥ). Any pearl of any real size 
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4.10. Diving for Pearlshell Oysters, Pinctada  
margaritifera (móṣəliḥ, Ar. ṣádaf) 

There was no special season for pearlshell diving, it could be 
done whenever the state of the sea allowed. There were no re-
strictions on diving for pearlshell oysters: anyone could dive 
anywhere. Fishermen say that the best diving sites were around 
Qāśẹb, Mūri, Sírihin and Šiḳ on the north coast, and in the east, 
in the seas near the freshwater spring at ˁÁrher d-Ífḳe, and 
around Raˀs Mōmi. The diving sites at Mūri, ˁArher d-Ífḳe and 
Ḥáwlef were fairly close inshore, but in the Ḥadibo area divers 
had to row some 12 bāˁ from shore.  

The diving was done from dugouts, but these were con-
stantly on the move, rather than being anchored over a single 
oyster bed as when diving for pearl oysters. Work continued 
from around 8am until midday, some returning to the sea after 
the ˁaṣr afternoon prayers. Most divers could only bring up two 
of these large shells at a time, so for a diver working full time, 
two diving sessions a day were necessary to gather enough 
pearlshell to make it worthwhile. 

 
must be reported to the sultan and sold to him (lāzim śụ́wlaˁ bis ɛ-
sáṭǝhān w-itōgir tos). He then sells it on to the traders (ṭawāwīš) for a 
good price. It is said that the best pearls went to the Queen of Eng-
land, and to Iran and India.” (Aḥmad Saˁd Taḥkí) 
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4.10.1. Method 

To make pearlshell diving profitable, full-time divers always 
tried to have the magnifying device, the merāyə,169 on board to 
help them study the sea floor. This was a box, often a cut-down 
aluminium container (tankǝ), open at one end, and with a piece 
of glass sandwiched between two wooden frames at the oth-
er.170 The glass was fixed in place with a glue made of Euphorbia 
arbuscula latex mixed with shark liver oil (ṣīfə), boiled down to 
a thick black paste. The longer the glue was left to dry before 
being used in the sea, the stronger it became. Lumps of tar (ḳār 
or dámer) that floated ashore were sometimes used as glue in-
stead. The wooden frames too were packed with cotton fibre 
soaked in latex glue, making the merāyə as watertight as possi-
ble. The open end had a loop at top and bottom, held in place 
by sticks of Croton socotranus, glued on and waterproofed by 
more latex glue. To use the device, the man put his head inside 
the box and then positioned the glass end on the sea’s surface to 
scan the seabed.  

The man who owned a merāyə was normally the only one 
to use it: it was his special area of expertise (yǝréyyis bə-merāyə 

 
169 In the Gulf, Yemen and the Red Sea called jāma. See Al-Salimi and 
Staples (2019, 511): “a glass-bottomed box or bucket, approximately 2 
feet long and 8 inches wide, used to look for pearls on the seabed in 
shallow waters.”  
170 The modern face mask (kísmǝ) worn over the eyes and nose arrived 
in the 1970s. The traditional merāyə could only be used on the surface 
of the sea. See description in Moser (1918, 267–68). 
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‘he’s in charge with the merāyə glass’). He was called the 
mǝtǝréyyis or sometimes the nōxədə (‘captain’). 

To dive for pearlshell oysters, two men went out in a dug-
out, one to dive and one to use the merāyə. The one with the 
merāyə sat to one side of the bow, both elbows on the padded 
gunwhale or rubbing strake, holding the glass to the surface of 
the sea. The pearlshell oysters were usually buried under weed 
or lay under ledges, making them practically invisible except to 
the expert eye.171 When the man with the merāyə saw a 
pearlshell oyster he would signal to the rower by tapping on the 
merāyə rim. He would then guide the diver/rower to the exact 
place, and the diver/rower would dive down with his máḥwaš 
‘iron spike’ and dislodge the oyster. These divers rarely used the 
cow-horn fə́ṭām~fíṭəham ‘nose-clip’ of the pearl oyster divers as 
they rarely stayed underwater for long. Guided here and there 
by the merāyə man, the diver would keep going until he was too 
cold and tired to continue. After lunch and a rest, the two 
would shuck their oysters. In general, the ṭawāwīš ‘traders’ had 
little interest in their activities: although some of these oysters 
do have pearls, even of a respectable size, they are generally of 
poor quality and of little value.   

 
171 Inexperienced divers were trained to familiarise themselves with 
the appearance of pearlshell oysters: when a pearlshell oyster was 
sighted by the merāyə man, he lowered a buld (a rock tied onto a 
length of rope) to sit directly on top of the shell to indicate to the 
learner diver where he should go.   
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4.10.2. The Care and Sale of Pearlshell 

Two qualities of pearlshell were recognised. The smaller shells 
(that is, those of immature oysters) sold for the best price be-
cause their mother-of-pearl was pure white and not ‘streaked’, 
while that of the larger, more mature shells had a tendency to 
develop ridges and wrinkles which lessened their value. The 
shells were sold by weight. This meant that to get the best price 
it was imperative to try and to sell them as quickly as possible, 
while they were still damp and therefore heavy. They were sold 
by the raṭl (about 1 lb.) or fərāsilə (about 28 raṭl), and divers 
remember a raṭl of pearlshell selling for a raṭl of dates or cereal. 

If an immediate sale were not possible, the heavy shells 
were taken back home, cleaned, and then stacked in layers in a 
pit dug in the sand, outer shell uppermost and mother-of-pearl 
side face down. They were then covered with a layer of date 
palm fibre matting (ḥāṣir) or sacking (gūnīyə), and the pit was 
watered weekly to keep the shells damp. They were left there 
until the price was right or until the seasonal trade boats ar-
rived, when they were packed into sacks and sold by the fǝrāsilə 
weight.  

If the shells had been kept damp, they were easy to pack 
in neat layers, but if they had been allowed to dry out they had 
a tendency to fracture. Even if carefully watered, the edges of 
the shells sometimes broke off, damaging the mother-of-pearl 
and lessening its value. If a buyer had not been found by the 
time the trade boats were getting ready to leave, the shells were 
bagged up into ṣōṭəli sacks (the large thick ones in which the 
maize from East Africa was packed) and sent with the captain 
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to sell for whatever price he could get. Like all exports, 
pearlshell was subject to the standard 5% export tax.  

5. The Craft of Soqoṭra 

5.1. The Raft (rɛm̄uš)  

In the days of the grandparents of old men alive today, the ma-
jority of Soqoṭri fishermen relied on rafts.172 They rarely strayed 
beyond the shallower inshore waters and could not use the raft 
out at sea to try and catch the larger fish or shark there.173   

 
172 Forbes (1903, xxvii) describes seeing a man on ˁAbd al-Kūri fishing 
“astride a poor catamaran of three narrow logs of wood lashed togeth-
er, with his legs dangling in the water, by which to paddle himself 
about the bay.” And in 1836 Hulton (2003, 30) writes of Tamarida 
(Ḥadibo): “the scene was enlivened by numerous catamarans dancing 
over its bright waters.” Mubārak himself remembered two operational 
rafts in Ḥadibo, three in Sírihin, two in Dišhilinítin and two at Šiḳ 
(Suḳ). There were also others here and there in other fishing settle-
ments of the north coast.  
173 See Agius (2002, 128): “Regarding catamarans, the ramath (pl. 
armāth, rimāth or rawāmith) was the most popular among the Soco-
trans, on the west coast of India, and particularly around the island of 
Sri Lanka. They are still in the memory of many old Omanis in Muscat 
and the Al-Batinah region, who recall the islanders of Socotra calling 
at their ports during the fishing season.… Unquestionably these primi-
tive craft are survivals from antiquity.” And Agius again (2002, 129): 
“We have no information on how the ramath was built; I assume that 
the techniques were fairly universal in the maritime culture of the In-
dian Ocean, and both Edye’s (1835, 4) description of a Sri Lankan cat-
amaran off Cape Camorin, and Hornell’s (1920, 153), of a boat cata-
maran off the Tinnevelly coast, would suffice to give us a general pic-
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5.1.1. Manufacture 

A raft was made by lashing logs together, date palm trunks,174 
large branches of Sterculia (bōhīn), Ficus vasta (ṭiḳ), Commiphora 
ornifolia (íkšə), Zizyphus (s ̣ó́ˀod), or any other light wood availa-
ble on the island—even driftwood. Date palm trunks, Sterculia 
or Ficus were considered to make the best rafts, but these were 
not available everywhere, and sometimes the wood of Euphorbia 
socotrana or Cryptolepis socotrana (both called dōḳəš) had to be 
used instead. Lengths of wood with a natural curve at one end 
were preferred, as the raft should curve upwards at the bow to 
improve its performance in heavy surf conditions. The green 
wood was left to dry out and was then carried down to the 
shore for trimming and assembly. Four logs were needed. Three 
were laid parallel to one another and roped together at the ex-
tremities, commonly with strips of Croton socotranus (mítrer) 
underbark. Further strips were set aside for attaching the fourth 

 
ture of this primitive craft. The raft is formed of 3 logs of timber, some 
20 to 25 feet in length and 2 to 3 feet in breadth, secured together by 
means of spreaders and cross-lashings; the central log is larger than 
the side ones. Hornell explains how these logs are held in position ‘by 
a transverse two-horned block of wood at either end whereto the logs 
are lashed securely by coir ropes passed through grooves cut in the 
sides of the logs.’ It was navigated by one or two men, and we are told 
that the catamaran was good for surfing on the beach. In the monsoon 
a light bamboo yard of 34 feet was placed, balanced with a small out-
rigger at the end of two poles, and using a mat or a triangular cotton 
cloth sail. It was paddled by a double oar.” 
174 On the south coast they are remembered as having been made 
principally from date palm trunks (gōdiˁ, pl. egdóˁo). 
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log once the raft was floating in the sea—a four-log raft would 
normally be too heavy to drag up and down the beach. Slimmer 
poles or spreaders were laid across the logs and strapped on, 
their ends protruding from each side to provide handles for 
moving the raft around. It was said that, looked after careful-
ly,175 a raft could outlast a dugout canoe. 

5.1.2. Paddles (mə́ḳdef, pl. mḳādif) 

The best wood for the shaft (ṭarb di-mə́ḳdef) was hard Ziziphus 
wood, as this floats if dropped overboard (Croton and Zygo-
carpum sink). The circular or square blade (ṣaf di-mə́ḳdef) had a 
protruding tongue or flange and was shaped from planking or 
cut from sheets of plywood, usually driftwood. Four holes were 
bored through the tongue, and this was then laid across the 
shaft and bound in place with cord twisted from locally grown 
cotton, date palm material or imported coir (benj or kǝmbɛr̄i).  

5.1.3. Use 

The rafts were basically platforms from which to fish, to set or 
recover fish traps, or to dive for oysters or other valuable shell-
fish. They were also used as lighters to unload cargo from larger 
boats,176 especially cargo such as metal drums, kerosene tins177 

 
175 Mubārak knew a man, ˁAbd Allāh Ḥadīd, who had a raft which he 
used all his life before passing it on to his son ˀAdīb, and it was still in 
perfect condition. 
176 See Serjeant (writing in 1967, cited in Doe 1992, 171), where he 
describes lighterage dues for dugout canoes in Qalansiyah.  
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or timber which would not be damaged by a wetting. Children 
used rafts to practise working the sea: they were not allowed to 
use a precious dugout or any other fishing gear in workable 
condition in case they damaged it.  

A raft normally took only one fisherman and at least two 
baskets, one for bait and one for fishing gear. Some fishermen 
took a third basket for the catch; others just threw any catch 
onto the lowest point of the raft. The fisherman would sit on the 
middle two logs, well back at the flat stern, his legs doubled be-
neath, heels tilted, and toes bent back on themselves. His basket 
of bait sat behind him, and the baskets of fishing gear and for 
the catch in front, at the bow, where the raft curves upwards. 
Recovering a fish trap was done from the bow: he would haul it 
in to lie directly below the raft and would then walk slowly up 
to the front, causing the bow to sink beneath the water. He then 
manoeuvred the raft so that the bow lay just beneath the water-
logged and heavy trap. Walking slowly backwards brought the 
bow back up again, bringing the trap up with it. He could then 
empty out any fish and set the trap again.  

5.2. The Dugout Canoe (hūri, pl. hwāri) 

The hūri was a double-ended canoe hollowed out from a single 
tree trunk. It was seen as female, like all seagoing craft. Those 
who owned one—or more commonly a share in one—were con-

 

177 Villiers (1940, 56) writes of “ghee in kerosene tins” among the car-
go taken on board at al-Mukallā to go to Africa, and (1940, 94) of 
“ghee in Standard Oil Co.’s rejected containers” being taken on at 
Aden. 
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sidered fortunate indeed.178 The dugouts, often leased out by 
their owners, were used principally by full-time fishermen in 
the permanent fishing settlements of the north coast.179 They 
were also used as lighters to transport goods and passengers to 
and from the trade boats.180 The smaller ones, the most common 
dugouts on the island, were some 12 feet long and crewed by 
two fishermen; the larger ones (such as those that came with 
the visiting pearling dhows) were 18 feet or more in length and 

 
178 Numbers were limited even in Mubārak’s lifetime: his father at 
ˁEyro owned two (but he was regarded as ‘a rich man’), the fishermen 
of Di-Ḥámri had four, those of ˁArírihun and Qáriyah three or four, 
the main fishing area of Qāśẹb 10–12, in each of the village settle-
ments of the Dīḥamś ̣area there were one or two, Ḥadibo had six and 
Sírihin three. His father purchased his first dugout from Di-Sélməho, 
and it cost him five Maria Theresa silver thalers. Compare this with 
Brown (1966, 28) who counted 116 hūri in the main settlements of the 
north coast, but only eight on the south coast, and Huntington and 
Wilson (1995, 3.3), who estimated “350 traditional wooden skiffs on 
the island as a whole.” 
179 The principal north coast fisheries were seen as extending from Di-
Ḥámri in the east to Di-ˁAféro at Raˀs Mūri in the west. 
180 Serjeant (writing in 1967, cited in Doe 1992, 171–72) reports that 
a third of the fee for lighterage went to the owner of the dugout, and 
two thirds to the sailors and the muqaddam of the ship. He also writes 
that: “Lighterage from the vessel to the shore is 2 kaylah measures, a 
kaylah being about 9 raṭls or pounds, on each bag of maize, and an-
other two from the shore to the house or shop, making four kaylahs in 
all. The bag of maize is 210 raṭls, equivalent to 190 qurṣ approximate-
ly. I noted in 1967 that the lighterage on a bag of grain would cost 
about two shillings East African.”  
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were crewed by four to six fishermen.181 Whatever the craft, the 
catch was divided: one share for each fisherman and a share for 
the boat. Thus the catch for a small two-man dugout was divid-
ed into three: one third for the boat, and one third for each of 
the two fishermen. This meant that if the owner was also one of 
the fishermen, he received two thirds of the catch.182 

5.2.1. Purchase 

The majority of the dugouts are said to have come from Mala-
bar (benēbār) in India, reaching the island via Muscat and the 
Gulf.183 A small number were purchased directly from trade 

 
181 Jansen van Rensburg (2016, 116) in his study of the Soqoṭra dug-
out, writes that those he recorded “varied between three to nine me-
ters in length with a beam of one to one and half metres.”  
182 Those who worked on the larger wooden fishing dhows (the sə́dak, 
with a sail but no engine, and the wārra, with an engine) of the larger 
fishing settlements, such as Qalansiyah, had their share calculated dif-
ferently. The crew usually consisted of the captain and five or six crew 
(one of whom was the cook). First, each member of the crew (báḥari) 
had the cost of his food (serkāl: dates, bread, rice, coffee, cooking oil—
the crew caught and shared their own fish) deducted from his share. 
Then the profit from the catch was divided equally among all (the 
captain receiving the same share as his crew), with one share again 
going to the boat for the gear, fuel, lubricants, salt and so on.  
183 Jansen van Rensburg (2016, 101) took samples of the wood of a 
number of dugouts for analysis and records that they were all made of 
teak, Tectona grandis, from India. Mubārak remembered the dugouts 
that came from Africa: he said they were “very heavy, red in colour, 
extremely strong and lasted for a long time.” 
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boats184 coming from East Africa, or from visiting pearlers. 
Dugouts could also be ordered in advance from one of the trade 
boats that visited the island, the purchaser instructing that “the 
shell of the dugout should be fully watertight (wəšár) and not 
crooked (ˁáwəj).” Before a new dugout was launched or any 
work done on it, it was customary to slaughter a goat and 
sprinkle some of its blood inside the dugout. Its skin was then 
tied around the prow and left there until it rotted away.  

5.2.2. Modification on Soqoṭra 

Once on the island, the bare shell was modified by local crafts-
men.185  

Ribs (šilmān). V- or U-shaped ribs were added to brace 
and strengthen the basic shell. The best timber to use was 
Ziziphus or Tamarindus wood. The ribs were shaped by hand and 
nailed into position to the sides of the dugout—sometimes quite 
thin—with nails or with cylindrical plugs of wood or bamboo 

 
184 Villiers (1940, 289) writes about seeing in Muttrah, Oman, a dhow 
from Qeshm Island loaded with 30 dugout canoes from the Malabar 
coast for onward sale. He also mentions that the same ship carried 
“teak logs” and that it was not uncommon for ships’ carpenters to 
make dugout canoes on board to sell en route. 
185 In Mubārak’s father’s lifetime there were a limited number of 
skilled craftsmen (ˀustād, pl. ˀasātidǝ): one in Suḳ~Šiḳ, four in Qāśe̟b 
and four in Ḥadibo. Each ˀustād had his own tools: ránda, ‘hand plane’, 
ḳedōm, ‘adze’, mǝ́ḳdaḥ, ‘bow-drill’ and mínšar, ‘saw’. 
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(bómbwə). The ribs had the added effect of widening the dugout 
by forcing the sides further apart.186 

Keel runner (ferár~biskīn). A runner was nailed to the 
outside of the hull, running from one end of the keel to the oth-
er. This protected the hull and bore the brunt of the wear and 
tear of dragging the dugout up and down the beach. The best 
material for this was bamboo, which was imported in culms, 
each culm making four or five keel runners. If no bamboo were 
available, a slim trunk or a branch of a wood such as Croton 
(mítrer) or Zygocarpum (ḥímiher) was used, split along its length, 
shaped and then nailed to the bottom of the boat with treenails 
of wood or bamboo. The holes for the treenails were drilled out 
with the bow drill (mǝ́ḳdaḥ), imported from Muscat or the Gulf. 
The runner for a smaller dugout needed 15–20 treenails. Once 
in situ, the keel runner was called biskīn.  

Thwarts or crossbeams (ḳāriyə, pl. ḳarāri~ḳǝwāri). For the 
two-man dugout, two planks (lōḥ, pl. ǝlwáḥ, from Arabic) were 
shaped to run from one side of the dugout to the other: one in 
the middle and one at the stern. For the larger four- to six-man 
dugout, four thwarts were made: one at each end, one in the 
middle, and one halfway between the middle and the stern. 
This last had a hole in the centre to take a mast.  

 
186 Jansen van Rensburg (2016, 117) writes about some large dugouts 
of African origin whose hull had been expanded by “cutting two paral-
lel gaps along the hull, and then forcing the gap wider using floor-
framing elements. Several pieces of planking were then hammered in-
to place and caulked with cloth or cotton.” My informants did not 
mention this.  
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Gunwhale. The sides of the dugout were often built up by 
nailing lengths of wood, usually planking, to the upper rim of 
the dugout to make a rough gunwhale. This meant that the in-
ternal šilmān bracing ribs had to be cut back a little. 

Running strake. A length of wood was nailed to the out-
side of the gunwhale to protect the lip of the hull from the 
damage caused by the rubbing of ropes and lines when fishing. 

Rollers (lɛs̄īyǝ, pl. lǝwāsi). To protect the keel of the boat 
as it was pulled to and from the sea or dragged right up above 
the tideline, a set of rollers, usually three, was made. These 
were generally branches of a local hardwood such as Ziziphus or 
the more widely available Ficus salicifolia. When the dugout was 
beached for the monsoon, it was pulled right up the shore, 
turned upside down, and laid across the rollers. This raised it 
above the ground and allowed air to circulate.  

Paddles (mə́ḳdef, pl. mḳādif). These were similar to those 
used for the raft (see 5.1.2. above).  

Mast (də́ḳal). To support the sail in the larger dugout (the 
two-crew dugout did not normally use a sail), a mast of 4–4.5 
durūˁ (the distance from the elbow to the tip of middle finger, a 
cubit) was cut and shaped from a straight piece of any good is-
land timber: Zygocarpum, Chapmannia gracilis, Grewia, Maerua, 
Croton or Ziziphus.  

Sail (śéraˁ). Sails were usually made from the strong, un-
bleached calico (mǝrēkān~bǝrēkān) imported for clothing and 
shrouds. Triangular in shape, it was cut and stitched, the edges 
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doubled over and hemmed with thread teased from the calico 
itself or with coir187 twine. 

Anchor (íngəher or barrūsi). This was usually a rock, one 
with a hole for the anchor rope to go through, or a square-
shaped one around which the anchor rope could be securely 
bound.  

Protective lining (zəfāyər). Lengths of wickerwork, similar 
to the wicker gates made for the home or fold, were made from 
the petioles or leaf-ribs (mížərud) of date palm fronds. These 
were cut to the same length, laid out on the ground and then 
bound at the top, middle and bottom with date-leaf twine 
(aḥtimí di-ḥéṣə). The lengths of completed wickerwork were then 
slung from one side of the dugout to the other, covering the 
wood beneath. This provided a protective lining for the inside 
of the dugout and made a more comfortable surface to sit on. It 
could easily be removed when necessary, and if damaged, was 
straightforward to replace.    

Bailer (mǝgāraˁ~mǝgāraḥ). A bailer was made from half a 
coconut or a hollowed-out knot of wood. 

Other equipment. As well as fishing gear, most dugouts 
carried a stout club for stunning larger fish and shark, a gaff, 
and one or more date palm fibre baskets for bait, fishing gear 
and to hold the catch.   

 
187 Villiers (1940, 289) writes of seeing dhows at Muttrah, Oman, lad-
en with ropes and coils of coir for onward sale. 
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5.2.3. Later Modifications on Soqoṭra 

Rudder (sukkān). Within the lifetime of Mubārak’s father, a 
stern-mounted rudder was added. This was made by local boat-
builders and carpenters and came in two sections, one únṯāˀ 
‘female’, the other ḏikr ‘male’ (Arabic terms). The ‘female’ part 
was fixed to the dugout and went down into the water. The 
‘male’ part, the tiller, was fitted to drop down inside the ‘fe-
male’, and was the part held by the man at the helm.  

Figure 7: Modified dugout, on rollers,  
with outboard engine wrapped in sacking, Mōmi 

Photo © Miranda Morris, 1990s 

Outboard engine (mǝkīnə). When 15hp. outboard engines be-
came available, the dugout had to be further modified to bear 
its weight. A solid block of hard wood was added to the stern, 
giving the dugout a squared-off appearance at the back. The 
outboard engine sat on top of this, and an additional trapezium 
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of wood (šínṭə) was fitted into the stern. The fisherman sat on 
this to steer the boat and work the engine.  

5.2.4. Repairs 

A major crack or split in the wood of a dugout usually meant 
that the owner had to take it to a specialist for repair, as only 
he was likely to have the necessary tools to cut and shape a 
wooden patch and nail it into place. However, a small split or 
crack could be dealt with by the fishermen themselves, caulking 
it by packing it with cotton or imported coir. The fibres were 
twisted (ḥówṣaḳ) into twine which was then plied until a rope of 
the thickness of the crack was achieved. This was then soaked 
in shark liver oil and hammered into the crack until none of it 
was visible from inside or out.188 An alternative caulking mix-
ture was made from the latex extracted from Euphorbia arbuscu-
la (dūr di-ˀímtəhe) mixed with shark liver oil and boiled to make 
a thick paste. The length of rope was tamped firmly into the 
crack, and then the latex and oil paste was smeared over and 
around the filling until the cotton wadding could absorb no 
more. It was then left to set hard: the more oil in the mixture 
the longer it took to harden.  

A minor dent was generally ignored, but a serious one was 
treated by leaving the dugout in water, or repeatedly soaking 
the dented area in water to soften the wood. Once the dented 
area was sufficiently swollen and soft, it was tapped inside and 

 
188 The mixture of fat and sheep wool used for caulking in Hadhra-
maut was not used on Soqoṭra.  
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out with a stone or blunt piece of metal until the dent was con-
siderably reduced.    

If a dugout sprung a leak, some shark liver debris (ṭáḥalə, 
see 5.2.5. below) was scraped from beneath the oil in the shark 
liver drum and rubbed all over the area of the leak to seal it. If 
holed, a piece of hard wood a little larger than the hole was cut 
and shaped until it could be hammered into the hole and firmly 
tamped down. Any gaps were packed with one of the caulking 
mixtures described above.189   

5.2.5. Shark Liver Oil (ṣīfə di-léḥḥīm~ṣīfə di-láxīm) for 
Caulking and Treating Wood 

Experienced fishermen recognised that certain shark had livers 
of the šíbdə type, while others had livers of the ṭáḥǝlə type 
(sometimes called kídwəhe ‘dark-coloured’).190 Only the šibdə 
type of liver was used to make edible oil, while the oil from the 
ṭáḥǝlə type was regarded as inedible.191 It was, however, valua-
ble for more general marine use: for caulking, waterproofing 
and for protecting wood from wood-boring organisms. The liv-

 
189 Jansen van Rensburg (2016, 117–18) mentions repairs being 
stitched in the Ġúbbah area. He reports that along the east coast re-
pairs were nailed and caulked, and in Ḥadibo and Qalansiyah both 
stitching and nailing/caulking were practised.  
190 It took expertise to differentiate between a šíbdə and a ṭáḥalə. To 
the non-expert, one apparent difference is that a ṭáḥalə placed in hot 
sun ‘dries out and wrinkles’ (təzˁíbib), whereas a šíbdə ‘melts’ (ímhi). 
ṭáḥalə is also the term for the shark liver debris that sinks to the bot-
tom of the drum in which the shark liver oil was made. 
191 For edible shark liver oil, see 6.1.6. below. 
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ers of sharks such as the tiger shark or blacktip reef shark were 
not considered suitable for making oil: they were too small, 
‘black’ (ḥə́wro) and ‘lacked fat’ (daḥámo).  

To make the oil, the livers were cut up (nəḳāṣəlsən ‘we cut 
them in slices’), put in an old oil drum (drɛm̄), covered, and left 
in the sun.192 They were not cooked in any way: if they were, 
the resulting oil would dry out very quickly when applied to 
wood so would be of little use. It takes at least a month for the 
livers in the drum to produce oil. After the top-quality oil has 
been removed, what remained (also called ṭáḥǝlə) was left in the 
drum year after year, and just added to as and when fresh livers 
become available. The producers sold the best quality oil by the 
aluminium lidded container called tánkǝ.193  

 
192 šíbdǝ di-léḥḥim nəˁāmər mẽs ṣīfi. nərōgəm ˁis wə-nəˁāḳals bə-šīhum 
śéher, śhéri. ímhi men šīhum di-ḳānə di-drām. ki ḥə́rotk əl-hūri bə-ṣīfi wə-
ˁə́ḳalk tos śéhər, lal kɛb̄ur ˁis, tkósəs ˁafəríro wə-škɛŕo, “We make ṣīfi 
shark liver oil from the livers of shark. We cover them (shark livers) 
over and leave them for a month, two months. They melt from the 
heat of the sun inside the drum. If you rub a dugout with shark liver 
oil and leave it for a month or so (i.e., in the monsoon), when you go 
to check on it, you find it turned a beautiful red colour.” Aḥmad Saˁd 
Taḥkí. 
193 Serjeant (writing in 1967, cited in Doe 1992, 179) reports that the 
aluminium tin (tankah) used for measuring out sharkoil for sale held 
2.5 raṭl. 
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Figure 8: Dugout recently treated with shark-liver oil, east coast 

Photo © Miranda Morris, 1990s 

At least once a month during the fishing season, fishermen 
would rub the dugout inside and out with a wad of cloth dipped 
in the ṭáḥalǝ oil. Before the onset of the monsoon, the oiling had 
to be very thorough or the wood might dry out and crack from 
the months of harsh, drying winds: k-al ḥarótk diɛ ́əl-hūri bə-ṣīfi, 
tištíˀirən, “If you don’t oil your dugout with shark liver oil, it 
will crack.” (Aḥmad Saˁd Taḥkí) Two weeks or so after a suc-
cessful oiling, the wood turns red-brown and oozes droplets of 
oil.  

Shark liver oil was also used for lighting. A fire normally 
provided adequate illumination at night, but to honour visitors, 
to sit up with the seriously sick or to deal with the dead, addi-
tional lighting was needed. Both ṣīfə shark liver oil and ḥámˀī 
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butteroil were used for this.194 A wick (ftīlə) was twisted from 
loosely spun fibre (ímdid) of local cotton or sheep wool. This 
was wound round and round inside a large butteroil storage pot 
(ḳōmə), one end protruding from the narrow mouth through a 
plug of pressed dates. As the wick burned down and the date 
paste plug dried out and peeled away, the wick was gently 
pulled through, any gap in the paste being plugged with damp 
date paste scooped up from below. The smell of shark liver oil is 
unpleasantly strong, especially indoors, and those who could af-
ford it much preferred butteroil. Simpler and quicker lighting 
was produced by filling a shallow clay saucer with shark liver 
oil, coiling a wick around inside it, with one end passing 
through a plug of date paste on the lip (or dampened finger-
millet flour, dəḳīḳ di-bómbə, but this dries out very quickly). 
This was the kind of lighting fishermen often took with them 
when going out to sea at night.195  

5.2.6. Care of the Dugout 

A brand-new dugout had to be coated with a thick layer of 
shark liver oil inside and out before being launched for the first 

 
194 On ˁAbd al-Kūri, the islanders made ṣīfǝ from turtle fat as well as 
from shark livers. This oil was also used for lighting, the lampblack 
providing a koḥl cosmetic for their eyes. 
195 Shark liver oil was also used to treat the very infectious disease of 
livestock, sarcoptic mange, gɛrb. Distressingly, it was also used to cau-
terise the stump when the hand of a persistent livestock thief had been 
publicly cut off as a deterrent. The hand was then suspended in a 
place where it would be seen by anyone passing. 
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time. The very best shark liver oil of all for this first coating was 
ṣīfə ṣal ‘pure filtered oil’; the oils made from sardines or from 
the livers of other fish were of no use for this. Only shark fish-
ermen had ṣīfə, and in the lifetime of Mubārak’s father, it was a 
very valuable and essential commodity and the main reason for 
hunting shark. 

During the fishing season a dugout had to spend some 
time in the water every day, and in addition had to be thor-
oughly soaked in water (tašrīb, from Arabic) at regular intervals 
to soften the wood and make it swell so that any dents or cracks 
could be treated. This was especially important when the craft 
had been standing idle during the long months of the monsoon. 
For a good soaking, the dugout had to be left in water for up to 
four days at a time.  

At the end of summer, before the seas grew rough, signal-
ling the approach of the monsoon, the dugouts were dragged up 
the beach and housed either in specially built stone boathouses 
or under the protection of date palms—anywhere that offered 
maximum shade and shelter from the driving sand and spray.196 
They were left to dry out, and then were thoroughly oiled inside 
and out to protect the wood against the dessicating winds of the 
monsoon. They remained under shelter until the winds changed 
again at the end of the monsoon, and futūḥ ‘the opening (of the 
sea)’, arrived and fishing could start up once more. The dugouts 
were given another good oiling before being taken down to sea.  

 
196 In areas with access to date palms, the monsoon quarters were 
made of palm logs with date palm roofing; the rollers too were made 
of palm logs.  



 Harvesting the Sea in Soqoṭra 569 

Figure 9: Dugout shelter among date palms, north coast 

Photo © Miranda Morris, 1990s 

When not in use, dugouts were normally pulled up on the shore 
rather than being left tied up in the water. However, if an ac-
cumulation of barnacles (dōser), algae (es ̣érīˁo) and other marine 
organisms on the bottom of the dugout was making it sluggish 
and unwieldy, this layer was scraped off (íšrir) with a piece of 
iron. A careful owner would then smear the scraped area all 
over with shark liver oil.  

5.3. Sewn Rowing Boats (śérḥa~śérxa) 

The few sewn rowing boats whose remains were still to be seen 
until recently, rotting on the foreshore, were said to have been 
an import from Oman. They were of different sizes and came 
with the pearling dhows, taking eight, ten or twelve divers and 
eight, ten or twelve oars (sībə, pl. sībāt), the number of divers 
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being equal to the number of rowers. Soqoṭran divers say they 
liked working on the sewn boats because there was much more 
space in them. However, they rarely had the chance to do so, as 
the pearling boats tended to bring their own sailors and divers 
with them. Some of the sewn rowing boats which had become 
too damaged to be of any further use were left behind on the is-
land, and a few were purchased by island merchants from the 
mainland. Local fishermen made use of them until they wore 
out, but they found them heavy, slow and unwieldy, and no one 
properly understood how to maintain or repair them.  

Islanders say that in the days of the PDRY, after 1967, a 
few sewn boats were introduced into the south of the island as 
an experiment. According to Jansen van Rensburg (2016, 115), 
these might have been of a different and lighter make than 
those from the Gulf and Oman, and he was told that a few is-
land fishermen did know how to maintain them, having learned 
how to do this on the Yemeni mainland. However, in the end, 
these sewn boats too were discarded in favour of the dugout.197  

 
197 Jansen van Rensburg (2016, 113–14) refers to reports of a date 
palm frond craft, like the šāša of Oman, seen by Bent in operation on 
the island. Bent (2010, 347–48) writes in 1897 of watching ‘boatbuild-
ing’ at Kalenzia (Qalansiyah) “accomplished by tying a bundle of 
bamboos together at each end and pushing them out into shape with 
wooden stretchers,” and (2010, 357) of seeing ‘catamarans’ in Kad-
houp [Qāśẹb], and (2010, 394) of fishermen at Hawlaf going out “on 
little rafts made of bundles of palm-leaf ribs to drop the traps for fish.” 
However, during his research, Jansen van Rensburg was unable to 
learn anything further about this on Soqoṭra, and no one ever recalled 
such a craft to me.  
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Figure 10: Old stitched boat, south coast 

Photo © Miranda Morris, 1990s 

After 1967, modern fishing skiffs replaced the dugout: fiberglass 
(GRP, glass reinforced plastic) made on the mainland at Shiḥr 
and al-Mukallā, powered by 15hp (or occasionally 25hp) Yama-
ha or Suzuki petrol engines.  

6. Sea Products for Consumption and for Export  

6.1. Sea Products for Local Consumption   

Traditionally many islanders of the interior never ate fish. They 
regarded sea creatures and those who ate them with disdain: 
fish stank; they were not properly (i.e., ritually) slaughtered, 
nor were their eyeballs decently removed before cooking as was 
the custom with livestock. This dislike of fish was particularly 
widespread among livestock herders of the western half of 
Soqoṭra, in the central Ḥágher mountains and by those from the 
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plateau areas behind. Herders who lived closer to the coast and 
had patrons (máḥrif, pl. máḥruf) there, or who regularly moved 
down to the coast in the dry season in search of food, were 
more accustomed to this food (though they were still usually re-
luctant to eat shellfish).  

6.1.1. Distribution and Sale of Fish  

Fresh fish were cooked as quickly as possible after being caught 
and were then covered and set aside until it was time to eat. In 
most parts of the island, fish were given away or bartered.198 In 
the capital area, however, women—the womenfolk of the fish-
ing families or any poor woman—would go down to the beach 
at dawn to meet the returning boats. They would be given fish 
on condition that whatever they managed to get for them in ex-
change (məḳdɛr̄ə ‘maize’, támer ‘dates’, bəṭāṭ ‘sweet potatoes’, 
də́bbə ‘squash’, or other foodstuffs), they would hand over three 
quarters of it to the fishermen, retaining a quarter share for 
themselves.199 Needy Ḥadibo women would walk to the other 
nearby coastal villages to try and persuade fishermen there to 
give them fish to sell, and would then walk the alleyways of 

 
198 See Brown (1966, 27): “There is no cash market for fresh fish, 
which is, if surplus, almost given away... internal trade is wholly bar-
ter; ranging from the firewood-for-fish-offal level at Kallansiyah to 
long established agreements to provide so many pieces of fish against 
a delivery of ghee or dates. As the inland people can get most of their 
protein requirements from their own flocks, however, this is limited.”  
199 This stopped with the arrival of the PDRY government when a cen-
tral fish-market was established in Ḥadibo, where the fish were sold 
by men. 
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Ḥadibo crying their wares: ɛɛ! ɛɛ! ṣodə! ṣodə! “Hey! Hey! Fish! 
Fish!” 

Throwing dead fish or parts of dead fish into the sea was 
frowned on.200 It was seen as polluting and was also said to 
frighten live fish away from the area. 

6.1.2. Fresh Fish 

Fish were eaten roasted, boiled, or cooked slowly in a pit lined 
with hot stones. They were always cooked well away from the 
usual cooking area, often at some distance from the settlement. 
The pots for cooking fish (məḳīśo di-ṣódə or ṣáflaḥa di-ṣódə) were 
likewise kept separately from other cooking pots. The water in 
which fish had been cooked was valued: it was always drunk or 
added to other foods. If fresh water were in short supply, this 
cooking water was used again and again.  

Fish cut in half along their length were described as núsfi, 
i.e., ‘providing two portions’, and when each of these halves 
was further cut in two, ribáˁi, i.e., ‘providing four portions’. The 
prime parts were considered to be the head and any fat. As for 
the head: “We split it open into two halves (nənāṣer). It is given 
to the senior person present or to the guest to suck (mə́kmək), 

 
200 On ˁAbd al-Kūri the rules were very strict: they say that the fish 
around their island feed in ‘caves’ very close to their rocky shore and 
would swim away from any such pollution. All fish must be cleaned 
on the beach rather than in the sea, and any dead fish or fish debris 
had to be heaped in a pile and then burned or buried. For this reason, 
fishermen here never used fish to bait their fish traps, only seaweed 
(see 3.11.5.). 
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gnaw away at (mə́šməš) and chew over (mǝ́šṃǝš)̣, so that he can 
savour (šṭāˁam) the cheeks (gélyud) and the eyes (ˁáyni).” 
(Aḥmad Saˁd Taḥkí) The livers of many fish were highly prized; 
indeed parrotfish (ˁābə or mišḥālə) were always cooked with 
their liver as otherwise they were considered to be rather fla-
vourless. The livers of the triggerfish (Balistidae) and leather-
jacket (Monacanthidae) were considered delicious enough to be 
eaten on their own as a treat. 

Some fish were actively avoided. It was generally agreed 
that one of the worst was the šilāḳə (a ‘fish with an extremely 
large head and pointed nose that can open its mouth extremely 
wide’).201 Other disliked fish were the ḳáššo silversides and var-
ious bóhum surgeonfish (Acanthuridae), which were considered 
to have a truly awful smell both raw and cooked.202 Although 
seen as marginally preferable to the šilāḳǝ fish, these were only 
eaten when there was nothing else. Many fishermen threw back 
immature triggerfish and leatherjackets, scorpionfish (di-ḳáˁnhen 
di-rínhem) (Scorpaenidae), most zaˁmōmǝ ‘puffer fish’ (Tetrao-

 
201 Friedhelm Krupp (pers. comm.): “This might refer to a lizard fish, 
which has an extremely wide mouth. In some areas it is eaten, in oth-
ers not.” On the island it is caught by net or line but is generally dis-
carded or used as bait if nothing else is available. However, šilāḳǝ is 
also a name for the houndfish (Belonidae) or cornetfish (Fistulariidae), 
so this is a puzzle that remains to be solved. 
202 Uwe Zajonz (pers. comm.): “Many fish which feed on microalgae 
and turf algae do not taste good because of material decomposition 
soon after catch, i.e., if not cooled or immediately gutted (with gutting 
and scaling having anyway a limited ‘tradition’ in Yemeni and Soqotri 
fish cooking).”  
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dontidae), gɛm ‘sea catfish’ (Ariidae) with their venomous 
spines203 and the səndūḳi ‘trunkfish’ (Ostraciidae).204 Interesting-
ly the sultanic family and the Sādah were said to have refused 
to eat the śéˀḥer~śéˁher ‘barracuda’ (Sphyraenidae) on the 
grounds, or so it is said, that it too closely resembles a penis. It 
was quite happily eaten by other islanders.    

6.1.3. Preserved Fish: Making mə́ḳədid  

Some fish was preserved by sun-drying to make mə́ḳədid. The 
fish was gutted, and the head and backbone removed, leaving 
the tail in place. The fillets were then lifted off, still attached to 
the tail. If it were a very fat fish, the flesh was scored to allow 
the heat of the sun to penetrate. The fillets were then turned 
back to back, skin side together, and hung by the tail in the sun. 
No salt was added, nor was the fish washed in sea water before 
being processed.205 mə́ḳədid fish kept well and were eaten when 
fresh fish were scarce.  

 
203 Nowadays there is a demand for these fish. Friedhelm Krupp (pers. 
comm): “They have venomous spines, but are edible, though not good 
and often discarded.”  
204 Friedhelm Krupp (pers. comm.): “They are not suitable for human 
consumption, because of their bony carapace. Some species of trunk-
fishes secrete ostracitoxin, poisonous to other fishes.” 
205 This was a popular method of treating the bóhim ‘surgeonfishes’, as 
when dried the reddish flesh no longer smells so bad.  
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6.1.4. Salt (mílḥo) 

Salt was essential for preserving fish, but also for other food, for 
cereal dishes206 and for making the valuable butteroil. Butteroil 
was the islanders’ main trade commodity and both flavour and 
keeping qualities were greatly improved by adding salt when 
clarifying the butter. There were substitutes for salt which could 
be used to flavour meat207 if far from home or temporarily 
without salt, and some living close enough to the coast even 
used seawater in desperation, even though this gives food an 
unpleasantly bitter flavour. However, for making high quality 
butteroil, real salt was absolutely necessary.  

The greatest demand for salt on the island was from the 
fishing community: for preserving fish and shark, only sea salt 
would do.208 Large quantities were used, both to preserve fish to 
eat when the sea was too rough for fishing, and to salt the fish 
which were traded with the boats that plied the East African 
and Arabian coasts.209  

 
206 Like fresh fish, the locally grown finger millet needed little salt. 
However, meat and the staple diet of imported maize (and, later on, 
rice), were considered to be tasteless (ríbaḥ) if cooked without salt.  
207 See Miller and Morris (2004, 17).    
208 As an example of the amounts used and the cost to those living in 
areas without suitable salt: fishermen of the east coast had to fetch 
salt from Qalansiyah or Śyáˁab, and fetching this used up half a drum 
of petrol. Ḥsan Khamīs Taḥkí would buy 28–30 sacks of salt at a time 
to last him three to four months.  
209 Mubārak: “At the end of summer and up to the start of the mon-
soon gales, boats would arrive from East Africa (swāḥil), principally 
bringing cereals. They would purchase fish and salt. At the beginning 
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Most sea salt was produced in areas with a flat, rocky 
foreshore (s ̣ī́s ̣á́ˁa), pocked with shallow depressions. The most 
prolific salt-producing areas were around Di-Ḥamś,̣ Ḥeybaḳ and 
Di-Ḥámri on the north coast, and at Niyt and Śyáˁab in the 
south-west.210 Small amounts could be made by simply carrying 
seawater to one of these, leaving it to evaporate in the heat of 
the sun and then scraping up the salt crystals.211 Another meth-

 
of the summer, boats from Arabia and the Gulf would stop off at 
Soqoṭra on their way to East Africa. They generally arrived empty, 
and they would load up with salt fish and shark and would usually al-
so purchase salt.” See also Serjeant (writing in 1967, cited in Doe 
1992, 164): “At Quṣayˁar when we were there in 1964, probably 
about late February, there was a Dubai jālibūt which brings the shaykh 
from Socotra to Quṣayˁar and takes salt from Socotra to it. The salt is 
sold by the gūniyah bag and would cost about 15 to 16 shillings.” And 
(Doe 1992, 169) about Qalansiyah: “Salt is brought from the area of 
Rās al-Shaˁb cape and lies on the shore in bags. Fish is salted here and 
disposed of locally or sold to the vessels arriving in the port.” 
210 Within living memory, on ˁAbd al-Kūri, the large amounts of salt 
needed for processing their fish was always imported, mostly from 
Śyáˁab in Soqoṭra. The trade boats on their way to East Africa, laden 
with Soqoṭri salt to sell there, would bring it when they called in at 
ˁAbd al-Kūri and trade it for fish. In later years, when the people of 
ˁAbd al-Kūri developed closer relations with the mainland, they im-
ported salt from Aden. Smaller amounts of salt for everyday use were 
scraped from rock pools and seaward-facing caves. 
211 Aḥmad Saˁd Taḥkí about harvesting salt on the east coast: mílḥo? 
šīn mílḥo yíkən šīn men éˀmed di-ḥorf lal ˁáruš géˀerə di-rínhem lə-rīˀ di-
ḳéśrīn bīhin eḳāliṭ. nəbúhud hīhin ˁaf l-iḳśíˁ wə-ˁaf l-igmíd wə-lāṭ nəḥúmur 
mílḥo se men ḥalf, “Salt? We have salt where we live. With us, it’s to be 
found during the monsoon season when the waves splash right up 
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od, said to be very slow but to produce a superior salt, was to 
tip seawater into one or more large wide-mouthed clay pots, 
cover them and leave them in the sun. Over a period of three to 
four days the liquid progressively thickened and finally dried to 
a crust. This method produced more salt than simply evaporat-
ing seawater in rock pools. Salt harvesters say: “The rock drinks 
some of the salt.”  

In areas where salt harvesting was a major commercial ac-
tivity, it was carried out mainly by women, each of whom had 
rights over one or more rock pool (ḳaṭ, pl. iḳāliṭ)—a heritable 
property. Production was heavily influenced by the phases of 
the moon: at times of full moon the pools sometimes over-
flowed, but on moonless days they barely filled. The best time 
to make sea salt was in the hot summer months before the mon-
soon, when it took only two days or so for the heat of the sun to 
evaporate the seawater; at other times of the year, it could take 
two weeks or more. At the end of summer, the tides are at their 
highest and even the pools on the foreshore fill. However, when 
the demand for salt was high, people would go to gather it at 
almost any time of the year. The producers bagged the salt in 
sacks and took it to market by camel or donkey (except for the 
Śyáˁab salt, which was delivered by dugout), and bartered it for 
dates (especially), cereals and butteroil.  

 
over areas of rock which have holes (lit. ‘rock pools’) in them. We 
wait until these dry out and (the salt) hardens, and then we scoop it 
up from where it lies.” 
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Figure 11: Rubbing salt into slashed fish, eastern tip of Soqoṭra 

Photo © Miranda Morris, 1990s 

In some areas of the island, the salt deposited by high tides, 
winter storms or monsoon winds could be scraped directly from 
rocks and sea cliffs. The salt that crystalised around the rim of 
the many brackish lagoons could also be harvested. For exam-
ple, on the east coast, salt was gathered from the upper end of 
the large lagoon at Qáriyah, while on the north coast, the peo-
ple of the Ġúbbah area collected salt from the Di-Kíbšib lagoon, 
whose water level fluctuates daily with the tides. In the absence 
of other salt, pieces of saline crust were pulverised and the 
powder added to water and left to stand until the silt had sunk 
to the bottom of the pot. The salty water was then poured off 
into another pot and was used for cooking fish or meat (though 
never cereals). In the east, this salt was called mílḥo di-ḳárḳǝher 
‘salt of reddish infertile ground.’   
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Different grades of sea salt were distinguished. From 
Śyáˁab in the west came a very hard and discoloured salt; from 
the rock pools at Di-Ḥámri and Bit ˁAbūdəh a good clean salt of 
a quality good enough for human consumption; from Di-Ḥamś ̣
came a very discoloured salt, contaminated by silt and other 
impurities; and from Ḥéybaḳ on the north coast, a good clean 
salt, but this was only available in the monsoon months.  

6.1.5. Fish Fat and Fish Oils (śabḥ di-ṣodə)    

In fish, as with livestock, it was the fat that was the most highly 
valued by the islanders: fish oils are an excellent source of vit-
amins A and D. Fish fat, equivalent to the śēśiyo ‘mesentery fat’ 
in an animal, as well as being called śabḥ di-ṣodə, lit. ‘fish fat’, 
was also called ḥōmə, a diminutive of ḥámˀī ‘butteroil’. In a fish 
in good condition, the fat is said to be of a greyish colour, while 
in a fish in poor condition it is much darker, almost black.  

The best fish for fat were the samōmə ‘groupers’ (Ser-
ranidae). The maˁrɛm̄ə ‘jobfish’ (Lutjanidae) too were said to 
have plentiful fat in the belly, around the liver, in the opercu-
lum (śówḳibi di-ḥot) and around the intestines (míˀḥóytin 
~míˁhóytin). The fat was put on a dish and set on the fire to 
melt, and the oil that resulted was eaten with maize, finger mil-
let or dates. Other line-caught fish with good fat were the zɛk̄ə 
‘sweetlips’ (Haemulidae), said to have ‘two strips of fat between 
the belly and the intestines’ as well as belly fat. The di-ḳénṭəhur 
‘snappers’ (Lutjanidae) are described as being ‘all fat’. As well as 
being heated to produce oil, fish fat was prepared in other 
ways: cut up small, stuffed into the fish’s stomach (ˁángǝher 
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~ˁámgǝher in small fish, ḳādǝl in larger fish and shark), the 
stomach tied or skewered shut. It was then cooked on its own or 
added to the water in which the rest of the fish was cooking.212  

Many considered that the oil extracted from the fat that 
lies just beneath the skin of a leatherjacket (Monacanthidae) or 
closely related triggerfish (Balistidae) was the most nutritious 
food of all, especially for feeding to sickly children. To make it, 
a number of livers were collected213 and cooked over a slow 
fire. The oil that resulted was filtered and kept in a clay pot. 
Added to the dish of pounded shark foetus (ribīs, see 6.1.14. be-
low), it was considered to be a good enough dish to offer the 
most exacting guest. At times of hardship, the livers of many 
other types of fish were cooked in the same way, but only pro-
duced a small amount of oil, and this was usually sucked from 
the fingers there and then, a vital dietary supplement.   

For the islanders of ˁAbd al-Kūri who owned few live-
stock, fish fat was very important. The rich fat (ímyid) of 

 
212 Aḥmad Saˁd Taḳhkí: ˁámgəher di-ṣódə: nəˁāgub ˁámgəher di-ṭárnīk wə-
di-zíhnin wə-di-ráˀḥa wə-ˁámgəher di-ṣódə fáḥerə. ˁámgəher ḳúwder toš dhí 
kǝ-ṣódə. korúmma ḳīhen nəśọ́ˁobš wə-nənōsirš, wə-ki ˁángəher éˀeb, 
nəḥāṣalš, “The fish stomach: we like the stomachs of the ṭárnīk ‘king-
fish’, the zíhnin ‘tunas’ and the ráˀḥa ‘trevallies’—the stomachs of all 
kinds of fish. The stomach is cooked in water along with the fish. If it’s 
a small one, we bite it, nibble away at it with our teeth, and if it is a 
large one, we cut it up with a knife.”  
213 Fishermen of the north coast said that if you had an ˁīdi-type fish as 
bait you could catch any number of ḳarbōbə in the daytime. The red-
dish-coloured kind of ḳarbōbə especially were regarded as good eating 
and were said to have particularly rich livers. 
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maˁsām ‘emperors’, silb and samōmə ‘groupers’ and ṭáˁami ‘snap-
pers’ was carefully melted down and a little salt added. The 
strained oil was stored in a glass or metal container and was 
used sparingly to flavour the basic cereal dish or fed in droplets 
to the weak or sickly to promote good health. Kept in this way 
the islanders say it lasts for a full year.  

6.1.6. Edible Shark Liver Oil for Consumption and  
Medicinal Use (ḥámˀī di-léḥḥīm~xáymi di-láxīm, 
‘shark butteroil’)  

The shark livers used to make edible or medicinal oil were 
called šíbdə, like livestock livers, rather than ṭáḥalə (see 5.2.5.). 
The livers of immature dígil ‘pigeye’, ‘blacktip reef and sandbar 
shark’, or of immature nékkə ‘grey reef shark’ and ‘spottail 
shark’ were preferred, as these produce a pure and palatable oil 
which has little unpleasant smell.  

To make the oil, the livers were cut up and put in a clay 
pot on a slow fire (with no water). They were left to cook down 
until all the oil had risen to the top. The residue was eaten214 
and the strained oil was stored in covered clay pots. It was used 
to flavour the main cereal dish (a porridge of məḳdɛr̄ə ‘maize’ or 
bómbə ‘finger millet’: nəḥóṣərin bis əḳənīyo, “we flavour the basic 
foods with it”). The oil could also be made in the stomach of 
the shark itself: ḳādəl di-léḥḥīm yəˁúmur biš šíbəd di-léḥḥīm kor 

 
214A perfectly palatable oil could be made from the livers of the dan-
gerous nímǝrhən ‘tiger shark’ or dībǝ ‘shortfin mako’, but what was left 
after extracting the oil was discarded, not eaten.  
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tímhi wə-tíkkən ṣīfi. sinɛḿo. w-iśārˁaš bə-ṭarb wələ bə-ˁábəher kor 
indélilin wə-ˁa təmṭáˀš záˁdihim wə-ḥanśīˀo; wə-sāˁa śīnǝn ímhe u-
ber šiš tərí gúmˁati, nāḳafš wə-níṣīlel méyh dhí ṣīfi id mǝngīto wǝlǝ 
bíli, “People put the livers of the shark in the shark stomach to 
melt them down and make ṣīfi shark liver oil. It has a terrible 
smell. It (the stomach with the livers inside) is suspended from 
a stick or crossbeam and left to swing there, out of the reach of 
rodents and crabs. Once we see that (the contents) have melted, 
after about two weeks, we take it down and strain the oil it has 
produced into a small clay pot.” (Aḥmad Saˁd Taḥkí) 

Fishing families who had few livestock and for whom but-
teroil was a rare luxury, would dip dates into this oil and use it 
to flavour cereal dishes. The oil was especially precious when 
times were hard or in the monsoon months when the longing 
for the taste of fish or meat fat was very great.   

6.1.7. Shark Livers  

Like the livers used to make shark oil, edible shark livers were 
called šibdə to differentiate them from the inedible ṭáḥalə livers. 
The livers of very small shark however were more commonly 
called ˁángəher~ˁámgəher, like those of smaller fish. The livers 
were prepared for eating by being placed inside the shark stom-
ach and simmered in water. Pieces of these small, pale livers 
were much liked and were given to sickly children to build up 
their strength.  
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6.1.8. Roasting Sardines, Anchovy and Other Baitfish 
(ḳíbhib di-ˁīdi)  

The small fish were laid on a layer of dry date palm foliage 
(fɛr̄iˁ) or other date palm debris (símilihin). This was set alight 
and, as the fish cooked, they were flicked off the fire (ḥáfśən ‘we 
flick them off’) with a palm-leaf rib (mížərid) and eaten straight 
away. Any leftovers were put in a leather bag or date palm fibre 
basket and hung from the rafters or cave ceiling to be smoked. 
Cooked in this way they were said by Mubārak to keep for up to 
a month: w-al tośọ́l id śéhər, “And they don’t spoil for up to a lu-
nar month.” 

6.1.9. Cooking Fish Underground (mínbihir or níbihir)  

If a lot of good-sized fish had been caught—or just for a treat—
a pit would be dug and a number of fish cooked in this. As this 
takes some time to prepare, a family planning a mínbihir would 
forewarn those they wanted to invite to share their meal.  

A pile of pebbles was collected and an oval pit of a size 
suitable for the number of fish was scooped out and lined with 
a tightly fitting layer of pebbles. Small fires were lit all across 
the base of the pit and left to burn down to ash. Then the whole 
fish—entire, not even gutted—were laid across in a single layer, 
and that layer covered with another thick layer of pebbles. 
More small fires were lit across the top of this layer and then 
the pit was left alone. Fishermen said that even left all night the 
fish would not spoil. The best fish for this sort of cooking were 
good fat ráˀḥa~ráˁha ‘trevallies’ (Carangidae); the second best 
were zíhnin ‘tunas’ or ṭānik ‘Spanish mackerel’; the third best 



 Harvesting the Sea in Soqoṭra 585 

were śéysino ‘rabbitfish’ (Siganidae) or ktif ‘sicklefish’ (Drep-
anidae) and ‘spadefish’ (Ephippidae). Fish with thick, tough 
skins such as the ráˀḥa~ráˁha ‘trevallies’ or the ḥangǝlōlə~ 
ḥaglōlə ‘pompano’ could be cooked in layers of sand or fine 
gravel instead of pebbles.  

A similar method was used to cook small baitfish and was 
called níbihir di-ˁīdi. A date-frond rib or petiole was sharpened at 
one end and used to spit the fish through the eyes. This was 
then laid across a layer of red-hot pebbles. These small fish 
cook very quickly. 

6.1.10. Wet-Salted Fish (māliḥ)215  

To make māliḥ, the fish were filleted, and the fillets cut into 
pieces the size of the hand (called ṣōdə nyáˁasə). A layer of sea 
salt was laid in the base of a clay pot or a lidded aluminium 
tánkə container. A single layer of fillet pieces was laid on top of 
the salt, then came another layer of salt, and so on until the 
container was full. It was then covered and left for at least a 
month before being opened. To eat the fish, the salt was washed 
off and the fish eaten just like that or cooked in a sauce.  

The best fish for this sort of preparation were ṭānik ‘Span-
ish mackerel’, zíhnin or śərə́whin ‘tuna’, and various trevallies. 
Shark of less than an arm’s length were treated in the same 
way, but after removing the gills (láˁnhin) and stomach (ḳādəl).  

 
215 The name māliḥ was given to any salted fish: the whole fish, fillets, 
or fish trunks. 
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6.1.11. Smoking Raw Fish (serīdān)216 

Raw fish were rarely smoked on Soqoṭra. However, divers shiv-
ering with cold after a session at sea used to huddle round a fire 
and smoke leatherjackets or triggerfish: these have a thick, 
leathery skin which protects the flesh inside during smoking. A 
few sticks were broken up and set alight and then cow dung 
(kōbə) was put on top. When all was red-hot, the fish were 
propped on top, not touching the red embers, and left to cook in 
the heat and smoke. They were turned over and over until 
cooked through and were then peeled and eaten. Certain érəḥe 
‘pompano’, ˁírho ‘halfbeaks’ (Hemiramphidae), ‘cornetfish’ (Fis-
tulariidae) and ‘houndfish’ (Belonidae) and ḥárəbo ‘mullet’ 
could also be smoked in this way. Fish smoked like this were 
always eaten straight away: they do not keep.  

6.1.12. Smoking Cooked Fish    

When fish were especially plentiful, the surplus was often 
cooked and preserved by smoking. The cooked fish were opened 
out flat and placed inside a small wicker box (a small and more 
closely woven version of the fish trap) or wicker food-cage 
(ṣərámbīl). This was suspended high above the three-stone fire-
place (míśkel), well out of reach of rodents, crabs or birds, and 
left there for the flesh to harden in the heat and smoke. The 
smoke also protected the fish from flies (idbíbo), maggots 
(taˁālǝ), hornets (ˀídbəhir), beetles (di-ˀísto~dísto) and the di-
ḳeśˁāmo and gišáˁmihin ‘beetles’. When they wanted to eat some, 

 
216 Also, the term for the onboard fireplace (see 3.15.1.). 
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people just took a fish out of the cage and broke off a níbihil ‘ti-
ny piece’ or a náˁasə ‘chunk’ and chewed away at the hard flesh. 
The flesh could also be pounded with a stone and the softened 
fibres mixed with cooked cereal.  

6.1.13. Fish Roe (íbḳəhal di-ṣōdə,217 ‘fish eggs’, mínḳəhil  
or nɛḳ̄il)218  

Fish roe was liked by many fishing families. Most preferred the 
roe of small fish, but those of larger fish such as érəḥe ‘pompa-
no’, sínsul ‘marlin’ and other ‘billfish’ (Istiophoridae) or maˁrɛm̄ə 
‘jobfish’ were also eaten. The roes were boiled or roasted in hot 
ash. The pale fatty tissues often found next to the roe, ráḥal, 
were not eaten, though it was noticed that when they were 
boiled in water the water turned white.  

6.1.14. Cooking Shark Foetus (ribīs) 

A much-liked dish was made from a shark foetus or a newly 
born shark of one to two days with its navel cord still attached. 
Such young shark are rich in fat and are called rɛś̄i. The head, 
fins and tail were removed, and the trunk cut into pieces. These 
were boiled and, once cooked, the skin and bones were re-
moved, and the flesh rubbed to a rough paste in a little water. 
This was then squeezed as dry as possible and added to a pot in 
which some of the shark’s liver had been set to melt (but not 

 
217 The eggs of birds, reptiles and turtle are ḳaḥélihin, pl. ḳaḥélǝhān. 
218 mínḳəhil di-ṣōdə di-ḳīhen šker meš ṭaˁm mən ṣōdə di-éˀeb, “The roe of 
small fish tastes particularly good, better than that of large fish.” 
Aḥmad Saˁd Taḥkí. 
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too much liver, or the flavour of shark oil would be too strong). 
The contents of the pot were mashed and pounded together and 
then served. If no liver were to be had, the paste was added to 
whatever cereal was available.  

6.1.15. Cooking Immature Rays and Parrotfish  

Immature (one or two weeks old) ṣaṭīˁo ‘whiptail stingrays’ 
(Dasyatidae) and parrotfish (ˁābə or mišḥālə) came to fish traps 
in great numbers in the summer months, and they were pre-
pared in a particular way. They were gutted, skinned, the head 
removed, and the liver set aside. The flesh was added to cold 
water, brought to the boil, and mashed against the side of the 
pot as it cooked. Once cooked, the contents of the pot were 
strained (saving the water), salted, and then squeezed hard until 
as dry as possible. The liver was then cooked slowly on a slip of 
pottery, and the oil that oozed out was added to the dry flesh 
and stirred in before eating.  

6.1.16. Spiny Lobster (śerīḥo~śīraḥ, pl. śériyaḥ~śírxa,  
pl. śīrax)    

Sometimes caught in fish traps, spiny lobsters were eaten by 
many fishing families, either roasted or boiled. However, some 
disliked the idea of eating any sort of crustacean and would on-
ly use the lobsters as bait. On the island of ˁAbd al-Kūri they 
were considered good food and men dived to catch them. 
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6.1.17. Squid, Cuttlefish (ˁáṭerhe~ˁateráyə) and Octopus 
(térǝbaḥt)  

Squid, cuttlefish and octopus were hung up to dry and, once 
dry, cut into small pieces. These were softened by beating and 
then cooked in water, with added turmeric (kérkem) if there was 
any.  

6.2. Processing Fish219 for Export  

In earlier times the key export of fishermen was salted fish and 
shark, mainly traded to the East African markets.  

6.2.1. Dried Salted Shark (māliḥ)  

In the lifetime of Mubārak, his parents and grandparents, the 
only fish exported from Soqoṭra were salted and sun-dried ones. 
These were traded to the East African markets. There were 
three types: shark; the kánda~gyaḥš group of fish, mainly em-
perors and sweetlips (see 6.2.3.); and various tuna and large 
trevally. When there was a surplus of such large fish, they were 

 
219 Martin and Martin (1978, 51) report that of the 1970 imports into 
the old port of Mombasa carried on foreign dhows, the principal one 
was dried salted fish, the second salt, and the third dried shark. They 
also write: “The dried salted fish comes mostly from Arabian ports 
such as Sehut, Ghidha, Jazir and Shihr. The next most important place 
was Aden. Socotra and Kismayu (especially during the months of Oc-
tober, November and December, when other foreign dhows do not 
come into Mombasa) also supplied large quantities of dried and salted 
fish for the Mombasa market and Tanzania.” 
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salted and dried for home consumption, rather than set aside 
until the trade boats arrived.  

Once a shark had been brought ashore (and some shark 
took four or more men to carry them), it was gutted, the fins220 
and head removed, and the trunk opened out flat. The flesh was 
slashed, salt rubbed in, and the trunk put in a place of shade 
until it stopped leaking moisture. It was then taken down to the 
sea, washed, and laid out to dry in the sun. It was opened out 
flat, skin side uppermost, so that any liquid that seeped out 
would soak into the ground. Once the upper surface was dry, it 
was turned over to lie flesh-side uppermost. Once completely 
dry, the trunks were stacked in piles and kept under cover.  

6.2.2. Dried Salted Large Fish (māliḥ) 

zíhnin ‘tunas’, ráˀḥa~ráˁha, dāfin and ṭamákərə ‘trevallies’ (Ca-
rangidae) were gutted, opened out flat, the flesh scored length-
ways, and salt rubbed in. After this, they were folded shut and 
stacked in the shade, head to tail, or left spread out for a day in 
the shade before being closed up and stacked. Fishermen say 
that: ‘All fish prepared in this way must never see the sun’.  

The valuable ṭānik~ṭárnāk ‘Spanish mackerel’ or kingfish 
were prepared slightly differently. The gills (láˁnhin) and en-
trails were removed, some fishermen leaving the head on, oth-
ers cutting it off. The fish were opened out flat along the spine 

 
220 Before the market for them was known on Soqoṭra, shark fins were 
discarded. Later, the fins were salted, dried and kept back for the 
traders, who sorted them into two types: one the dorsal fins and the 
other the ventral and pectoral fins, each having its own price.   
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and then stacked under cover, one above the other, the head 
end higher than the tail end so that any exudate would drip 
downwards. Once the fish started to ooze a reddish oil, they 
were folded shut and stacked head to tail, under cover and 
preferably in a place open to the sea breezes. After about a 
month they would started to ooze oil again, those at the bottom 
of the stack becoming saturated with it.221 If it rained at this 
stage, the fish came to no harm, but if they got wet before being 
fully saturated with oil, they had to be taken out one by one, 
examined carefully, and more salt rubbed into any damp parts. 
These were very valuable fish and fishermen took great care of 
them.222  

6.2.3. Dried and Salted Medium-Sized Fish (kánda  
or gyáḥš) 

gyaḥš is the name given to a group of inshore fish described as 
‘white rock fish with scales’, mainly emperors (Lethrinidae) and 
sweetlips (Haemulidae). These fish were most readily caught 
late in the day, from the early afternoon (ˁaṣr) to sunset (máˁrib) 
and later. Fishermen say: “If there is a good moon, these fish 
feed the night long.” Once salted and dried, they were known as 
kánda, by traders and by many full-time fishermen.  

 
221 Mubārak said that if you peeled a fish from the bottom of the pile it 
would make a great tearing, sticking sound. 
222 The sweet flesh of these was much liked by children. They would 
stealthily pick small pieces off the fish to eat, “just as they do with 
sugar today.” 
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The best of all for salting and drying were the kteb, 
máˁsam, ḥídǝher and fṣáḥan ‘emperors’. The fish were gutted, the 
head, tail and backbone removed, and the trunk split from top 
to bottom. They were then laid out flat, the flesh scored, and 
sea salt rubbed in. Then the fish were folded shut and stacked 
head to tail in the shade and left to drip for two or three days, 
or until they stopped leaking moisture. They were then opened 
out again and washed in the sea. Afterwards they were laid to 
dry in the sun, opened out flat. Once dry they were folded up 
again and stored under cover until the trade boats arrived.  

Figure 12: Storing dried and salted fish in shade, Mōmi 

Photo © Miranda Morris, 1990s 

For eating, the pieces of salt fish were reconstituted in water 
and then pounded with a cereal to make a nutritious porridge. 
Alternatively small strips of dried salted flesh were torn from 
the carcass and eaten with dates. 
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6.2.4. Cooked Dried Fish (ḥanīṭ~ṣodə máḥnīṭ)  

Islanders say that it had long been customary, when there was a 
surplus of fish but inadequate salt, to preserve fish for home 
consumption by cutting them into chunks, cooking these and 
then sun-drying them. Doing so for export only started in Mu-
bārak’s lifetime. Such a demand arose for this that even the rich 
seas around the uninhabited island, Darsa, were visited to catch 
fish to preserve in this way. In October, and again in April–May, 
when the seas were calm enough, men would go to Darsa and 
fish there. They processed their catch into ḥanīṭ onshore, but 
never spent the night on land, due to the high number of rats, 
the absence of water and the lack of suitable shelter.   

The most valuable were the zíhnin (called tǝméd by pur-
chasers) and śǝrǝ́whin (called sáhwa by purchasers) ‘tuna’. Vari-
ous of the larger ṣódə di-ḳéśˀur ‘rock fish’, were also processed in 
this way, fṣáḥan, kteb, ḥídǝher and bígəhel ‘emperors’223 and, of 
the smaller fish, the śéysino ‘rabbitfish’ (see 6.2.5. below). Other 
fish such as the máˁsam ‘emperor’, maˁrɛm̄ə ‘jobfish’, samōmə 
and ḥálḥal ‘groupers’ and ṭáˁami and ḥínḳəhon ‘snappers’ were 
made into ḥanīṭ but their trade value was much less.  

The fish were gutted, the head, backbone and tail re-
moved, and the trunk cut across into chunks. A metal drum 
(bə́rmīl or drām) or aluminium pot with a screw-top lid (tankǝ) 
was set up on the three firestones and filled with seawater or 
brackish lagoon water. When it came to the boil, the chunks of 

 
223 These fish were said to be ‘extremely nervous’, quick to dart away 
at the least movement or if one of them was hooked.  
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fish were dropped in and left to cook until the fire died down. 
Then one of the firestones was removed to tilt the cooking pot 
to one side, so that the cooking water could be poured off. 
When the chunks were cool enough to handle, the skin was re-
moved, and the chunks of flesh laid out in a single layer on a 
bed of stones covered with palm-rib wickerwork (zífənə) and 
palm fronds (fɛr̄iˁ). The pieces had to be turned at regular inter-
vals. Old bits of fishing net were propped up on sticks over the 
pieces of drying fish to protect them from gulls and other birds, 
and a child was usually set to guard the fish from cats, chickens, 
livestock and so on. Only once the chunks developed cracks and 
started to split open were they considered to be completely 
dry—if at all damp they would not keep. If the season for the 
trade boats was near, the pieces of dried fish were stored in 
sacks in caves. Otherwise, they were stored under cover, lay-
ered with ash as an insecticide, the best being that from burning 
Croton socotranus wood. The dried fish were sold by the sackful, 
not by weight. By the 1990s, dried Spanish mackerel (see 
6.2.2.) and shark were fetching higher prices than the ḥanīṭ fish, 
an unwelcome development for fishermen. 

6.2.5. Rabbitfish (śéysino~śīsínə)    

Rabbitfish were caught in fish traps in great numbers during the 
months of the monsoon and were dried for home consumption. 
Later on, in Mubārak’s lifetime, a demand arose from overseas 
for dried rabbitfish. The fish were cooked in seawater, split 
open, the head, tail, innards, and backbone removed, and the 
fillets dried in the sun with the same care as the ḥanīṭ fish above 
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(see 6.2.4.). They were then stored in sacks under cover to 
await the arrival of the trade boats. 

6.2.6. The Storage of Dried and/or Salted Fish 

Processed shark and other fish were stacked inside caves, or in 
shelters (ˁarīš) constructed from date palm or stone, built to be 
as waterproof as possible. The valuable dried fish were inspect-
ed regularly. A major problem was the di-ˀísto~dísto ‘beetles’, 
particularly if insufficient salt had been used or if any damp had 
penetrated the fish shelter. One di-ˀísto~dísto was winged and 
regarded as relatively harmless, but the other, described as 
‘bristly and very smelly’—probably maggots or other insect lar-
vae—were said to cause great damage.224 If any were seen, they 
were rubbed off with a further application of salt. The problem 
of rats, however, seems to have been insoluble, and the waste 
and spoilage caused by them was extensive. 

7. Conclusion 

It can be seen from the foregoing that the Soqoṭran islanders 
were diligent and inventive in their harvesting of the sea. Alt-

 
224 Krupp and Hariri (1999, 3.4) reported that “No bleeding of fish at 
sea prior to landing is carried out; consequently ammonia levels are 
high. The preference for large sharks means that mercury and other 
heavy metals in the meat is a cause for concern. The amount of salt 
used to desiccate the large shark carcasses is so large that salt penetra-
tion into the meat results in an inferior product. The heaps of shark 
trunks are not well ventilated and storage procedures are such that 
losses due to infestations by fly maggots and rats are reported to be 
high.” 
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hough the marine creatures available varied around the island, 
the methods of harvesting them were similar everywhere. Out-
side the chief settlements of Ḥadibo and Qalansiyah, where a 
limited market for their catch existed, fish and other sea prod-
ucts were used as barter or freely given to those in need. Only 
the fish suitable for salting and drying were kept back for pro-
cessing to trade with visiting boats. Links were forged with non-
fishing islanders: islanders from the interior came down to the 
coast to live beside fishing families to eat what the sea provided 
at times when their animals were unproductive, and fishing 
families reciprocally turned to herding families of the interior 
for sustenance at times when the sea had little to offer.  

With the development of the fisheries sector this picture 
has changed. Fishermen are now regarded as the fortunate ones, 
with a valuable product in high demand, while the stockmen of 
the interior struggle to make ends meet. The former market for 
livestock products has collapsed, their butteroil, hides and 
sheep wool cloth replaced by imported vegetable oils, plastic 
goods, and other factory-made materials.  

The seas surrounding Soqoṭra are potentially extremely 
rich, but fishermen today are faced by new problems of stock 
depletion. This is due both to local overfishing of key species, 
and to uncontrolled access to Soqoṭri waters of commercial 
trawlers from elsewhere. The fisheries will have to be carefully 
managed if they are to provide a sustainable livelihood for the 
islanders.  
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8. Texts225  

8.1. Descriptions and Processes 

8.1.1. Shoaling of Fish (iˀirīfi)  

íˀirīfi tíkkən šīn men ˁīdi ki dilāḳo wə-ˁīdi mes šem šīn sɛl̄i. sɛl̄i ki 
dəláḳo igúdiḥin ˁis ṣōdə tyóˀo ṭānik, tyóˀo zíhnin, ráˀḥa, ṭamákərə, 
śərə́whin, dāfin. w-ifōgiś bis. korúmma fə́guś bis bə-rínhem nəˁāmər 
ˁis ‘iˀirīfi’. “ḥar fogś bə-ṭaḥ.” nəṭúhur nəšáˁarok.  

The ˀirīfi shoals of small sardine-type baitfish occur with us 
when there are large numbers of them. This (kind of) sardine-
type fish we call sɛl̄i ‘Gulf herring’. When there are a lot of sɛl̄i, 
large predatory fish such as the ṭānik ‘Spanish mackerel’, the 
zíhnin ‘tuna’, the ráˀḥa and ṭamáḳərə ‘trevallies’, the śərə́whin 
‘tuna’ or the dāfin ‘trevally’ circle around them, herding them 
into a tight shoal, feeding on them. If there is a great splashing 
frenzy like this in the sea (fogś) we call it ˀirīfi. “Today there is a 
fogś ‘feeding frenzy’ close inshore.” We set off to sea to fish.  

w-iˀirīfi ṭiy nəˁāmər his “gə́doḥo ḥar.” wə-korúmma gə́doḥo, 
korúmma kān fogś wə-širḳóḥo ˁīdi ter di-ḥáməhul wə-míˀsilin mes 
šem iˀirīfi gə́doḥo.  

And one kind of ˀirīfi we call gə́doḥo: “There’s a gə́doḥo today.” If 
there is a gə́doḥo, if there is a great foġś ‘feeding frenzy’ and the 
small fish are driven right up above the tideline and around the 
rocks revealed at low tide, this is called ˁirīfi gə́doḥo.  

 
225 A = < Arabic. 
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wə-šem di-gə́doḥo ṣōdəki ṣāmə wə-ˁīdi ki ṣāmə men nháfs. w-iyhé 
bíśi d-išaˁríkiš. mes šem “gə́doḥo ḥar iˀirīfi.” tíkkən šīn iˀirīfi men ter 
di-ṣerébhən. márra tədāluḳ šīn iˀirīfi wə-márra tḥerér. 

And the name gə́doḥo is (also) given to fish which wash up 
dead, or to sardine-type fish when they just die of themselves—
no one would go to sea to fish for them. It’s called gə́doḥo ḥar 
iˀirīfi ‘today ˁirīfi gə́doḥo’. With us, the ˀirīfi usually arrives at the 
beginning of the ṣerébhən season.226 Sometimes there are many 
ˀirīfi and sometimes only a few. 

8.1.2. Fishing with a Cast Net 

nəˁōdif ṣōdə men éˀmed di-ḥorf, di-ṣerébhən, (di)dyōti… wə-déher 
nəˁōdif. ṣōdə d-iˁúdof: nəˁōdif tyóˀo kílibə, ḳáššo, gɛš̄aˁ, ˁafəríro, sɛl̄i, 
ˁáyho, míriməher, ḳanśáˁa, ḥərə́bo, di-míḳəhor, ˁaskə́do, ḳarbóbə. 
wə-ṣōdə fáḥərə ḥálḳeḳ nəˁúdifš.  

We use cast nets for fish during the monsoon months, in the 
ṣerébhən season that follows, in the dyōti season in the summer 
months… we use cast nets all the time. The fish we use cast nets 
for: we cast for fish such as kílibə ‘sprats’, ḳáššo ‘silversides’, 
gɛš̄aˁ ‘sardines’, ˁafəríro ‘hawkfish’, sɛl̄i ‘Gulf herring’, ˁáyho ‘tre-
vally’, míriməher ‘lizardfish’, ḳanśáˁa ‘goatfish’, ḥərə́bo ‘mullet’, 
di-míḳəhor ‘butterflyfish’, ˁaskə́do ‘damselfish’ and ‘clownfish’, 

 
226 After the monsoon ends and before the ṣɛrb winter season comes in, 
around October. 
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and ḳarbóbə ‘triggerfish’ and ‘filefish’. And we use the cast net 
for all the ḥálkik inshore kind of fish.227  

b-ínyəhem nəˁōdif? kílibə, ḳaššo wə-gɛš̄aˁ ṭaṭ méyhin máˁdif wə-ṭiy 
méyhin ˁayn. ˁayn men ˁāḳer tyóˀo násfə di-ṭífher əw tyóˀo ṭífher di-
míbərhe.  

What do we use to net the fish? The net for the kílibə, ḳáššo and 
gɛs̄aˁ small fish is the same, the same size of mesh: a mesh the 
size of half a fingernail or a child’s fingernail.  

sɛl̄i wə-ˁafəríro méyhi máˁdif ṭad meyḥ ˁayn, təˀōkib ˁiš íṣəbaˁ. 
ḳanśáˁa wə-ˁáyho təˀékibo ˁiš tərí iṣbáˁi. ˁáskə́do wə-di-sébaḳ biš 
men ṣōdə de di-kíˀi tōkəbən ˁiš árbaˁ iṣābiˁ.  

The net for the sɛl̄i and ˁafəríro fish is the same: a mesh size 
which would take a finger. For ḳanśáˁa and ˁáyho fish the mesh 
is of a size that would take two fingers. For the ˁaskə́do and oth-
er similar fish, the mesh is of a size to take four fingers. 

wə-máˀdif men ˁáḳer xamsA durūˁ meyh ṭūlA, wə-ˁášeraA durūˁ wə-
ˀīno xamstˁášerA dəráˁ. wə-ˀīno ṯinˁášerA dəráˁ meyh ráḥabo men fer 
ˁaf fer. máˁdif ḳúwnaḥ tuš men ḳaˀ libīni, mes šem ġāzəl líbəhān. 

 
227 ṣōdə ḥálkik: as ḥáyhal ‘grouper’, míḳəhor ‘butterflyfish’, ˁáskə́do 
‘damselfish’ and ‘clownfish’, ṣáfrer ‘butterflyfish’, ḳanśáˁa ‘goatfish’, 
ˁáržəb ‘ladyfish’ (Elopidae) and ‘robust silverside’ (Atherinidae) and 
‘small-scale bonefish’ (Albulidae), ḥərə́bo ‘mullets’ (Mugilidae), bɛh̄er 
‘Indo-Pacific tarpon’ (Megalopidae) and ‘milkfish’ (Chanidae), mišḥālə 
‘parrotfish’, ḳarbōbə ‘triggerfish’ and ‘filefish’, ḥaglɛl̄ə ‘largespotted 
dart’ and ‘smallspotted pompano’ (Carangidae), ṣeymhéro ‘Indian 
threadfish’ (Carangidae), širéˁe ‘wolf herring’, līhun ‘grouper’.  
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wə-ḳúwnaḥ tuš bə-saḳáṭeri w-al fáḥerə éˀefo khel: bíśi di-kāl kal 
fəlān wə-fəlān ṭíḥḥi. 

And a cast net is five də́raˁ228 or ten də́raˁ in length, and there 
are some of fifteen də́raˁ length. And there are some which are 
twelve dəráˁ wide from edge to edge. A cast net is knotted from 
white thread called ġāzəl líbəhan ‘white cotton’. It is knotted in 
Soqoṭra, but not everybody knows how to do it: only so-and-so 
or so-and-so of the men of the coast know how to do it. 

8.1.3. Fishing with a Larger Net (śígihir) 

izīˁa dihé mśígəhur wə-lāṭ yímdid túyhin bə-rínhem wə-yəˁāmer 
hīhin barrūsi, ṭad bə-nyaṣf wə-ṭad bə-nyaṣf. wə-yəˁāmer keréb ker 
ḳayd men ˁālə wə-yəśɛr̄aˁ s ̣á́mdə dhí máśgir. wə-lāṭ yəˁāḳal ˁaf 
ḳarérə. wə-lāṭ kɛb̄ur ˁeyh, yaˁtúbər ˀíno ṣōdə wələ bíśi. 

He picks up his mśígəhur229 nets and then he stretches them out 
in the sea and adds stone weights (i.e., as anchors), one at one 
end and the other at the other. He puts floats230 all along the 
upper rope of the net, and he suspends bait from (the base of) 
his míśgir net. And then he leaves it until the next day. And then 
he goes back to check on it, to see if it has caught any fish or 
not. 

 
228 dəráˁ, span from the tip of the elbow to the tip of middle finger, a 
cubit.  
229 A type of basic drift net laid between the shore and the sea at right 
angles to the shore. 
230 keréb, usually the stubs of date palm branches. 



 Harvesting the Sea in Soqoṭra 605 

8.1.4. Going in Search of Fish (ˁígihel)231 

ḥéyhi… éˀefo šīn w-əmbūriye iḳéˁed ṭaḥ wə-rīˀihin éˀefo: “ˀíno di-
ˁə́ṭab men hwɛr̄i ḥar?” d-iˁúmur ˀíno wələ bíśi. ki ˀíno irúˀuhon “mān 
di-ˁə́ṭab?” ˁə́mur: “ˁə́ṭab fəlānA wə-fəlānA.” iṭóhur w-iḥōgir bə-
máˁləhe ˁaf l-igdáḥ ˁaig dé di-ˁə́ṭab rínhem.  

A person… with us people and children go down to the coast 
and ask people: “Did any of the dugouts go to sea today?” They 
say yes or no. If there have been (dugouts going to sea) they’ll 
ask: “Who has gone out to fish?” They’ll say: “So-and-so and so-
and-so.” They go off and watch from a high vantage point to see 
when the man who went out to fish comes back. 

yəˁágəl ˁiš, yə́wṣal ˁiš bə-dhí bə-hūri, yəˁōlə šiš, wə-yənúkiˁin hiš 
ləwɛs̄i di-ˁúwlə ˁísən hūri. ki ˀíno ṣōdə, zúwgud hiš. ki bíśi, yiktínaḥ.  

He goes to meet the craft coming in; he helps him with his dug-
out, pulling it up the beach, or fetching the wooden rollers on 
which the dugout is dragged up the beach. If there are fish, he 
will be given some, and if there are none, he goes back home.   

zígid hiš ṣōdə, ṭaf ˁiš ḥot ki ˀíno ṣōdə. ki bíśi ṣōdə kal di-ḥerírhən, 
yəṣālib w-iṭáf ˁiš náˁsə wələ náḥa wələ ˀamt wələ riˀ wə-šébəhur. ki 
də́laḳ ˁágihul wə-ṣōdə šị̄yur, išódiyin túyhin dhí men ṣōdə: kal ṭád 
naˁsə naˁsə. wə-ki də́laḳ ṣōdə, ṭaf ˁīhin men ḥot ḥot, wələ men ˀamṭ 
ˀamt, wələ men gāšəl gāšəl. 

He gives him fish. He gives him a good-sized fish if there are 
any. And if there are only a few fish, he cuts one up and gives 

 
231 ˁágəl ‘to go to meet a fishing boat as it comes back to shore in the 
hopes of being given some fish’.  
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him a chunk, or a half, or half a fillet cut lengthways, or the 
head and the backbone. If there are a lot of people waiting to be 
given fish and the fish are few, he shares the fish out between 
them: each gets a piece. And if there are plenty of fish, he gives 
them each one good-sized fish, or each one half a fish, or half a 
fillet, or each one more than a half. 

di-škɛr men ṣōdə? śōḳib ki ˁə́ṭam. wə-ṣōdə al ṭaṭ meyh ṭaˁm fáḥerə: 
ṭānīk ṭad mes ṭaˁm, ráˀḥa ṭad meyh ṭaˁm. wə-fáḥerə ṣōdə šiš dhí 
ṭaˁm men éˀeb wə-men ḳīhən. śōḳib škɛr meš ṭaˁm, tyóˀo ṭānik wə-
tyóˀo ráˀḥa, tyóˀo dāfin, tyóˀo zíhnin, tyóˀo ṭamákərə, tyóˀo šmáḥlil. 

Which bit of the fish is best? The upper part, if it is a fat fish. 
And not all fish taste the same: the ṭānik ‘Spanish mackerel’ has 
one flavour, the ráˀḥa ‘trevally’ has another flavour: each fish 
has its own flavour, be it large or small. The upper part tastes 
very good in a fish such as a ṭānik ‘Spanish mackerel’ or a ráˀḥa 
or dāfin ‘trevally’ or a zíhnin ‘tuna’ or a ṭamákərə ‘trevally’ or a 
šmáḥlil ‘rainbow runner’. 

korúmmma ˀíno šiy ḥāliṭ wə-ˁēyik əl-šɛš̄i tuš, ṭaf ˁiš riˀ wə-śōḳib: 
də́laḳ bíhi ṭaˁm ˁan níbihil dyáḥśiš. 

If I have a guest and want to give him the very best part, I give 
him the head and the upper part of the fish. They have the best 
flavour, better than any other part of a fish.   

8.1.5. Catching Fish in Lagoons by Stunning Them with 
Euphorbia arbuscula Latex (šɛb̄ir di-ḥor) (i) 

ˁəwyéghən ṭad díkir éˀefo d-izōnig ˀimɛt̄i wə-ríˀiš, ˁúmur: “idyóˀo 
ifōnə d-izínig ˁáṣyub di-ˀimɛt̄i?” ˁímir: “šābir bə-di-ḥōr kor išrāḳaḥ 
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ṣōdə əd terr.” w-ihērihin ˁəwyéghən yaˁtúbur ˀiném d-íkin. ə́ḳdem 
ˁéyhin tyóˀo yəḥósilin wə-yəḳāṣilin bə-ˀíṣerhe dhin ˀímtəhe di-ḳānə 
dhin di-ḥōr.  

A boy remembered people carrying loads of ˀímtəhe ‘Euphorbia 
arbuscula’ on their backs, and he asked, he said: “Where are 
they taking the branches of Euphorbia arbuscula trees off to?” 
They replied: “They are going to put plant toxins in the lagoon 
to stupefy fish and bring them out of the lagoon onto the land.” 
The boy followed them to see what would happen. He watched 
them slashing the branches of their Euphorbia arbuscula shrubs 
(to make the latex flow) and lopping off (the leaflets) with their 
knives (and dropping them) into their lagoon. 

wə-ˁémer ɛ-ṭhíṭšin: “ḳarérə gōdiḥin fáḥere lal šərāḳaḥ šām.” w-iyhé 
gídaḥ šīhin wə-kisə ṣōdə, ˀíno di-ṣāmə wə-ˀíno d-izə́ḳzəḳ wə-ˀíno d-
igúttir. wə-díbil éˀefo dhin ṣōdə w-ízˁim. ˀíno nhɛrhinítin d-ízˁim di-
šɛb̄ir dhín bə-ḥōr.  

And they said to one another: “We’ll all come tomorrow at sun-
rise.” And he went with them and found fish: some already 
dead, some still flapping about and some behaving as if they 
were dizzy. And people gathered up their fish and waited. The 
plant toxins stayed in their lagoon for some days. 

w-éˀefo ikɛb̄ur w-ilōḳaṭ w-īti dhin ṣōdə dé di-šibér bih. wə-bíśi bīhin 
di-gúˁur w-ol ḥúbur ḳéyri w-iyhé ˁəwyéghən ḳeb meš dé ṣōdə wə-té 
men ḳíder. 

And people came and checked (on the lagoon) and gathered up 
and ate the fish that had been stupefied by the latex. And none 
of them fell ill (as a result) and everything was fine. As for the 
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boy, he roasted some of these fish and ate some that had been 
cooked in water.  

wə-šɛb̄ir šīn yəˁúmur men éˀemed di-ḥorf wə-rínhem dimɛŕo. ṣōdə d-
íkin šīn bə-rīho ḥāli wə-bəḳəbəḳ: ˁáberhəm, ḥaglɛĺə, ḳašbɛŕə, wə-ˀíno 
ṣōdə di-ol ˁə́rubk meyh šem.  

And we do this šɛb̄ir ‘plant toxin fishing’ during the months of 
the monsoon when the sea is too rough (to go out to fish). We 
have fish that live in both sweet and saline water: ˁáberhem 
‘terapon’, ḥaglɛĺə ‘pompano’, ḥə́rəbo ‘mullet’, ḳašbɛŕə ‘snapper’, 
and other fish whose names I don’t know. 

wə-ṣōdə al ˁə́ḳar bə-ḥōr: ˀíno dəráˁ wə-ˀíno tərá šéberi, wə-də́lag 
tyóˀo šéber ṭad. 

And fish don’t grow to any great size in the lagoon: some are a 
dəráˁ ‘cubit’ length and some two šéber232 lengths, and many are 
only about one šéber length. 

8.1.6. Catching Fish in Lagoons by Stunning Them with 
Euphorbia arbuscula Latex (šɛb̄ir di-ḥor) (ii) 

šɛb̄ir di-ḥor: ṣōdə ki bə-ḥor bis rīho bə́ḳəbəḳ wə-ˁátšəro rīho ḥāli wə-
di-rínhem. yíkkin bih ṣōdə wə-d-iˁúmur his ‘ḥor bis ṣōdə’. 

Stupefying fish in a lagoon with plant toxins: if there are fish in 
a lagoon, they are in one whose water is brackish, a lagoon in 
which sweet water is mixed with sea water. Fish can be found 
there, and we say: ḥor bis ṣōdə ‘the lagoon has fish in it’. 

 
232 šéber, the span between the thumb and the extended first finger.  
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korúmma ˁígibən ṣōdə də́laḳ men ḥor, nəšābur bis. núkiˁin šébəhur 
di-ˀímtəhe meyh ˁáṣiyub, wə-lāt nəḳáṣḳaṣ tuš bə-ṣārə id rīho.  

If we want to catch a lot of fish (at one go) from a lagoon, we 
stupefy the fish with plant toxins. We gather latex from ˀímtəhe 
‘Euphorbia arbuscula trees’, from their branches, and then we 
chop (the leaflets) into little pieces with a knife and (put them) 
into the water. 

wə-nəbúhud ṭiy šām, əw ki ḳālˁan b-aḥté, šəbōrən b-aḥté, ənkābur 
əl-ˁōśi. wə-ki šəbōrən bə-šām, ənkābur ḳarérə. ki ˀíno bis dis ḥor 
ṣōdə, ḳarérə nəkōsə ígibib, ḥútšəm men šébəhur dé di-šəbōrən biš. 
nəzáˁa tuš w-əntéḳibin tuš dáḥanə wələ míśṭab wələ di-ḳáˀ wələ di-
míśkek, w-ənzáˁiš id ḳáˁar.  

And we wait for a whole day, or if we put (the latex) in at 
night, if we stupefied the fish with latex at night, we go to 
check on the result at sunrise. And if we put the latex in during 
the hours of daylight we go and check on the result the next 
day. If there are fish in this lagoon, the next day we find them 
floating on the surface, stupefied by the latex we put in. We 
take them and put them in a palm-leaf basket or in a strip of 
cloth233 or (we string them) on a cord or skewer them (on a 
stick), and we take them back home.  

ˀíno d-iˁāmer meyh s ̣á́mdə di-rínhəm ki ˁígib l-aˁṭāb, wə-kal (= ki 
al) ˁígib l-aˁṭāb w-al-išáˁrek biš, iḳādir ki ˁígib, wə-ki ˁígib íḳəbib w-

 
233 míśṭab, pl. míśṭob, a minimal loincloth worn by fishermen or those 
doing dirty work, a strip of cloth that goes between the legs to main-
tain decency. 



610 Morris, al-Soqoṭri and al-Soqoṭri 

 

ītīš. meš šem di-ṣódə ‘ṣōdə di-ḥor’. wə-ṣōdə míšbir ṭúwˁum meyh 
ṭaˁm, wə-ˀíno d-iˁúwrəb ber míšbir wə-ˀíno diyál iˁúwrəb ber míšbir. 

Some people use them as bait for fishing at sea when they want 
to go to sea. If they don’t want to go to sea or to use them for 
fishing, they cook them in water if that’s what they like, or if 
they like to roast them, they roast them and eat them. The fish 
are called ṣōdə di-ḥor ‘lagoon fish’. Fish caught with latex have a 
specific flavour: some recognise that they were caught with la-
tex and some do not.  

8.1.7. Lagoon Fish  

ˁábrəhəm wə-ḥə́rəbo díki idélaḳo bə-ḥor wə-tíkkən śạ́mdə lə-ṣōdə 
minṭílhil men ḳéśˀor əw men ṭaḥ. tyóˀo ḳarbōbə, ḥíyhal, ˁáyho ḳīhən, 
fə́ḳərəš, ˁáskədo… ṣōdə ḥálkek d-íkin bə-ṭaḥ. ḥor al íkkin bis ṣōdə 
kal korúmma rīho bə́ḳəbəḳ men rínhem.   

ˁábrəhəm ‘terapon’ and ḥə́rəbo ‘mullet’: those two are particular-
ly plentiful in a lagoon. They can be used as fish bait when fish-
ing by whirling the line around the head and then casting it, 
from rocks or from the shore. (For fish) such as ḳarbōbə ‘trigger-
fish’ and ‘filefish’, ḥáyhal ‘grouper’, smaller ˁáyho ‘trevally’ and 
ˁáskədo ‘damselfish’ and ‘clownfish’… the ṣōdə ḥálkik type of 
fish found close inshore. There are no fish in a lagoon unless its 
water is brackish rather than saline (i.e., pure sea water).   
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8.2. Equipment 

8.2.1. Making Lures (rɛḳ̄uḳ) 

rɛḳ̄uḳ yəˁúmer tus men ṣóḥəlo di-šfāniś; ˀíno d-iˁāmer men míśineg 
di-óˀoz wə-íno d-iˁāmer men ṭálfə di-fólihi.  

A lure is made from animal bone: some make it from the fine 
bone of the lower back leg of a goat and some from the slender 
bone of the foreleg of a calf.  

rɛḳ̄uḳ d-əṣəlīˁo di-ˁáṭerhe: korúmma bíśi rɛḳ̄uḳ wə-ṣōdə gídaḥ ṭaḥ 
ifōgiś wə-bíśi šik ˁīdi tšáˁrok bis, ˀiful tšōgiˀ? nəṭúher núkiˁin əṣəlīˁo 
di-ˁáṭerhe wə-lāṭ nəˀōgə mes rīˀ ˁaf tíkkən tyóˀo də́nub di-ˁīdi.  

A lure from a length of ˁáṭerhe ‘Cissus’ stem:234 if we have no 
(other) lure and a lot of fish have come close inshore in a feed-
ing frenzy and you have no sardine-type fish to use as bait, 
what can you do? We go and fetch a section of Cissus stem and 
then we beat it (flat) and fray out one end (lit. ‘the head’) so 
that it looks like a sardine tail.  

wə-lāṭ nəśōbək ˁéḳəlhe bə-dāfə di-əṣəlīˁo di-ˁáṭerhe wə-lāṭ nəˁáṣiṣən 
ˁis. wə-lāṭ nəšáˁrok bis. bas mes máˁrek al tyóˀo ˁīdi: al nəḳālaˁ wə-
nəfānuḳ. korúmma ḳālˁan wə-fənāḳan, bíśi d-īti bis. lɛźim 
nəšmɛś̄iˀīn tus. korúmma nəšmɛś̄iˀīn tus, íkkən bə-rīho mes kān tyóˀo 
ˁīdi, w-ihālaḥ ˁis ḥot w-īti. 

And then we wedge a hook firmly into one side of the Cissus 
stem and tie it on. And then we go off and fish with it. But fish-

 
234 The ˁáṭerhe ‘Cissus plant’ has jointed stems. əṣəlīˁo is a section of 
stem lying between two joints.  
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ing with it is not the same as fishing with a sardine-type fish (as 
bait): we don’t let it (the baited line) just lie there while we sit 
and wait. If we leave it like that and just sit and wait, nothing 
will go for the bait. We have to wiggle and swirl it back and 
forth. If we wiggle it around it looks like a sardine-type baitfish 
(swimming along) in the water, and a big fish will pounce on it 
and take it in its mouth. 

8.2.2. The Short Stabbing Spear (múš ̣ˁ iḳ) 

múš ̣ˁ iḳ ṭarb d-iṭífən meyh rīˀ ˁaf l-ékkən tyóˀo rīˀ di-máḥyiṭ. kor 
šạ́ˁḳiḳ biš bíli tyóˀo bikīli, tyóˀo gírbaḳ wə-tyóˀo ṣōdə. íkkin men 
šírməhim fáḥerə. múš ̣ˁ iḳ íkkin kə-lhɛ ́ tšáḥaḳən ker ṭaḥ, kor ki kísə 
ṣōdə ǝ́kub di-ḳānə di-śíṣəhur di-ḳaṭ əw śíṣəhur di-ḳéśˀor išạ́ˁaḳs w-
irāḳaḥs. əw korúmma ṭad śīni bikīli ikɛb́o id ḥalf, šạ́ˁḳiḳs di-ḳānə. 
wə-korúmma ˀíno gírbaḳ ikɛb́o maḥrɛr̄ə wələ mártəma wələ mínṣab. 

The múš ̣ˁ iḳ is a stick with one end sharpened to a point so it 
looks like the tip (lit. ‘head’) of a bodkin. It is for spearing 
something such as a snake, a wild cat, a fish. It can be made 
from all sorts of trees and shrubs. The múš ̣ˁ iḳ is for those (wom-
en) who go along the shore at low tide looking for shellfish, so 
that if they find a fish which has slipped into a crevice or a hole 
in a rockpool or into a cleft in a rock, they can spear it and ex-
tract it. Or if someone sees a snake going into a place some-
where, he stabs at it repeatedly inside (its den). Or if a wild cat 
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has gone into a (homemade) stone trap235 or an (imported met-
al) trap, or a (homemade) trap of sticks.236 

8.2.3. The Fishing Knife (ˁáṭfə di-ṣōdə) 

ˁáṭfə di-ṣōdə ṣúwlub bis ṣōdə wə-léḥḥīm. ˀíno áˀam men di-šéber, di-
šéber wə-nasfə, wə-ˀíno tərá šébiri. wə-iˁúwreb tos ber ˁáṭfə di-ṣōdə: 
bis ṭayˀ di-ṣōdə.  

The ˁáṭfə237 knife is used for cutting up fish and shark. Some are 
longer than a šéber span, a šéber span and a half, and some are 
two šéber spans long. It is recognised as a fish knife because it 
smells of fish.  

 
235 maḥrɛr̄ə, a trap made especially for the wild cat. A small, circular 
stone pen with a narrow opening at the top is constructed and the 
bait, impaled on a stick, is placed inside on the ground. The other end 
of the stick supports a broad slab of stone balanced carefully on the 
rim of the pen. When the cat climbs in and yanks at the bait it pulls 
down the stone slab and blocks the exit. 
236 mínṣab, a trap made by balancing three sticks in a wigwam shape 
with a single long stick, with bait attached to one end, placed inside. 
When the cat yanks at the bait it pulls the trap down over itself.   
237 ˁáṭfə, pl. ˁáṭif: some Soqoṭrans see this term as being Arabic, and say 
hébḳə, pl. hēbeḳ, instead. hébḳə refers to any thin blade or small-bladed 
knife used by women to shear sheep, often made by the woman her-
self beating out an old (piece of) blade on a rock. It is flexible and is 
regarded with disdain: ‘a woman’s knife’.   
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8.2.4. Fish Traps (ḳérḳor, pl. ḳərāḳir) (i)  

ḳérḳor yəˁúmur tuš men ṭīrub əw gərāyid di-mítrer. ḥúwre men 
gərāyid wə-ḳōṣan wə-yaḥśikíkin túsən wə-śuwḥāsən. wə-ruwhúnən 
ˁaf tərhōnən. wə-lāṭ igúdiḥin dé di-kāl l-íḳinaḥ ḳérḳor. 

A fish trap is made from pieces of wood, or from the stems of a 
mítrer ‘Croton socotranus tree’. (Suitable) stems are searched out, 
lopped off, whittled and split lengthways. Then they are put to 
ret down (in water) until they are soft and supple. Then the per-
son who knows how to weave a fish trap comes.  

iḳānaḥ árbaˁ ḳəṭáˁ di-ḳérḳor. yəˁámer ḥáwiye di-ḳérḳor wə-yəˁámer 
dəfféti: ṭiy men léḥe u-ṭiy men ˁālə. wə-yəˁāmer ḳār di-ḳérḳor əw ter 
di-ḳérḳor əw fəḳəríro di-ḳérḳor. wə-lāṭ sɛb̄iḳin túyhin bə-ṭhítšin.  

He weaves four sections of the trap. He weaves the ḥáwiyə of 
the trap: the long thin strip which joins the top section to the 
bottom section; he weaves the two main sections, the dəfféti 
‘sides’ (i.e. top and bottom): one for the base of the trap and 
one for the top; and he weaves the ḳār ‘throat’ or ter ‘door’ or 
fəḳəríro ‘neck’ of the trap. And then he knits all these parts to-
gether. 

ˀíful sɛb̄iḳin túyhin? yəˁāḳal ṭabḳə di-dɛf̄ə di-ḳérḳor berr, wə-lāṭ 
núkiˁin ḥáwiye wə-yəˁāḳal tos men ˁālə. wə-lāṭ nukiˁin ṭabḳə əw dɛf̄ə 
diš,̣ wə-lāṭ yəˁāḳal men ˁāle. wə-lāṭ iḳānaḥ ker gébo dihé di-ḳérḳor.  

How does he knit them together? He puts one dɛf̄ə section of 
the trap flat on the ground and then he brings the long, narrow 
ḥáwiyə strip and lays it on top. Then he brings that other dɛf̄ə 
section and places that on top of the other parts. Then he 
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weaves all around the rim of his trap (i.e., joining the top and 
bottom main sections together with the long, narrow strip). 

wə-ki títe ḳíniḥ, kōb ḳār dihé di-ḳérḳor, mes šem ḳār əw fəḳəríro. 
wə-lāṭ iˁáṣəms w-iḳānaḥs. wə-lāṭ núkiˁin ḥōz di-ˁášer miḳāliˁ,238 wə-
lāṭ sɛb̄iḳin túsən b-ídfof dhí di-ḳérḳor, w-iḳānaḥ túsən əw iˁáṣəm 
ˁísən. úste nāfaˁ di-ḳérḳor.  

When the weaving is finished, he inserts the ‘throat’ of the trap: 
this is called the ‘throat’ or ‘neck’. He ties that on and weaves it 
in (to the rest). Then he brings about ten short sticks and places 
them at intervals along the sides of his trap (to strengthen it), 
weaving or tying them in. The work of making the trap is now 
complete. 

izɛǵud dihé ḳérḳor əl-ṭādaˁ id ṭaḥ, w-iˁāḳal dihé ḳérḳor bə-fəs ̣ī́yə di-
rínhem w-iyhé iṭúhur yáhṭəṭ men ḥalf biš ḳéśˀor wə-ˀíno bih ḥalf 
məšíṭihin. w-idābəl ˀíbəhān men ḥa wə-ḥá di-ḥá dé di-ḥalf. wə-lāṭ 
īˁud dhí-l ḳérḳor.  

He picks up his trap, puts it on his back, and goes down to the 
shore. He sets his trap down on the wet sand at the tide line, 
and then goes to look for a place with plenty of rocks, suitable 
for setting a fish trap. He then collects rocks from here and 
there and brings them to this place (where he intends to set the 
trap). Then he goes to fetch his fish trap.  

 
238 miḳāliˁ~məḳāliḥ, short, strong sticks which are placed at intervals 
around the trap in the ḥáwiyə to strengthen and support the trap. 
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wə-lāṭ yáˁihiṣ biš dé di-ḥalf, ḥalf šə́ṭənhən. w-irās ̣áf ˁiš dhí bə-
ˀíbəhān l-ídfof wə-lə-ḳanˁáti dhí di-ḳérḳor ˁaf l-išmɛl̄ik ber ˀə́ṭar dhí 
bə-ˀíbəhān dhí di-mérs ̣íf. iṭóher. išrāḳaḥ ter. 

Then he dives down with it to that place, the suitable place. He 
piles his rocks over it, around the sides and at the corners of his 
trap until he is quite sure that it is securely weighed down and 
held firmly in place by his stones. He leaves. He goes back to 
the shore.  

zúˁum w-ol kɛb̄ur hiš ḥōz di-Aˁášerət ayyāmA. lúˀu al kɛb̄ur hiš físaˁ? 
ḳérḳor ˁad ṣáˁbeb wə-bíśi biš es ̣ə́rīˁo. ṣōdə al igúdiḥin di-ḥalf bíśi biš 
es ̣ə́rīˁo. ikōsə ṣōdə biš wələ al ikōsǝ. korúmma ˀíno ṣōdə dé bə-ḥalf, 
rāḳaḥ dhí ḳérḳor w-intégifin meyh ṣōdə ter.  

He stays put and doesn’t go to check on his trap for about ten 
days. Why doesn’t he go and inspect his trap earlier (lit. ‘quick-
ly’)? The trap is still very pale in colour; it has no green algae or 
weed on it. Fish won’t come to a place without algae or weed. 
Either he finds fish in it, or he doesn’t. If there are fish in that 
place, he lifts up his trap and shakes the fish out of it onto the 
ground.  

ˀíful irōḳaḥ men ḳérḳor? korúmma də́laḳ, nyúwfur ḳaˀ əl-ḳánˁa di-
ḳérḳor, wə-lāṭ intégifin ṣōdə ter. wə-lāṭ ikōlə ḳánˁa ˁis dsé ḳaˀ. wə-
korúmma ṣōdə šị̄yur yúwkub ˁiš íˀid əl-ter di-ter di-ḳérḳor.  

How does he get the fish out of the trap? If there are a lot of 
them, the cord which holds one corner of the trap (to the other 
parts) is untied, and the fish are shaken out onto the ground. 
Then he ties up the corner again with its cord. And if there are 
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only a few fish, he puts his hand inside the trap through the 
‘door’ of his trap (and gets them out in that way).  

wə-lāṭ ikōlǝ dhí ḳérḳor dhí di-ḥalf. w-irās ̣áf ˁiš tyóˀo ber rə́s ̣áf fānə. 
ki bíśi bih di-ḥalf ṣōdə yəˁārum hiš ḥalf dyáḥśiš. ˀíful baˁš kɛb̄ur dhí 
ḳérḳor? īˁud w-isābaḥ diš wə-lāṭ yáˁihiṣ di-gyɛm̄ə.  

Then he returns his trap to its place and covers it over with 
stones as before. If he gets no fish from that place, he moves to 
another place. How does the owner inspect his trap? He goes in 
the morning and dives down and looks inside the trap down 
there on the seabed (lit. ‘below’).  

wə-lāṭ yaˁtúbur əl-ter di-xaléf dhí di-ḳérḳor. iḳādum bə-ḳāne ṭad wə-
tərá ḥóti wələ də́laḳ wələ bíśi. ḥalf di-rúws ̣áf bih ˀíno təlāta bəwáˁ, 
ˀíno bāˁēn, ˀíno xámsa.A bas al rúws ̣áf w-al kúwber hiš ki ḥalf míšlul 
kal zem šiḥāḳo rínhem.  

Then he looks through the gaps in the weaving of his trap. In-
side he sees one or two fish, or a lot of fish, or none at all. The 
place where he weighs down his trap with stones is three, two 
or five bāˁ deep. He doesn’t cover over the trap with rocks or go 
out to inspect it if the place is in deep water—only when the 
tide is out.  

ḳérḳor yəˁúmurš éˀefo fáḥerə: dé d-iḥódim ṭaḥ wə-dihé ṭaḥ ˀíno biš 
ḳéśˀor wələ eṣəlīˁo wələ s ̣ī́s ̣é́ˁe.  

Everyone uses a fish trap: the man who works the sea if his part 
of the coast is rocky, or if it has outcrops of large rocks out at 
sea with patches of sand in between, or if (the seabed is) an ar-
ea of stone pavement. 
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8.2.5. Fish Traps (ḳérḳor, pl. ḳərāḳir) (ii)  

yəḳōnaḥ ḳérḳor: yəˁúmur meyh ḥáwiyə. ḳérḳor biš ḥáwiyə, u-biš tərí 
dəfféti, u-biš fəḳəríro, ter di-ḳérḳor. wə-yəˁúmur hiš məḳāliˁ di-
šə́rəhām. lal itítə, yəzɛḡud toš báˁš wələ dé di-ˀīmer heh iṭóher id 
rínhem.  

He weaves a fish trap: he makes the ḥáwiyə ‘long, narrow strip’ 
that goes right around the trap (joining the top to the bottom 
section). A fish trap has a ḥáwiyə ‘long, narrow strip’ and two 
dəfféti ‘sides’ and a fəḳəríro ‘neck’: the entrance into the fish 
trap. And he makes wooden sticks for it (inserted around the 
circumference of the trap to strengthen it). When he’s finished, 
its owner, or the man who commissioned it, picks it up and 
goes down to the sea. 

wələ yəˁāḳal fəs ̣ī́yə w-íyhe yəṭúher yəḥōrə heyh men ḥalf. wə-núkiˁin 
ˀə́bəhān w-iḥōs ̣ə́fin heyh ḥalf. īˁúd dhé ḳérḳor wə-yáˁiḥiṣ biš toḳ di-
gyɛm̄ə. wə-lāṭ yərās ̣áf hiš bə-ˀə́bəhān, dār-mā-dār.  

Or he lays it down on the wet sand of the tide line while he 
goes off to look for a (suitable) site for it. And he fetches rocks 
and clears a space to set (his trap). He goes to fetch his trap and 
he dives down with it down there to the bottom. And then he 
weighs it down with the rocks and (builds a low wall with 
them) all around it. 

wə-lāṭ yəṭúher. korúmma gədīdA, yəˁáḳalš w-al kɛb̄ur ˁiš ḥōz Aˁišrīn 
yōmA. wə-lāṭ kɛb̄ur ˀiš. yaˁtúbər: ki ˀíno ṣōdə nyāgifīn ˀiš wə-yəkōliš 
yərás ̣ə́fš. wə-korúmma bíśi, yəˁáḳal. 

And then he goes off. If it is a new trap, he leaves it alone and 
doesn’t go to check on it for about twenty days. Then he goes to 
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inspect it. He looks (inside): if there are fish they are tipped out, 
and then he puts it back and weighs it down with rocks once 
more. And if there is nothing in it, he leaves it (there). 

8.3. Craft 

8.3.1. The Dugout and Dugout Equipment 

šilmāyə iˁúmur tos men s ̣á́ˀad wələ men ṣúbəhur. yiṭífən s ̣á́ˀad wə-
śúwḥas tus wə-ˁímidən mes di-ḳānə di-xan di-hūri. iˁúmur his di-xan 
wə-di-mer men ḳānə. wə-ḳúwdaḥ bis wə-lúwsoḳ bis šilmāyə se bə-
mer di-hūri. lúˀu lúwsoḳ wə-lúˀu iˁúmur his šilmāyə? kor hūri ˁa 
tśḥós men rínhem wə-men dikdɛk̄ə di-ḥot di-ḳānə, wə-ˁan šīhum wə-
hūri tə́wṭar w-al bíro (tə)ṭóhom. 

The šilmāyə ‘ribs’ are made from s ̣á́ˀad ‘Ziziphus’ or ṣúbəhur 
‘Tamarindus’ wood. The s ̣á́ˀad wood is shaped and split in half 
and made to fit the inside of the bottom of the dugout. The ribs 
are for the bottom, the belly of the dugout, inside. Holes are 
bored in them, and they are attached to the belly of the dugout. 
Why are they attached, and why do people make ribs for the 
dugout? So that the dugout doesn’t split open from the (pound-
ing of the) sea, and from the flapping of the fish inside, or from 
the heat of the sun. (It is done) to strengthen the dugout and 
prevent it becoming worn out before its time. 

ləwāsi iˁúmur tósən men ítˀib ḳúwṣan, wə-mes rīmo də́raˁ wə-nus. 
hūri ṭiy yəˁúmur his təlāta ləwāsi kor iˁúwlə ˁisən hūri men rínhem 
id barr id riˀ di-ḥáməhul. w-iˁúwḳal ˁis hūri men léḥe ṭiy bə-wáraˀA 
diɛ ́hūri wə-ṭit bə-ˁamḳ wə-ṭiy bə-ḳúddām men léḥe. wə-ṭah ki gifīˀo 
hūri. hūri ˁa iˁúwḳal tos w-al ˁúwlə tus bə-ḥóyhi kal bə-ləwāsi.  
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The ləwāsi ‘beach rollers’ are made from ítˀib ‘Ficus cordata’ 
wood, cut from it to a length of one and a half də́raˁ. Three roll-
ers are made for each dugout which is placed on them when the 
dugout is dragged from the sea to land, up to the dry area 
above the tideline. They are placed beneath the dugout: one at 
the back of your dugout, one in the middle, and one at the 
front. The same is done when the boat is turned upside down. 
The dugout is never put down or dragged up over the ground 
without rollers.  

mǝḳādif iˁúmur túyhin men s ̣á́ˀad. mǝḳādif iˁúmur túyhin men ṭarb 
d-íṣtib w-al ilɛb̄uk bɛńɛ men ˁarṣóno. w-iˁúmur hiš bə-riˀ ġāduf.239 
ġāduf iˁúmur tuš wə-yiṭífin tuš men luḥA. wə-ġāduf íkkin gáˁləhal 
wə-nikíˁin riˀ di-ṭarb wə-sōbaḳ biš wə-ḳúwdaḥ biš arbaˁa mǝḳādiḥ. 
wə-lāṭ śúwrog ˁiš wə-ḥébišin ˁiš bə-ḳaˀ di-śúˀhur wələ bə-ḳaˀ di-
mə́s ̣íyaˁ ˁaf l-iṭār. 

The mǝḳādif ‘paddles’ are made from s ̣á́ˀad ‘Ziziphus’ wood. The 
shafts of the paddles are made from any straight piece of wood, 
but they shouldn’t be much thicker than a wrist. Attached to 
one end is a ġāduf ‘blade’. A ġāduf ‘blade’ is made and whittled 
to shape from a piece of planking. The blade is rounded. (When 
you have made this,) you bring it and the tip of the shaft to-
gether, and put the two together. Then four holes are bored, 
and then they (the two parts: shaft and blade) are stitched to-
gether with big stitches and bound tightly together, round and 

 
239 ġāduf~ġādif, blade of a paddle, usually circular. There are two 
kinds of ġāduf: (i) a simple circle, or (ii) a circle with a projection. 
ġāduf can also refer to a stern paddle used like a rudder to steer. 
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round, with fishing twine or with cord made from the green 
leaflets of the date palm, until it is held really firm. 

mínzek wə-də́ḳəhal di-śīraˁ iˁúmur túyhin men ˁáṣbə di-s ̣á́ˀad wə-
men ḥímihər ḳaṭāni. mínzek íkkin men ṭarb d-iˁúmur meš ṭarb di-
ġāduf, bas rīyum meš marrətēn.A wə-meš bə-riˀ sōbaḳ biš mínzek. 
mínzek yúwkob tus id riˀ di-ṭarb di-mínzek wə-lāṭ məḥégigin tus se 
bə-ṭarb. wə-mínzeḳ bis ˁágəl di-durg di-śúˀhur. wə-zúwˁa tus w-
iˁúwṣam tus durg lə-mínzek id ˁamḳ di-ṭarb di-mínzek.  

The mínzek ‘harpoon’ and də́ḳəhal ‘mast’ for the sail are made 
from a branch of s ̣á́ˀad ‘Ziziphus’ or from a slim ḥímihər ‘Zygo-
carpum’ tree (i.e., a sapling). A mínzek ‘harpoon’ (shaft) is made 
from the same sort of wood used for the shaft of the dugout 
paddle, but is twice as long. The metal harpoon head is at-
tached to one end. The wooden shaft is placed inside the (hol-
low) base of the harpoon head and then screwed down hard on-
to its shaft. A harpoon has a metal ring to which is attached a 
length of fine chain and length of fishing twine. It is picked up 
and (the length of chain) is attached to the harpoon by a ring in 
the middle of the shaft. 

durg íkkin men sīm wə-men ˁamḳ di-mínzek. lāṭ śúˀhur di-ˁíṣimo id 
durg. w-əmbáˁad śúˀhur ḳayd di-másfi men aḥtīmi di-tímihər. meš 
riyémo ḳayd ˀíno míˀa wə-xamsīn baˁ, wə-ˀíno míˀa kor lal núwzok 
léḥḥīm. wə-léḥḥīm zéˁe wə-fírud, fúwraḥ hiš men ḳīyud il bə-másfi.  

The durg ‘chain’ is of (?)galvanised iron240 and lies in the middle 
of the shaft, tied to the shaft with fishing twine. After the fish-

 
240 sīm usually refers to copper wire. 
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ing twine comes the length of rope which is kept coiled in the 
másfi ‘basket’ woven from palm fronds. The rope is a hundred 
and fifty bāˁ long, and some are a hundred bāˁ. This is for when 
a shark is harpooned: the shark takes it (i.e., the harpoon and 
rope) and swims off as fast as it can, the rope that is kept coiled 
in the másfi ‘basket’ being paid out behind it. 

ḳayd di-másfi ˁīmer toš wə-ḳīfaˁ toš men ḥiṣ il-tímihər. wə-másfi 
yəˁúmur hiš másfi di-ḳīyud di-hūri. wə-másfi iˁúmur toš men ḥiṣ di-
tímirə iˁúmur ḳāfaˁ wə-lāṭ ḥōṣen ˁaf l-ékkǝn másfi. al ṭad másfi íkkin 
bə-hūri. íkkin tərá, təlāt, árbaˁ mǝséfi. ṭad d-iˁúmur hiš másfi di-
mínzek wə-ṭad múḳunhim. 

The rope kept in the másfi ‘basket’ is made and worked from 
date palm fronds. The másfi ‘basket’ is made especially to hold 
(all) the ropes of a dugout. It is made from palm fronds which 
are firstly woven into long strips and these are then stitched to-
gether to make a másfi ‘basket’. There is not just one másfi ‘bas-
ket’ in the dugout, but sometimes two, three or four. One is 
used for the mínzek ‘harpoon’ and one is for the large chunks of 
shark bait. 

ġāduf wə-də́ḳəhal di-śīraˁ lhɛ ́ iˁúmur túyhin men šə́rəhām di-yíṣtib 
tyóˀo ḥímihər, s ̣á́ˀad, ˁéraṭ, ki ˀíno mīṣeṣ di-škér, ki ˀíno íšḥib wə-ki 
ˀíno šírəhām di-ˀéṣal wə-rīyum wə-ḳə́ṭəhān wə-mə́ṣtib wə-gɛd. 

The ġāduf ‘steering paddle’ and the də́ḳəhal ‘mast’ for the sail 
are made from a tree or shrub which is straight limbed, such as 
ḥímihər ‘Zygocarpum’, s ̣á́ˀad ‘Ziziphus’, ˁēraṭ ‘Grewia’, or if there is 
a well-grown mīṣeṣ ‘Ballochia’ or ‘Trichocalyx’, or an íšḥib ‘Mae-
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rua’, or any tree of good wood which is tall, slim, straight-
growing and of hard wood. 

máˁrif di-ḥūri iˁúmur tuš men ˁáṣbə di-šírəhām. ḳúwlof tuš wə-
gúwḥur tuš wə-núwḳar tuš ˁaf l-ékkən tyóˀo ḳaḥf.241 men ˁāḳer éˀeb 
men ḳaḥf w-al lāzim l-ékkən škɛr. 

The máˁrif ‘bailer’ is made from a branch of a tree or shrub. This 
is debarked, scraped and hollowed out until it is the shape of a 
bowl, like a ḳaḥf measure. In size it is larger than a ḳaḥf meas-
ure, and it doesn’t have to be made well or look good. 

hīrab di-hūri: hīrab di-hūri iˁúmur tuš nḥaṭ hūri. śówḥus šírəhām 
ḳáṭəhān, yéṭifin tuš w-iˁímidən tuš dhí-l-hūri. wə-ḳúwdaḥ biš wə-
lúwsoḳ dhí bə-hūri men léḥe kor íkif ˁan hūri ˁa təḳtéraḥ lal iˁúwlə 
w-izúwhur. lúwsoḳ bis bə-mə́smār, yúwge ˁaf l-íkeb mā-bēn hīrab 
wə-hūri. wə-ki ə́kub mə́smār id hūri di-ḳānə di-xan di-hūri, gúwnaṭ 
tuš.  

The hīrab ‘keel runner’: the keel runner is made to run right 
along the base of the dugout. A slim tree or shrub is cut in half; 
then he whittles it and shapes it to the length of his dugout. 
Holes are bored through it and it is attached to the base of his 
dugout. This is to stop the boat being scraped and damaged 
when it is being dragged from the sea to the beach or from the 
beach to the sea. It is attached with nails which are tapped in to 
lie between the runner and the bottom of the boat. If the (tip of 

 
241 ḳaḥf, a measure used mostly for cereals, salt and dried droplets of 
Dracaena resin; four ḳaḥf are equivalent to one ḳurs (the Arabic /ṣ/ re-
alised as /s/, as is often the case in Soqoṭri). One ḳurs is roughly 
equivalent to a kilogram.    
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a nail) goes right through and appears inside the bottom of the 
dugout, it is bent back (and hammered) flat. 

8.3.2. Repairs to Boats 

díkərk ˁag ə́nkaˁ bǝ-məˁállim d-ilókəd hūri. wə-lə́kud ə́lwaḥ bə-
ṭhítšin bə-ḳaˀ di-ṣef wə-bə-śúˀhur di-kə́llun wə-b-íˀiśhur. lə́kud bə-
ḥalf śáḥṣó hūri mes dɛf̄ə wələ śébə. wə-keb hes luḥA wələ bínis wələ 
kōlə hūri tibɛŕo. ‘hūri wəššār’: bíśi bis mərḳīˁo, bíśi bis śḥayís, bíśi 
bis mizbīḳo, bíśi bis šéˀer. 

I remember a man who brought an expert who knew how to 
stitch a boat242 (i.e., to repair it). He stitched planks together 
with cord made from sheep wool, or from fishing twine made 
from imported cotton, or from cord (twisted from) locally 
grown cotton. He stitched together the part that had split or 
sprung apart on a side of the dugout or on its rim (lit. ‘lip’). And 
he inserted a piece of planking into it (i.e., a crack), or built up 
the sides (i.e., to increase the height or to make a gunwhale or 
washstrake), or made good a boat that was damaged (in some 
way). A hūri wəššār is a dugout in perfect condition: no patch, 
no split or crack, no dent and no breach. 

 
242 I.e., a hūri was not necessarily only a dugout: in the early days any-
thing that took people out to sea was called a hūri, except for dhows 
or other large sailing boats. 
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8.3.3. Rafts (rɛm̄uš) (i) 

hōhǝn hēmˁak mǝn éˀefo yǝˁúmur fānǝ ol ṭad rɛm̄uš, yǝˁúmur tǝrá 
rɛm̄uši kǝ-ṭhítši, sébəḳen túyhi wǝ-ˁǝ́wṣam wǝ-ḥébišin ˁéyhi mǝn nōsǝ 
wǝ-aḥtīmi.  

I have heard people say that before, it was not only a single raft 
that was used, but two rafts joined together side by side, tied 
together and bound round and round with (cordage) made from 
the leaf sheathes that grow around the trunk of the date palm, 
or with cordage made from date palm fronds. 

korúmma ˁígib l-áˁmer hūri núkiˁin tǝra gōdiˁi wǝ-sébiḳin túyhi diyál 
ṭhítši. wǝ-lāṭ núkiˁin erkāyiz di-šírǝhām miṣtibhítin wǝ-lāṭ irāḳal ṭḥar 
ṭhítšin ˁaf l-ékkǝn ḥōz diráˁ, diráˁ wǝ-nus. wǝ-ṭah šōgi bə-nyaṣf id dig. 
wǝ-meš rǝ́ḥǝbo ḥōz d-izyúˁum biš ˁaig bə-ḳānǝ.  

If he wanted to make a craft to go out to sea he’d fetch two tree 
trunks and attach them together. And then he’d fetch poles of 
wood from some tree or shrub that grew straight, and he’d ar-
range them side by side one on top of the other until it was 
about a dəráˁ or one and a half dəráˁ in length. And he’d do the 
same with the other side. And it was wide enough to take a man 
sitting down inside it. 

lékin yōkǝb rīho w-ol yaˁmírir w-ol yiḳtúlub. wǝ-ki ḳotílib igōsir l-
iḳiléˀš tyóˀo di-fānǝ. bas gōdiˁi wǝlǝ ǝgdóˁo mǝn léḥe íkkin líbiyeḳ 
ˁan ṭīrob lhɛ ́mǝn ˁālǝ, tyóˀo tímǝrǝ, dyōgǝš, ˀíkšǝ, ˀišḥib w-ítˀib, wǝ-
ˀíno d-iˁāmer mǝn śạ́ˀad diyal libéḳo bɛńɛ. 

Even though water could get in, it wouldn’t sink right down or 
tip over. And if it did tip over, he could (easily) set it upright 
again, just as before. But the two trunks, or more than two, the 
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ones below, had to be thicker than the lengths of wood above, 
(the trunks of trees) such as date palm, dyōgǝš ‘Cryptolepis soco-
trana’ or ‘Euphorbia socotrana’, ˀíkšǝ ‘Commiphora ornifolia’, íšḥib 
‘Maerua angolensis’ or ˀítˀib ‘Ficus cordata’. And some would 
make it from a śạ́ˀad ‘Ziziphus spina-christi tree’ if it (i.e., the 
trunk) wasn’t too thick. 

8.3.4. Rafts (rɛm̄uš) (ii) 

rɛm̄uš d-iˁúmər tuš men igdóˁo il-tímiher fānə. ˀamma náˁa, ˀíno 
méyhin d-iˁúmur bə-drāmāt. nə́ḳaṣ igdóˁo il-tímiher méyhin rīmo 
árbaˁ dərūˁ, xámsaA dərūˁ, wə-lāṭ nəzōnig túyhin ṭaḥ wə́lə nəḥōmilin 
b-aḥmīri wə́lə b-ə́bˁar ṭaḥ. wə-lāṭ nərāḳal árbaˁ əgdóˁo wə-lāṭ 
nəˁáṣəm túyhin bə-ṭhíṭšin b-aḥtōyhim əw bə-ḳayd d-aḥtīmi. aḥtīmi 
iˁúmur tus men ḥaṣ di-ḥə́ggub di-tímiher. 

A raft was made from the trunks of date palms before, but now-
adays some of them make one from fuel drums. We’d cut date 
palm trunks to a length of three dəráˁ, five dəráˁ, and then we’d 
carry them down to the beach, or load them onto donkeys or 
baggage camels as far as the beach. And then we’d lay four date 
palm trunks in a row on the ground and tie them together with 
cord or rope made from date palm fronds. The aḥtīmi ‘cord’ was 
made from the palm fronds of young date palms. 

ˁaṣāmǝn wə-tətéˀin, nəzúhur diḥán rɛm̄uš. nəzúhur tuš id rínhem kor 
nəšáˁrok ṣōdə. erɛm̄uš al šəˁówrok bih léḥḥīm, kal ṣōdə. w-áˁihiṣ wə-
múṣəliḥ. wə-ṭúwrob biš wə-diš tyóˀo bíli diyal tə́s ̣ś ̣ól ki ləhámis rīho, 
tyóˀo tənāk, drāmāt, ləwáḥA. rɛm̄uš iyhé dhi nāfaˁ. 

Once we’d tied them together and finished, we’d drag our raft 
down the beach. We’d drag it into the sea so we could fish from 
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it. The raft wasn’t used for fishing for shark, only for fish, or for 
diving down for pearlshell oysters. Or it was used for unloading 
(i.e., from other craft) and transporting things that wouldn’t be 
damaged by getting wet, such as lidded aluminium pots, fuel 
drums, planking. A raft? That’s how it was made and used.  

8.3.5. Rafts (rɛm̄uš) (iii) 

wə-fānə bíśi šīhin éˀefo hwɛr̄i kal rɛm̄uš. rɛm̄uš iˁúmur tuš men 
əgdóˁo di-tímiher wə-men šermihīn di-ˀígbib. rúwḳal túyhin təlāt 
wələ árbaˁ men léḥe wə-təlāt wələ árbaˁ men ˁālə tyóˀo túyhin. wə-
yəˁúṣəm əl-tərá ṭḥár ṭhítši wə-zúwhur tuyh id rīho wə-šəˁúwrok biš. 

And in earlier days people didn’t have dugouts, just rafts. A raft 
was made from the trunks of date palms or from any type of 
tree or shrub that would float. They would place three or four 
(poles) side by side at the bottom and three or four in the same 
way on top. And they’d tie them together, the one on top to the 
one below. Then it was dragged down to the sea and used for 
fishing.  

8.4. Some Fish 

8.4.1. Blennies, Gobies, Jawfish, and Mudskippers 
(kibíˀihin, pl. kibíˀihon; iˀikídhin, pl. iˀikídhan) 

kibíˀihin íkkin bə-ṭaḥ u-bə-míˀsilin il-ḳéśˀor wə-ki šḥáḳo nəkósihin 
bə-ḳəlɛt̄o il-šḥáḳo ˁīhin wə-b-es ̣ə́rīˁo di-rínhem w-ihālaḥ men ḥalf di-
ḥalf. wə-ki śīni tok ifūrid wə-ṭāridš kor túwduf ˁiš. wə-ki gāmaḥš ih-
ālaḥ də-rīho.  
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kibíˀihin are to be found along the shore and on the rocks un-
covered at low tide. And if the tide is right out, we find them in 
the rock pools left by the receding tide, or on the green algae. 
And it jumps from place to place, and if it sees you, it runs 
away, and you have to chase after it to get hold of it. And if you 
grab hold of it, it leaps (back) into the water. 

wə-ḥánhen nǝˁāgub nədéf ˁiš kor nəˁāmerš s ̣á́mdə. bas o yə́wle biš 
wə-yə́ftḥoš ki kɛb̄iˀik ˁiš wə-ˀə́dofk ˁiš. yə́ftḥoš tyóˀo mɛr̄ə mek men 
íˀid. ki ˁigíbən nədéf əl-də́laḳ ol nəgōsir, kal ṭad wələ tərá. iˀikídhin 
al yə́wte tyóˀo ṣódə, tyóˀo šáḥaḳ. al nəˁāgub nətéš. 

And we (i.e., we children) would want to catch it to use it as 
bait.243 But it can’t be got hold of properly: if you manage to 
creep up on it and make a grab for it, it slips out of your hand. 
It slips away like a (piece of a) mirror (i.e., it is like glass) from 
your hand. If we wanted to catch them, we couldn’t catch 
many, only one or two. The iˀikídhin fish is not eaten like fish 
and shellfish—we don’t want to eat it.  

8.4.2. Sprats (kílibə) 

kílibə šīn nəˁāgəb his bɛńɛ men sɛl̄i wə-ˁafəríro wə-ḳáššo. lal nəˁāgəb 
náḳder, nərāḥas ̣ ́tus bə-rīho di-rínhem wələ bə-rīho di-ḥāli men šīmi 
wələ men ṣóˁofo wələ men ḥóyhi. wə-lāṭ nəˁāfuś bis bə-rīho bə-
ṣáflaḥa ˁaf l-ihōb wə-ˁaf l-eˁféś.  

kílibə ‘sprats’: we like them more than the sɛl̄i ‘Gulf herring’ or 
the ˁafəríro ‘hawkfish’ or the ḳáššo ‘silverside’. When we want to 

 
243 Children use these to practise fishing: no adult fisherman would use 
them as bait. 



 Harvesting the Sea in Soqoṭra 629 

cook (them), we wash the sand or scales or dirt off them with 
sea water or with sweet water. Then we put it (i.e., water) to 
boil in a clay cooking pot until it grows warm and comes to the 
boil.  

wə-lāṭ nəˁāṭub diḥán kílibə wələ diḥán ˁīdi di-rīho d-ináḥa wə-
nəmāliḥ mílḥo wə-nəbúhud heyh ˁaf l-éˁfeś ˁínṭə, ˁínṭə, ḥōz dəḳīḳəA. 
wə-lāṭ nənētug.  

Then we put our sprats or our sardine-type baitfish into the very 
hot water, add salt and wait for it to come back to the boil—just 
for a very short time, only a short time, around one minute. 
Then we take (the pot) off the fire.   

ímmaA néṣəlil di-rīho korúmma ˁígibən rīho nínśəz wələ nəˁāḳal ˁiš 
šfāniś il-ˁégibən rīho. nənōgif tuš id mérḳəhel əw náḥəṣəṣ tuš.  

Either we strain off the water if we want to drink it,244 or we 
put it out for a thirsty domesticated animal (to drink). We pour 
them out (i.e., the fish) onto an area of stones laid side by side, 
or we make a layer of pebbles (to put) them on.  

korúmma kílibə wələ ˁīdi entéˁeró,245 nəšáˁfuś lə-rīho ˁaf l-éˁfeś siwɛ ́
wə-lāṭ nənōgif diḥán ˁīdi. wə-korúmma al entéˁero, nəḳādər tus bə-
rīho heb korúmma al éˁefśən bə-rīho. 

If the sprats or sardine-type fish have become a bit soft (i.e., are 
not absolutely fresh), we add them one by one to the water un-
til it comes to the boil properly, and then we tip our small fish 

 
244 nínśəz: lit. ‘take small sips of a hot liquid’. 
245 entéˁeró, ‘to be(come) rather soft, friable, crumbly; to be rather 
high, a bit smelly (especially fish)’. 
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out (onto the ground). And if they haven’t become rather soft, 
we cook them in water even if we haven’t brought the water to 
a boil.  

8.4.3. The Stingray (ḳiréˁe) 

ḳiréˁe bis də́nub wə-nəˁāgub nəḳṣáṣ tuš w-íkkin šīn b-íˀid tyóˀo 
mérḳaḥ kor nənáḥag biš wə-yəˀúwge biš. wə-nəˁāmer ɛ-ṭhídin: “ˁa 
tǝgɛ ́ˀ  bis máxluḳ!” wə-d-iˀígi bih máxluḳ yəˁúmur hiš: “ɛh́en kɛf̄ir!” 

The ḳiréˁe type of stingray has a tail and we (i.e., we, children) 
like to cut it off and hold it in the hand like a herding stick and 
play around with it and hit things with it. And we say to one 
another: “Don’t hit people with it!” And if someone does hit a 
person with it, he’s told: “You’re an unbeliever!”  

də́nub di-ḳiréˁe bis ḥáśbob tyóˀo mínšer. wə-ḳúwṣaṣ meš īˀinṭ tyóˀo 
šɛb̄ir kor igúḥur246 bih ḳān di-ˀíṣerhe ki iḳerén. ki gúḥurk biš iṭáhaḳ. 

The ḳiréˁe tail has sharp points on it like a saw. A length of it 
can be cut off—about a šɛb̄ir length—and used to rub smooth 
the goat-horn sheathe for the knife set, when someone is work-
ing (goat) horn. If you rub away with it (i.e., the stingray tail), 
it (i.e., the horn sheathe) becomes smooth.  

8.5. Dangers of the Sea 

nɛḿiro təs ̣ú́ˁub máxluḳ, íˀid wələ śab. 

A nɛḿiro ‘moray eel’: it bites people, on the hand or on the leg. 

246 √gḥr, ‘to scrape a surface steadily, slowly; to rub smooth’. 
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gáḥban: ki śaḥḥ wə-bíluk(ək) (= bílugk) diɛ ́ aṣābiˁ wə-śab téḳizin 
w-ol ˁad ibúlug ˁaf tə́ṣme wələ ˁaf tə́ḳṣəṣ diɛ ́aṣābiˁ. 

A gáḥban ‘conch’: if it opens wide and you put your fingers or 
foot in it (i.e., when diving), it clamps shut and won’t let go un-
til you die or until you cut off your fingers. 

ṣafáḳa: ki lehémutk íśfif mek gad wə-gilīdo. 

A ṣafáḳa ‘jellyfish’: if it touches you, your whole body feels as if 
it’s on fire and your skin peels. 

térəbaḥt āˀam tyóˀo méraḥt. diš nāṣəṣ~náˀṣuṣ tuš korúmma láhamk 
tos wə-miṭóˀtik ṭiy b-íṣbaˁ ol təgōsir təghúz mes. 

There is an octopus which is as big as a circular palm fibre mat. 
We are really frightened of this one: if it touches you or stretch-
es one of its tentacles (lit. ‘finger’) out at you, you can’t escape 
from it. 

gízihel wə-gizélhen: ol nítiš, nəˁāmer biš sem w-ol ˁirōbən ki ˀíno wə-
ki bíśi. zaˁmāmə ḳáḳa di-gizélhen. 

The full-sized and the smaller gízihel ‘elongate puffer fish’: we 
don’t eat them. We say it’s poisonous, but we don’t know if it 
really is or not. The zaˁmāmə kinds of puffer fish are related to 
(lit. ‘brother to’) the gízihel ‘elongate puffer fish’. 

dəgág: ol nítiš al nəˁāgub biš wə-meyh kān tyóˀo míśəraḳ mōtirig. 

The dəgág ‘lionfish’: we don’t eat it and we don’t want it for an-
ything. It looks like a comb with some of its teeth missing. 
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ḥelīmi: ˁa yúwte. korúmma ṣaˁdútk təˀās ̣áḥ wə-ˀíṣərir mek gad tyóˀo 
korúmma ríkutk əl-ḥádḥed dé ḥáher. 

The ḥelīmi ‘sea urchin’ (Diadema setosum):247 it’s not eaten. If it 
pricks you, it causes you a lot of pain. Your whole body (lit. 
‘skin’) hurts, just as if you had stepped on a ḥádḥed ‘sea urchin’, 
that black kind (which has very long spines). 

dībé wə-śīṣé:248 tərá ləḥīmi díki náˀṣuṣ túyhi bɛńɛ. dībé təˀāraḥ hūri 
wə-təˀōkib di-ḳānə. śīṣé korúmma káno bə-ṭaḥ wələ míbrəhe ber śīṣé 
wə-śīni mek mihlóˁo l-aˀāmt di-géˀerə yhālaḥ ṭḥárək. 

The dībé ‘shortfin mako shark’ and the śīṣé shark: we are very 
afraid of those two. The mako shark comes right up to a dugout 
and gets inside it. The śīṣé kind of shark, when close inshore or 
immature, if it sees your shadow in the water beside a wave, it 
attacks you (lit. ‘leaps on top of you’). 

8.6. Uses of Shark 

8.6.1. Non-Edible Shark Liver Oil 

ṣīfi: šibdə di-léḥḥīm nəˁāmer mes ṣīfi. nəzɛḡud šíbdə di-léḥḥīm id 
dram wə-lāṭ nəḳāṣalsən ˁaf l-imléˀ wə-nərōgəm ˁiš wə-nəˁāḳals bə-
šīhum. śéher, śhéri.  

 
247 Wranik (2003, 480) about Diadema setosum: “the spines are very 
thin, long, needle-like and have backward-facing barbs. They can form 
irritating wounds and inflict severe pain because they readily puncture 
human skin, penetrate deeply before they fracture and release a ven-
om from their hollow shafts.”  
248 śīṣé: variously grey reef shark, sicklefin lemon shark, whitetip reef 
shark, blacktip shark and blacktip reef shark. 
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Shark liver oil: we make ṣīfi oil from shark liver. We take the 
shark liver(s) to an (old) fuel drum and then we cut them up 
(and put them in) until the drum is full. Then we cover it and 
leave it in the heat of the sun. For a month, two months.  

ímhe men šīhum di-ḳānə di-drām. nəˁə̄rəf meš kor ənḥārot əl-ídfof 
di-hwɛr̄i men ḳānə u-men terr. men éˀemed di-ḥorf ḥúwrof biš hwɛr̄i. 
bíśi nāfaˁ bisən, rínhem diméro. wə-sen b-áˁariš wə-hə́wrot ˁísən.  

Inside the drum they melt down from the heat of the sun. We 
scoop (the contents) out of the drum to oil the sides of the dug-
out, inside and out. When the monsoon arrives, the dugouts are 
moved to their monsoon quarters: nothing useful can be done 
with them as the sea is too rough. They are moved to the shel-
ters specially constructed for them and are oiled.  

wə-ˁuwḳālən túsən hwɛr̄i ˁaf di-ṣerébhən. ki ḥárotk əl-hūri bə-ṣīfi wə-
ˁə́ḳalk tos śéher, lal kɛb̄ur ˁiš, tkósəs ˁafəríro wə-škéro wə-tkósəs 
tyóˀo yənāṭaf mes ṣīfi. kal ḥarótk diɛ ́əl-hūri bə-ṣīfi, tštíˀiren. 

They are left there until the ṣerébhən season (the end of the 
monsoon before ṣɛŕeb ‘winter’). If you oil your dugout and leave 
it for a whole month, when you go to check up on it you find it 
gleaming red and in excellent condition—almost dripping shark 
liver oil! If you don’t oil your dugout with shark liver oil, it (the 
wood) will crack and split.  

8.6.2. Edible Shark Liver Oil (i) 

dígil wə-nékkə nəˁāmer tos ḥámˀī wə-nəḥóṣirin bis eḳəníyo. ḥámˀī di-
dígil wə-nékkə škéro. nərāḳaḥ šíbdə w-enḥarér tuš wə-nəˁāḳal tuš 
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bə-šạ̄dihir kor nəḥóṣirin bis ker éˀemed.249 korúmma śāḳer, ˀéyyəA 
ṣōdə di-ḳīhen nəzīˁa meš šíbəd w-enḥarér tuš wə-nə́mṣeṣh. 

We make pure oil250 from the dígil ‘blacktip reef shark’, ‘pigeye 
shark’, and ‘sandbar shark’, and the nékkə ‘grey reef shark’ and 
‘spot-tail shark’. We use it as a relish to flavour food. The pure 
oil from the dígil and nékkə sharks is delicious. We remove the 
liver and heat it in a dish over the fire (on its own, no added 
water), or we set it (to melt) in a clay pot, so that we can use it 
as a relish to flavour food throughout the season. If there is a 
period of drought, we take the liver from any small fish and 
heat it (to extract the oil) and then we dip our fingers into (the 
oil) and suck them. 

8.6.3. Edible Shark Liver Oil (ii) 

šíbdə di-nékkə wə-di-nímerihun yǝḥóṣirin bíhi wə-yəˁə́wgub bíhi 
bɛńɛ. korúmma ksōwi túyhi wə-ṣílibo, zúwˁa méyhi šíbdə wə-ḳeṣélen 
šíbdə. wə-múwha túyhi bə-śéyaṭ. wə-lāṭ ṣówlal méyhi ḥámˀī id ḳōmə 
wələ id šạ̄dihir wə-yəˁúwḳal. wə-zúwmaˁ kor yḥóṣirin meyh. w-ol 
bíro tə́s ̣ś́ọl. 

The liver of the nékkə ‘grey reef shark’ and ‘spot-tail shark’ and 
the di-nímerihun ‘tiger shark’ are used as a relish. They are much 
sought after. If we come across these two shark and butcher 

 
249 ker éˀemed ‘for the season’ (ker šām ‘for the whole day~all day’; ker 
aḥté ‘all night’; ker dyōtə ‘all during the summer rains’, etc.). 
250 This kind of shark oil is especially liked in hard times or during the 
monsoon when the basic diet is dates and the longing for any taste of 
fish or meat is very great. 
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them, we take the liver and cut it up small. The pieces are put 
on the fire to melt down (to extract the oil). Then the pure oil is 
strained into a small-mouthed clay storage pot or into a wider-
mouthed clay cooking pot and set aside. It is put somewhere 
safe and kept to be used as a flavouring and relish. And it 
doesn’t spoil or go off. 

8.6.4. Shark Fins 

nōfˁan ḥśés(s)ən. ḳaṣāṣənsən men ḥot. wə-mɛs̄ən šem ṣəfríro di-
ṭādaˁ wə-tərí ṣəfrirúti di-ˀídəhān wə-ṭey ṣəfríro di-də́nub. ḳaṣāṣən 
ṣəfríro di-ṭādaˁ wə di-ˀīdɛn̄i wə-di-də́nub. w-al tiḳébən tósən kal 
ḥśés(s)ən, w-al śoˀōmən kə-ṣōdə, kal ḥśés(s)ən. ḳīmi di-ṣōdə aḥśíš 
wə-di-ṣəfrér aḥśíš. nə́dul ṣəfrér wə-lāṭ nəˁáḳal tyóˀo ˁigíbən. mɛs̄ən 
ḳīmi. 

We work them separately. We cut them away from the big fish 
(i.e., the shark). Each has its own name: ṣəfríro di-ṭādaˁ ‘dorsal 
fin’; ṣifrirúti di-ˀídəhān ‘two pectoral fins’, and one ṣifríro di-də́nub 
‘tail fin’. We cut off the dorsal fin, the pectoral fins and the tail 
fin and we collect them up separately. We don’t sell them along 
with the big fish, but separately. The price for the shark is one 
thing and that for the fins is another. We weigh the fins and 
then we set them aside wherever we want. They have their own 
price. 

8.6.5. Shark Stomach and Shark Livers (i) 

ḳādəl di-léḥḥīm yəˁúmur biš šíbəd di-léḥḥīm kor tímhi wə-tíkkən 
ṣīfi—sinɛḿo. w-iśāraˁš bə-ṭarb wələ bə-ˁábəher kor indélilin wə-ˁa 
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təmṭáˀš záˁdihim wə-ḥanśīˀo. wə-sāˁa śīnen ímhe u-ber šiš tərí 
gúmˁati, nāḳafš wə-níṣīlel méyh dhí ṣīfi id ténkə.  

He puts shark livers into a shark stomach251 so that they liquify 
and turn into shark liver oil. It stinks. And he hangs it from a 
wooden pole or from a roof-supporting beam so that it swings 
back and forth there, out of the reach of rodents and crabs. And 
once we’ve seen that it has liquified—after about two weeks—
we take it down and strain off its oil into an aluminium lidded 
pot.  

8.6.6. Shark Stomach and Shark Livers (ii) 

“ɛ-bɛb́ɛ, bíśi bis ṭáˀḥal ṣīfi?” “bíśi bis w-ol íkkin bis. šíbdə di-léḥḥīm 
yəˁúmur hes ṭáḥalə korúmma ḳīṣaṣ mes bíli.” 

“Oh father, isn’t there oil (to be made) from ṭáˀḥal livers?” “No, 
there isn’t. It doesn’t have any. They call a shark liver ṭáḥalə if 
part of it has been cut off.”  

nyem ṭáḥalə di-ṣīfi? ṭáḥalə tíkkən men šíbdə di-léḥḥīm. wə-ṭáḥalə 
tíkkən tyóˀo ḥanɛḱɛ. wə-korúmma ˁigíbin nóḥrit lə-hūri ˁan šīhum ˁa 
tśḥós wǝ-ˁa l-ikébs rīho, wələ hūri di-ḥarīfo, ḥə́wrot ˁes bə-ṭáḥalə di-
ṣīfi. nǝḥúmurs b-íˀid wələ bə-luḥA men nḥáṭ ḥámˀī. 

What is ṭáḥalə di-ṣīfi? ṭáḥalə is from a shark liver. When it has 
liquified and become pure shark liver oil, the ṭáḥalə (i.e., that 
which is left over and is not oil) is like ḥanɛḱɛ252 (i.e., it has 

 
251 ḳādəl, pl. ḳúdəhul, ‘stomach and stomach contents of shark’; also 
‘swim-bladder of some kinds of fish’.  
252 ḥanɛḱə ‘solidified boiled buttermilk’: the buttermilk is put on the 
fire and brought to the boil without stirring. It is then taken off the 
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sunk to the bottom of the drum). If we want to oil a dugout to 
protect it from the sun and stop it splitting and developing a 
leak, or if the dugout has been pulled up out of the sea for the 
monsoon months, it is rubbed with the ṭáḥəlǝ from making 
shark liver oil. We scoop it from below the oil that lies above, 
by hand or with a flat piece of wood.  

ˁángəher253 di-ṣōdə wə-ḳādəl: ol nəˁāmer hiš ḳādəl kal korúmma 
léḥḥīm. nəˁāgub ˁángəher di-ṭárnīk wə-di-zíhnin wə-di-ráˀḥa, ˁángə-
her di-ṣōdə fáḥerə. ˁángəher ḳúwder toš dhí kə-ṣōdə. korúmma ḳīhen 
nəs ̣ó́ˁobš wə-nənōsirš, wə-ki ˁángəher éˀeb, nəḥāṣalš. 

An ˁángəher stomach of a fish and a ḳādəl of a shark: we only 
call it ḳādəl if it is (the stomach) of a shark. We like the stomach 
of ṭərnāk ‘Spanish mackerel’ and of zíhnin ‘tuna’ and of ráˁḥa 
‘trevally’—indeed the stomach of any fish. The stomach and its 
contents are cooked in water along with the fish it came from. If 
it is a small one, we bite into it and eat it bit by bit just like 
that. If it is a large stomach, we cut it up into pieces (like meat). 

8.6.7. Cooking Shark Young (ḳídihir di-ribīs) 

ribīs: nəḳāderš men embūriye di-léḥḥīm. ˀiful nəkósə embūriye di-
léḥḥīm? al nəkósə kal ki šaˁrókən léḥḥīm, ki lúwi léḥḥīm. nəkósh bə-
ṭaṭ men ləḥáḥum ˀíbiš, meš šem ˁážə di-léḥḥīm. nəkósh bə-mer di-
léḥḥīm.  

 
fire and left to cool. It separates out into (i) rīho di-ḥə́lob ‘whey’, and 
(ii) ḥanɛḱə ‘solidified chunks’ that sink to the bottom of the pot. 
253 ˁángəher, pl. ˁangírhān, ‘stomach and/or entrails of fish (non-shark)’; 
also ˁámgəher or ˁámžəher. 
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ribīs: we cook shark young in water. How do we get hold of 
shark young? We only get them if we are fishing for shark, if a 
shark is caught. We find them in one or other of the pregnant 
sharks, called ‘the female or wife of a shark’. We find them in a 
shark’s belly. 

néḳṣaṣ ríˀ wə-ṣəfrér diḥán di-réˀeś254 wə-lāṭ nəḳāṭabš éḳṭab. wə-lāṭ 
nəˁáfoś ˁeyh bə-rīho ˁaf l-ibəhúl. ənrāḳaḥ ter diḥán ḳeṭéb, diḥán 
mírśi, diḥán di-rɛś̄i. nəbúhud ˁaf l-íḳṣum. wə-lāṭ nərāḳaḥ ḳérišo. 
nəḳālaˁ bis wə-nərāḳaḥ šébəhur.  

We remove the head and fins of our creature (i.e., the shark foe-
tus) and then we cut it into sections. Then we cook it in water 
until it is done. We take our pieces out, of our animal, of our 
creature. We wait until they have cooled down, and then we 
remove the skin and throw it away. Then we remove the back-
bone.  

ikéˀe níbihil. nəfúˁuṣ əw nəmúss bə-rīho wə-nəˁáṣərəš men rīho. 
núkiˁin šíbdə di-léḥḥim wələ dihé di-šēbəd kor yíkif. wə-nəbōləg id 
ṣáflaḥa Amárra ṯānīyəA. wə-lāṭ nəḥárer tuyh əl ṭhítši. wə-nəˁáṣəd wə-
nəḳādif tuyh bə-ṭhítši.  

What’s left are small pieces. We squeeze (them) in water and 
rub (them) between our fingers and then we wring the water 
out. We get the liver of the shark, or their own livers (i.e., those 
of the baby shark), to make enough (for everyone). And we put 
everything in the cooking pot once more. Then we stir the two 

 
254 réˀeś~rɛś̄i, pl. erśóˀo, ‘creature’, usually referring to a variety of 
creatures seen as vermin (certain ants, spiders, snakes and other rep-
tiles, scorpions, the giant centipede etc.).  
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(i.e., the livers and the flesh) together: we mash and pound 
them together with a stick.   

ḥámˀī di-šíbdə al idōlaḳ lə-ribīs lal tōkəb ṭeyˀ di-ḥámˀī di-šíbdə se b-
ínˁis. wə-ˁatəṣədó siwɛ.́ nōtug tuyh wə-nəḳōḥuf wə-nə́te. wə-nəˁágub 
rīho l-ākən šīn kor níte wə-nə́roi. 

Not a lot of pure shark liver oil is added to the ribīs or the piec-
es will have too much of the flavour and smell of shark liver oil. 
The two are all well mixed together, and then (the pot) is taken 
off the fire and we serve it out and eat it. We must have water 
to hand to drink as we eat (as this dish makes you thirsty). 

8.7. Whales (and Ambergris) 

8.7.1. Whales (śīḥāṭə) and a Whale Story 

śīḥāṭə al tíkkən kal bə-ġúbbə w-al tšóˀiki maˁrɛr̄ə. śīḥāṭə náˀṣaṣ tos 
korúmma šíkido wələ šíˀiki tan wə-tšālaḥ wə-tšéliḥin. təḳtəlōbən 
hwɛr̄i mes men ḳalḳālə se diš šíliḥo. korúmma śīnen tos šíˀiki, 
nəḳáḥḳaḥ ˁis hwɛr̄i wə-tfōrid.  

Whales are only to be found in the deeper seas, they do not 
come inshore to where fish shoal. We are afraid of a whale if it 
suddenly appears or comes close to us or broaches: leaping out 
of the sea, leaping here and there all around. Dugouts can be 
overturned as a result of the splashing and turbulence caused by 
this leaping. If we see one nearby, we bang on the sides of the 
dugouts, and it swims off.  

śīnək ṭiy márra hōhən śīḥāṭə nehéro ˁīn nḥaṭ diḥán hwɛr̄i. hūri diš 
əl-ˀáwwaliyyəA śínó mes əgsíso wələ mes mihilīˁo wə-ˀālaḥ mes. 
kɛr̄he hēmáˁan meyh ˁérḥo ˁag d-išímtil tan. ˁúmur: “ˀīno əgsíso nḥaṭ 
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toˀ, ḥə́wro!” wə-tyóˀo fədōrən di-gyɛm̄ə men baˁd ˀínṭe śīnən bíli 
ḥə́wro d-irigāmo se rīho.  

Once I saw a whale passing underneath our dugouts. The dug-
out in front saw its black shape or its shadow and he shouted 
out about it. We could barely hear the man’s voice and what he 
said to us. He said: “There’s a dark shape beneath me, a black 
shape!” As we raced back towards the shore, after a while we 
saw something dark-coloured, covered by water. 

wə-nəhéro ˁīn wə-ˁə́do mes šílˁe əw gísso kǝ-ˁag d-il-ˀáwwəliA. wə-ˀíno 
ḥōz di-ˀínṭe nəšgúhud di-gyɛm̄ə wə-se al əstóˀo tinhér ˁīn. əstóˀo wə-
ˁíffo. ḥánhən nəˁāmər śīḥāṭə əw ḳefˁānə əw waḥš di-rínhem. al śīnən 
al śímˀhil w-al ímˀhil kal əgsīso ḥə́wro.  

It passed right by us, and its shadow or dark shape was still vis-
ible beside that man in front. And even after some time of us 
staring down into the water it was still passing beside us, so 
great was its length. Finally it came to an end and disappeared 
from sight. We say this (i.e., a huge dark shape seen in the wa-
ter) is a śīḥāṭə ‘whale’ or a ḳefˁānə ‘giant manta ray’ or ‘sea mon-
ster’. To left and right we saw nothing but a dark-coloured 
shape. 

śīḥāṭə nəhāmaˁ mes fonś lal fɛn̄iśin wə-nəḳādum nísas di-ˁiś mes 
men fonś íhiḳɛ id səmáˀ. wə-ˀíno iˀāraḥ hūri mes fonś di-rīho wə-
iˁúwrub ber fonś di-śīḥāṭə: ḳefˁānə al fɛn̄iśin. 

We hear the breath of a whale when it comes up to breathe, and 
we can see the fine spray that arises when it spouts, shooting up 
into the sky. Sometimes the water from this spouting reaches a 
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dugout and is recognised as being the breath of a whale: a 
ḳefˁānə ‘manta ray’ does not (come up to) breathe (like this). 

8.7.2. Whales (śīḥāṭə) and Whale Shark (kɛr) 

kɛr wə-śīḥāṭə ki šərḳóḥo al nəšōgi bíki bíli. lúˀu? wə-ḥánhən ˁigíbən 
nəšgé: nəṣəléb wə-nəgəzél kor naˁtúbur nyem bi-mer kal ˀíno 
ˁámbəher. bas al nəgōbi meyh gad: ˁis ̣ś ̣ ́wə-ḳeśbub biš. 

If a whale shark or a whale are beached, we don’t do anything 
with them. Why? We would like to do something: slaughter it 
and cut it up to see what’s in its belly, to see if there is any am-
bergris. But we can’t cope with its hide: it’s too tough and it’s 
all spikes (i.e., covered in barnacles).  

ˀíno d-inkáˁ bǝ-fɛs wə-ˁāṭer wə-múśəriḥ wə-ṣārə wə-gúzur w-al gíbi l-
ifláḥ meyh mer. mer ráˁas ̣ ́men ṭādaˁ w-al gibíˀin.  

People would bring an axe or a long sharp knife or a mattock or 
a billhook, but they couldn’t cut its belly open. Its belly is softer 
than its back, but (still) they couldn’t manage it. 

8.7.3. Ambergris (ˁámbəher) (i) 

ˁámbəher al íkkin kal men śīḥāṭə. w-iˁúmur wə-hēmˁak mítilin 
ˁámbəher bíśi di-gyōsir hiš l-áˁad ˁiš dihé men ḥalf kal śīḥāṭə.  

Ambergris comes only from a whale. It is said, and I have heard 
people say, that ambergris is a thing that no creature dares to 
venture to where it is found, except a whale.  

wə-ˁámbəher šírǝhām di-ˀés ̣á bə-gǝḥáyo di-ḳáˁ di-rínhem. w-iˁúmur 
śīḥāṭə sáˁa di-ˁigɛb́o títe ˁámbəher al steš tyóˀo taˁgób: tšābaṭ ˁanš. 
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təgódiḥins tyóˀo birḳ il-xāṭif wə-ts ̣ú́ˁurš. šís ̣́ˁ ir his meš. fōtíṣad kens 
yígbib w-išrāḳaḥ ter w-ikósˀiš éˀefo.  

Ambergris is a tree which flourishes in a deep valley at the very 
bottom of the sea. It is said that when the whale wants to eat 
ambergris it cannot just go and eat it whenever it wants to: it is 
afraid of it. It rushes at it like a streak of lightning and takes a 
bite from it. (Chunks) are bitten off it (i.e., the ambergris tree). 
Broken up fragments of it float to the surface, and (finally) 
reach the shore where people find them.  

wə-meš kān ṣáˁbeb al té tuš. wə-ˁámbəher dé d-išrāḳaḥ mes ḥáher dé 
di-táˁbibš. wə-iˁúmur ˀíno wǝḥūš di-rínhem išḥánin bə-ˁámbəher w-al 
ítiš. wə-ki išḥánin biš wə-ḳōtís ̣áˁ, išrāḳaḥ. 

Some of it is pale-coloured: this kind has not passed through the 
gut of the whale. The kind that floats ashore is dark-coloured: 
this is the kind which has been excreted by the whale. It is also 
said that there are sea monsters which rub their bodies against 
the ambergris (tree), but they don’t eat it. And when they rub 
their bodies against it, bits get broken off, and these (too) reach 
the shore.   

ḥágiher di-ˁámbəher: ˁámbəher iˁúmur lǝˁámihe al maḥrūz išrāḳaḥ 
ter bɛńɛ. w-iˁúmur ˁámbəher iḥúgur ˁiš gyūn, wə-íno d-iˁāmer Ame-
léˀikə il-baḥrA. 

The ‘guardian of the ambergris tree’: it is said that if ambergris 
were not closely guarded it would come ashore in great quanti-
ties. It is said that jinn guard the tree, though some say it is the 
‘angels of the sea’ (who do so). 
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8.7.4. Ambergris (ˁámbəher) (ii) 

ˁámbəher: d-ikōsə men ˁámbəher díyhe yíkkin wə-yəśōˀomš tyóˀo 
ˁágib. wə-šīn ˁādə: nədófənš bə-ḳaˁr. iˁówmer idālaḳ ˁek māl. bíśi šik 
di-yōtǝm šik biš.  

Ambergris: if someone finds ambergris, it becomes his property 
and he can dispose of it as he wishes. And we have a custom: 
we bury it in our home. It is said that your possessions will mul-
tiply. Nobody has any (right to a) share of it with you (i.e., only 
you and yours profit from the ambergris if you manage to keep 
it secret).  

korúmma himōwaˁ bik ber kísək ˁámbəher, yímkin sáṭəhān l-irīˀihin 
meš, ˀímmā kor ṭāf ˁiš wələ śōm ˁiš. 

If word gets out that you have found ambergris, it is possible 
that the sultan will try to find out about it, (with the result that) 
either you have to give it to him as a gift or you have to sell it 
to him. 

ˁámbəher meyh féydi šīn: di-gyúˁur yəˁúmur meš íˀinṭ di-rīho kor 
inɛś̄uṣ meš kor itōrif diš men bíli es ̣á́ḥis əw šḥabílis əw ibdíds. 

Ambergris is of great value to us: if someone is ill he takes a ti-
ny bit of it and adds it to (hot) water and sips it to cure himself 
of the pain or whatever he is feeling or whatever is hurting him. 
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8.7.5. The Whale Shark (kɛr) (i) 

ṭiy márra šə́rḳaḥ šīn kɛr255 wə-néḥeg biš təlātǝ ˁīyug bə-ṭādaˁ tyóˀo 
korúmma inéḥeg bə-mīdān miskído. wə-s ̣ə́́baṭ béyhin fáḥerə. wə-
rīyum ḥōz Axams wə-təlātīnA dəráˁ. wə-ḳáṣa ṭad bə-riˀ di-ˁāḳaf wə-
mid dhí íˀīdi id ˁāḳaf diš ̣w-al míṭa men riˀ di-ˁāḳaf ˁaf riˀ di-ˁāḳaf. 

One time a whale shark beached where we live and three men 
danced around on its back, just as they would dance around in 
the arena at a circumcision. And it held them all (i.e., it was so 
big)—its length was some thirty-five də́raˁ!256 One man stood on 
the tip of one side of the caudal fin and stretched out his hands 
towards the other tip but couldn’t reach to touch one tip from 
the other!  

8.7.6. The Whale Shark (kɛr) (ii) 

kɛr íkkin bə-rínhem wə-iˁúwrub tuš wə-nəˁāmer hiš kɛr di-śkef. wə-
biš mǝḥóḳiḳ əl-ḥāṭer dihé men śédaḳ di-ḥá ˁaf ˁārib. wə-nəˁāmer kɛr 
al ilúhum máxluḳ l-ínnə śkef. al tyóˀo śīḥāṭə. wə-kɛr meyh kān 
ˁábdəher wə-di-ˀínḳaṭ wə-di-ḥášỵuḳ. kɛr ˀíno ˀēb wə-ˀíno ḳīhen.  

A whale shark lives in the sea and is well-known: we call it kɛr 
di-śkef ‘bridled whale shark’.257 It has curved score marks mak-

 
255 That year it is said that some nine or ten whale sharks floated 
ashore between Ras Mōmi and Ḥadibo. The sultan of the time heard of 
this and sent a number of slaves to try and carve it open to get at the 
ambergris he thought would be inside, but they didn’t succeed in find-
ing any. 
256 For dəráˁ, see footnote 228 above.  
257 I.e., it has lines extending from the corners of its mouth like a goat 
kid wearing the weaning peg to stop it suckling its dam. 
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ing lines and streaks around the corners of its mouth and ex-
tending to the back of its neck. And we say that the whale shark 
doesn’t harm (lit. ‘touch’) a human being because it is ‘bridled’. 
Not like a whale. The whale shark has blotches and spots and 
circular bars. There are large whale shark and there are small 
ones. 

díkerk wə-hōhən ˁəwyéghen šérḳaḥ šīn kɛr diḥán bə-ḥalf bə-ḥāllə 
wə-meš šem dé ḥalf šérḳaḥ bih zīmhítin. wə-dé bə-zǝ́man símak 
díkerk ˁīmer ínhi ber šérḳaḥ Aḥwāli sábaˁA wə-íno kɛr wə-ˀíno śúwəre 
kɛr.  

I remember that when I was a boy, a kɛr ‘whale shark’ was 
beached where we live in Ḥāllə (on the east coast), and the 
name of the place where it was beached is Zīmhítin. And at that 
time I remember being told that about seven had come ashore, 
some of them whale shark and some creatures that looked like a 
whale shark.  

šérḳaḥ bə-díbəni wə-ḥówlef wə-ḳáriyə wə-di-ḥámri wə-bə-ṣáḳerə wə-
di-fōnə irísseyl ḥalf iˁúmur ˁiš ḳábəho. wə-ˀímben toš dé zéman 
ḳōnīyə di-wəḥūš di-rínhem. dé ḥot, dé kɛr di-šérḳaḥ šīn wə-hōhən 
śīnək tuš, śīnǝk ˁággi ináḥago meyh bə-ṭādaˁ tyóˀo ki ináḥago mīdān 
di-miskído di-ḥówtən bis. 

They beached at Díbini and at Ḥówlef and at Ḳáriyə and at Di-
Ḥámri and at Ṣáḳerə and at a place by (the headland of) Irísseyl 
called Ḳábəho. And we gave that period the name ḳōnīyə258 di-

 
258 kōnīyə: (i) an epidemic leading to many livestock and/or human 
deaths; (ii) an unknown disease which sweeps though livestock and 
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wǝḥūš di-rínhem ‘the year of disaster for the sea monsters’. That 
fish, that whale shark that came ashore where we live and 
which I myself saw: I saw two men dancing along its back just 
as they would dance in the arena where (young men) are cir-
cumcised. 

wə-men śādaḳ ˁaf śādaḳ dāraˁ ˁaig təlātīn dəráˁ nāḳaṣ śéber. wə-
men ˁāḳaf ˁaf ˁāḳaf, men ríˀ di-ˁāḳaf ˁaf riˀ di-ˁāḳaf, men riˀ di-
sǝfríro di-də́nub ˁaf di-sǝfríro di-də́nub al yāraḥ ˁaig tərí məḳəlimōti 
ˁaig d-iḳālim. wə-ˁaig šīn dé d-iḳālim iḳālim ṯəmāniyəA durūˁ wə-
ˁášerəA durūˁ. wə-səfríro di-ṭādaˁ šəmāṭa ˁaig w-al miṭéˀis.  

And a man measured from one corner of its mouth to the other 
corner and it was thirty də́raˁ-spans less one šéber. And from one 
side of its tail to the other, from one tip of the caudal fin to the 
other, from one tip of the tail fin to the other, was a distance 
that a man could not cross with two leaps. And with us a man 
who is famous for his leaping can leap a distance of eight or ten 
dəráˁ. A man tried to touch the tip of the dorsal fin (i.e., from 
the whale’s back) but he couldn’t reach it. 

wə-ḥot əl-dɛf̄ə ḳōtílib. w-iyhé rīyum ḥōz di-árbaˁ mǝḳālihim, ḥōz di-
arbaˁīnA durūˁ. hēmaˁ sáṭəhān dé bə-kɛr šérḳaḥ ímṭa diyál éˀefo, wə-
bílug dihé embúˁile. w-embúˁile ˀíno bīhin ˁásker ker ṭad ˁa l-
inṣérihin wə-kor lal nyōṣir kúwse ṭad men lhɛ ́ bəlégihin di-sáṭəhān 
kor izáˁa meyh ˁámbəher. šíbə sáṭəhān ˀíno bīhin ˁámbəher. di-
hēmˁak bíśi bih ˁámbəher.  

 
people; (iii) when all a man’s animals die after his death (because with 
his death, his baraka, ‘blessings’, come to an end).   
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And the fish was washed up lying on its side. Its length was 
about four mǝḳālihim leaps: some forty dəráˁ. The sultan heard 
about this whale shark that had washed ashore, and he sent his 
slaves (to see it). And the slaves had a soldier with them to 
make sure than no one would cut it open by himself (i.e., in se-
cret), and to ensure that, when it was cut open, there would be 
someone among those the sultan had sent who could take 
charge of the ambergris. The sultan believed that there might be 
ambergris in them. But from what I heard, there was no amber-
gris in it.  

ˀíno níṣer wə-ˀíno diyál gísér hiš. ki inkíˁo ṣārə taˁtǝṭáf. w-ínkaˁ 
ˁúṭəhur w-ínkaˁ məsāmīr w-ínkaˁ miśīraḥ kor nyūṣar biš w-al šínṣír: 
meyh gad fáḥərə zə́ko tyúˁud fáḥerə. 

Some were cut open, but there were some that could not be 
managed: if a knife were brought (and used) it would bend and 
buckle. Great machetes were brought to split it open with, and 
metal rods were brought and mattocks were brought, but it 
could not be cut open! Its hide was all rock oysters (i.e., barna-
cles)! 

8.7.7. The Whale Shark (kɛr) and a Whale Shark Story 

ṭiy márra kāno íˀrīfi wə-ˁə́ṭab hwɛr̄i. wə-ˁəṭábki hōhən wə-dihó 
nínhin ˁalí bə-hūri mes šem ġarībi. menál šeˁrɛk̄o k-éˀefo ḥánˀé 
šérḳaḥ kɛr bə-ˁamḳ dihé di-maˁrɛr̄ə. wə-lāṭ tśāḥ wə-lāṭ təˀōkib di-ˁīdi 
meyh di-ḥá tyóˀo korúmma śáˁab tənāṭaḳ əl-gɛḥ̄i, təḳúˁud əl-gɛḥ̄i.  

One time there were great shoals of fish with larger fish feeding 
on them, and the dugouts went out. I went out with my elder 
brother ˁAli, in a dugout called Ġarībi. Where we were fishing 
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with the others, a whale shark surfaced, right there in the mid-
dle of the feeding frenzy. And then it opened its mouth wide 
and the sardines went down into its mouth like a riverbed filled 
with water, cascading down a wadi, flooding down a water-
course.  

wə-ˀə́ḳdəmk meyh əl-śáˁnhun tyóˀo šərāḳaḥ ˁīdi sé wə-tsé (= di-sé) 
rīho ter, wə-se ˁə́do bə-ˁid w-al ḥebɛŕo ḳéyri. éˀefo išị́ˁir əl-ṭhítšin 
hwɛr̄i “ˁa tšéˀkin kɛr!” ˀiṣṣ lal yaˁmírir ker təgúdiḥin géˀerə wə-
ḳalḳālə di-rīho wə-təḳtəlōbin hwɛr̄i.  

And I saw its gills when the sardines and the water they had 
been swimming in came back out: they were still alive and 
quite unharmed! People were shouting back and forth between 
the dugouts: “Don’t go near the kɛr ‘whale shark’!” They were 
scared that when the whale shark dipped its head under the wa-
ter (again) a wave would come and a great wake, and the dug-
outs would be tipped over.  

menál ḥánˀé ḳeṣáˁiki wə-šeˁrɛk̄o té hiš ḥot dihó nínhin. w-iyhéhǝn 
ber yəˁāmer ínhi kor éˁemed: “ɛh́en ˁa tšáˁrək! bɛr̄īn hūri ˁan 
maˁrɛr̄ə!” bas al ṭōmˁak tuš kor bɛr̄īyin hūri ˁan maˁrɛr̄ə.  

Exactly where we were standing up to fish, a large fish took the 
bait of my elder brother. And he had already told me: “Don’t 
you fish! Steer the dugout away from the feeding frenzy!” But I 
wouldn’t do as I was told and row the dugout away from the 
feeding frenzy. 

šís ̣ə́rik ho éˀero l-ǝšáˁrek. diš bə-sáˁa té hiš ḥot ho éˀero té ínhi ḥot. 
hōhən ízˁumk bə-ḳɛr̄īyə w-iyhéhǝn ḳə́ṣaˁ bə-riˀ di-ḳɛr̄īyə wə-hūri 
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təḳtəˁílən. tyóˀo símak té hiš ḥot wə-kéddiš, ḳtáˁalo hūri. wə-ki bíki 
šiˀkéki kɛr w-al ˁak śīnək kal aˁág bə-rīho.  

I was keen to fish too. At the same time that a big fish took his 
bait, a big fish took my bait as well. I was sitting on a thwart of 
the dugout and he was standing on the bow thwart, and the 
dugout was rocking from side to side. When the big fish took 
his bait and he was working hard with it (i.e., to land it), the 
dugout tipped right over to one side. We two were already right 
by the whale shark and I saw no more until there he was! The 
man was in the water! 

ləˁámihi ḥot al té ínhi wə-ṭaháro hūri d-ifónə ḥot sōri ho wə-se meyh 
id ḳādəl, id ḥá. ḥot d-ité ínhi ṣǝḥób toˀ əl-nyaṣf. ˁak išˀāṣiyin dihó ḥot 
éḳdumk dihó əl-nínhin meyh bə-ḳeśeríbo259 di-ˁāreb di-kɛŕ w-išụ́ˀur 
w-ikólibin w-iḳārə Aˀāyyah b-il ˁaksA, al ḳeréˀes tyoˀo ḳúwre. men 
tyóˀo ˁiṣ wə-yəˁāmer: “Ayā mərsāha wə-yā məgrīha!A”  

If a big fish hadn’t taken my bait and gone swimming off, the 
dugout would have gone towards the great fish (i.e., the whale 
shark), and I and it (i.e., the dugout) would have disappeared 
down into its belly, into its mouth. But the fish that had taken 
my bait dragged me off to one side. I was still pulling in my fish 
when I saw my brother on the back of the neck of the whale 
shark, on the huge dome of its head. He was screaming and 
cursing and reciting the verse of the Qurˀān back to front. He 

 
259 ḳáśəribo, pl. ḳáśrəb~ḳaśīribhítin, the back of the top of the head; sth. 
just surfacing above the sea; the whole of the domed top of the skull, 
but especially at the back.  
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didn’t recite it as it ought to be recited, but out of his great fear 
he said (instead): “yā mərsāha wə-yā məgrīha!”260  

wǝ-ˀámma hōhən, tyóˀo hēmˁak tuš yəˁāmer ṭah, ṣāmək b-és ̣ḥ́ak. wə-
ḥɛr̄ə l-íš ̣ˁ ur ḥey kor núkiˁin hiš hūri. hōhən al ˁād fī ˁid men as ̣á́ḥak, 
hōhən míbərhe. ˁémer heš éˀefo: “tsābaḥ di-fōnə diɛ ́bə-hūri. múgšǝm 
ˁa l-énkaˁ bǝ-hūri dek ˁan ḳəlḳālə di-kɛŕ!” sābaḥ dihé id hūri wə-ˁam 
išrāḳaḥ dəhí di-hūri, dəhí íˀīdi, ˁarṣənōti wə-dihé erbəbōti dūr men 
zíko wə-ḳeśeríbo di-ḥot. wə-dihé kɛr al šḥábiliš. 

And as for me, when I heard him saying that, I nearly died 
laughing. He was doing his best to shout to me to bring the 
dugout towards him, but I was quite insensible from laughter—I 
was just a boy. The others said to him: “Swim in the direction of 
your dugout. The boy can’t bring the dugout to you, the whale 
shark is making too much wake.” He swam to his dugout. When 
he got out of the water into his dugout, his hands, forearms, 
and thighs were bleeding from the rock oysters (i.e., the barna-
cles) of the huge domed head of the fish. And the whale shark 
hadn’t even realised (lit. ‘sensed’) that he was there! 

w-iyhé kɛr al ilúhum máxluḳ w-al hūri kal korúmma šinḥórk ˁiš. 
nyem meš šenḥɛr̄ə? korúmma núhur ˁik bə-ġúbbə wə-śīnək tuš nḥaṭ 
hūri ˁa l-ás ̣ə́raṭ ˁiš. ki s ̣árāṭək ˁiš, ki ber wə-šínḥir ˁik, yəˁāmer dəhí 
bə-ṭal wələ bə-ˀídəhen yəˁāmer ˁis ḥāsīyə di-rīho kor iḳálḳal diɛ ́hūri 

 
260 Q 11 (Hūd):41 wa-qāla rkabū fīhā bi-smi llāhi majrāhā wa-mursāhā. 
inna rabbī la-ghafūrun raḥīm (‘And [Noah] said: “Embark therein; in 
the name of Allah is its course and its anchorage. Indeed, my Lord is 
Forgiving and Merciful’.) Many thanks to Orhan Elmaz for these de-
tails.  
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wə-təḳtə́lub. wə-ˀíno diyal təḳtə́lub. wə-ˀíno d-iḥōli his ḳáḥadə ˁaf l-
izgúts men rīho. bas al īti tuk. nəˁāmer hiš állah śkof tuš ˁa l-ité 
máxluḳ. 

And the whale shark doesn’t harm (lit. ‘touch’) a human or a 
dugout unless you give it cause. What makes it angry? If it 
passes by you out at sea, or if you see it beneath the dugout, 
don’t let off a loud fart at it. If you let off a loud fart at it, if it 
wants to demonstrate its anger with you, it uses its flukes or its 
pectoral fins to produce a great swirl in the water so that your 
dugout tips from side to side and capsizes. Some don’t capsize. 
And some (whale shark) put the great hump of their back be-
neath it (i.e., the dugout) and lift it right out of the water! But it 
won’t attack you (lit. ‘bite, eat’). We say of it: “The Lord bridled 
it so that it wouldn’t attack and kill a human being.”  

8.8. Turtle and Remora  

8.8.1. Turtles (ḥōmis) (i) 

men éˀemed di-dímiher al tšrāḳaḥ ḥōmis,261 wə-ki šərḳóḥo al dilāḳo, 
ṭiy ṭiy. šə́rḳaḥ men ḥorf əl-ter di-ṣerébhǝn, tšrāḳaḥ kor táˁyig wə-
təbōrǝ bə-ṭaḥ. tədālaḳ bə-nōgəd wə-ḳáˁara wə-bə-śyáˁab. tədālaḳ bə-
ˁayn di-méde wə-tḥarér bə-ˁayn di-ṣérbihi.  

When the sea is rough, the female turtle does not come ashore, 
or if it does, not many, only one or two. They come ashore dur-
ing the monsoon, at the beginning of the post-monsoon di-
ṣerébhǝn season, before ṣɛrb winter. It comes ashore to have its 

 
261 ḥōmis is the generic term for turtle, but usually refers to the female.    
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young, to give birth on the shore. There are a lot of them on 
(the south coast of) Nōged and at Ḳaˁara (at the western end of 
the south coast) and at Śyáˁab (on the western tip of the island). 
They come in great numbers when the wind is from the south, 
but only a few come when the wind is from the north. 

éˀefo lhɛ ́di-šíˀiki ṭaḥ ki ˁígib ḥōmis, ˀíno méyhin d-išmɛr̄iyin ṭaḥ. ki 
kísə məsḥībo di-ḥōmis, yúwihur ˁaf l-iksé menól kīro mes míhiba. 
ikōsǝ tos wələ ikōsə mes ḳaḥélihan. ki kséˀs menól kséˀs ki kɛr̄he 
šərḳóḥo wə-ki kɛr̄he kətínḥo, iḳālibs əl-ṭādaˁ.  

Those people who live close to the shore, if they want a turtle, 
they go down to the beach in the evening. If he sees the tracks 
of a turtle dragging herself up the beach he follows the tracks 
until he finds where it has hidden itself (lit. ‘hidden its shape’). 
He finds either it or its eggs. If he finds it, wherever he finds 
it—just recently emerged from the sea or only recently turned 
round to make her way back (to the sea)—he turns it upside 
down on its back.  

ki gísur l-aḥəzés (= l-aḥəzézs) yáḥzis (= yáḥzizis), wə-ki al gísur, 
yəˁāḳals tse (= di-sé) bə-ḥalf w-iyhé iṭóhur is ̣ā́laˁ e-éˀefo. wə-se al 
ˁído tšḥáylin se men ḥalf ˁaf ígdaḥ éˀefo. ˁábəhan al yəšrāḳaḥ. 
ḳúwdum ˁiš~ˁeyh bə-rínhem k-aḥśíš. ˀíno di-ˁə́rub ber ˁábəhan wə-
ˀíno diyál ˁerɛb̄iš.  

If he can manage to cut its throat, he does so. If he can’t, he 
leaves her where it is and goes off to tell others. And it doesn’t 
move from where it has been left until people arrive. The male 
turtle doesn’t come ashore. It’s seen out at sea on his own. Some 
recognise a male turtle when they see one and some don’t. 
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korúmma śinōwi rə́tkəbo, ḥōmis wə-ˁabəhan, yəˁúmur hīhi ‘rəkkɛb̄i’: 
ˁábəhan rə́kub əl-ḥōmis. wə-ˁábəhan ki rə́kub əl-ḥōmis al ber iṭārib 
w-al ber išíziyun heb korúmma fizóˁo men máxluḳ wələ men hūri w-
iyhé bə-rīho. yáˁihiṣo kə-ṭhítši. wə-bíśi di-ˁə́rub díful waḳt záˁamo 
kə-ṭhítši.  

If they are seen mating, a female and a male turtle, they are 
called rəkkɛb̄i ‘the two riders’; that is, a male turtle on top of a 
female one. And once the male is on top of the female, it won’t 
get off her and they will not separate, even if startled by a hu-
man being or by a dugout in the water. They dive down still at-
tached one to the other. No one knows how long they remain 
like that, stuck together.  

korúmma ˀíno di-kséˀeš bə-rínhem wə-ˀɛk̄is ˁiš wə-lə́ṭiš men ḥérhen 
wǝ-íbṭiš wə-íbṭə tus, yə́šxaf tus mə́šxaf. 

If someone comes across one out at sea and can creep up on it, 
come at it from behind, catching a male or female unawares, he 
gaffs it with a hooked gaff. 

8.8.2. Turtles (ḥōmis) (ii) 

korúmma ənkáˁans w-al šərḳóḥo men rīho, nəˁāmer ˁis kəllāb wə-
náˁnən bis ˁaf išōˀiki tan. šíˀiki tan, nərtéˀhən wə-nərōbən wə-
niftikérən: “ˀíful nəšōgi? nəḳāters? wələ nāgaḥs id hūri?” ki gáḥan 
tus id hūri, nəḳālibs əl-ṭādaˁ. wə-ki ḳətārəns, nəkōtifs əl-ṭiy men 
ˀidbíti wələ əl-fəḳəríro. któfən ənṭúher, nəḳādif bar ˁaf nəšə́rḳaḥ. 
šərḳáḥan, nərāḳaḥs ter wə-nəḳālibs.  

If we come across one and it is not on the shore, we use the 
grappling hook on it, and pull it in close (i.e., to the dugout). 
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When it is close by, we ask one another, we discuss what to do 
and we think long and hard: “What should we do (now)? Tie it 
on (i.e., to the dugout, to be dragged behind us)? Try and get it 
into the dugout?” If we get it into the dugout, we turn it upside 
down on its back. If we tie it (on to the dugout), we bind it ei-
ther by one of its flippers or around its neck. Once we’ve at-
tached it, we set off rowing back to shore. Once we’re ashore, 
we get it out onto dry land and we turn it upside down. 

wə-lāṭ núkiˁin diḥán b-íṣərhe. išōfin d-išōfin wə-ṭad yáḥziz tos əl 
ḳār. nərāḳaḥ ḳɛrf id ter wələ śéḳeḳ wə-rāḳaḥ ḳɛrf. wə-lāṭ nəgāzəls 
wə-nərāḳaḥ mes ḳɛrf di-ḳḥó áḥśiš wə-nərāḳaḥ mes teh men ḳéśəribo 
di-ḥōmis. nəḳāder wə-nəšōdiˁīn.  

And then we fetch our knives. Whoever needs to sharpen his 
blade does so, and someone cuts it across the throat. We remove 
the plastron and put it down on the ground, or the plastron is 
sawn around and around and removed (like that). Then we 
butcher it. We remove the plastron at the sternum by itself and 
remove the meat that lies behind the back of the turtle’s head. 
We cook (it) in water and we share it out.  

ámmā ḳɛrf di-ḳīhən, nəˁāmer biš ṣōdə wə-nəḳtíni bis. ámmā ḳéśerə 
di-ḥōmis dé éˀeb, nəgōfiˀš əl-ṣōdə wə-nərōgimš əl bíli, nəˁāḳalš men 
ˁālǝ. wə-nərūd bis ḳə́nəho wələ mišīrud. 

As for the smaller shell, the plastron, we put fish on it and eat 
off it. As for the carapace of the turtle, that big shell, we use it 
to cover fish or we use it as a lid to cover something: we put it 
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right over it. Or we use it (as a trough) for watering livestock or 
anything else that comes to drink.262 

8.8.3. Remora (lɛm̄i) and Turtles (áḥmis) (i) 

lɛm̄i ki šaˁrókən tuyh wə-buˀúrənš al nəlātˁaš, nəˁāḳalš ḥayy bə-rīho. 
korúmma śīnən ḥōmis nəkōtifš bə-də́nub bə-śóˀhor wələ nəˁāmer hiš 
ˁéḳəlhe d-yáḥśiš bə-śébə di-ˁālə wə-nəbúlugš. ki búlugən, nəfāraḥ hiš 
śóˀhor w-iyhé iṭúher d-is w-ilāsǝk ˁis.  

If we go fishing and catch a remora, we don’t kill it, but instead 
put it alive into some water (inside the dugout). If we see a tur-
tle, we tie a length of fishing line to its (i.e., the remora’s) tail 
or insert a hook into its upper lip, and we let it go (down into 
the sea). Once we’ve let it go, we pay out the fishing line be-
hind it and it goes straight for it (i.e., the turtle) and attaches it-
self to it. 

ki lə́sak ˁis, náˁnən wə-nišmɛr̄iśin bə-śóˀhor wə-se tfōrid. tfōrid di-
gyɛm̄ə w-ol déhər: iḳtiṭār ˁis fonś wə-tšrāḳaḥ. wə-lal tšrāḳaḥ náˁnən 
bis bɛńɛ se wə-tsé (= di-sé) lɛm̄i. w-al ibúləg tus ˁaf l-énkaˁs. wə-
korúmma lǝ́sak bə-lə́ḥḥim, ṭah nəšōgi ˁaf l-énkaˁš wələ ˁaf tə́bs ̣áḳ diɛ ́
śóˀhor. 

If it has attached itself to it (i.e., the turtle), we pull it in hand 
over hand, and it tries to get away. It tries to escape by diving 
down, but it can’t (stay there) for ever: it runs out of breath and 
has to come up again. And when it surfaces, we pull it in and 
pull it in with all our strength, it and its remora. We don’t let it 
go until we’ve brought it right in. And if it (i.e., the remora) at-

 
262 The carapace is also used as a pen for young kids.  
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taches itself to a shark, we do just the same to bring it in or un-
til it breaks your line. 

8.8.4. Remora (lɛm̄i) and Turtles (áḥmis) (ii) 

ki ˀíno lɛm̄i w-ol ṣāmə wə-śīni ḥōmis ibōləg dhí lɛm̄i id rīho w-iyhé 
iˁúmur biš ˁéḳǝlhe. ki śīni tos, iṭābuḳ bis se bə-ḳáśerə. išmɛś̄iyīn tus 
dhí bə-śúˀhur ˁaf l-érḳaḥs súwətsé (= sé wǝ-di-sé) lɛm̄i. lal išōˀikis 
wə-sé šíˀiki hūri, yíšxaf tus bə-míšxaf.  

If there is a remora and it is alive, and he (i.e., the fisherman) 
sees a turtle, he looses his remora into the sea, after inserting a 
hook into it. If it (i.e., the remora) sees it (i.e., the turtle), it 
latches onto it, onto its carapace.263 He (i.e., the fisherman) 
plays it on the line until he manages to bring it up (i.e., to the 
surface), it and its remora. When he has brought it close, when 
it is right by the dugout, he gaffs it with the hooked gaff.  

wə-ˀíno korúmma tərá bə-hūri wələ təlāta, ˀíno di-yáˁnǝn ˁaf tšíˀiki 
ḥōz di-bāˁ. wǝ-ṭad yáˁihiṣ míšxaf w-íšxaf tus wə-dé ilúi bə-śúˀhur 
kor ˁal ˁə́do túḳˁud di-gyɛm̄ə. lúˀu yáˁihiṣ? dé di-áˁihiṣ ˁes?  

And sometimes, if there are two men in the dugout, or three, 
one will pull it in until it is about a bāˁ distance away from 
them. Another will dive down with the gaff and gaff it, the first 
holding tight onto the line so that it (i.e., the turtle) can’t dive 
back down to the bottom. Why does he dive down? That man 
who dives down to it?  

 
263 Saying: ṭibāḳo tyóˀo lɛm̄i! “She stuck (i.e., to a person or action) like 
a remora!” and yɛ! kān ṭābeḳ tyóˀo lɛm̄i! “Hey, he stuck like a remora!” 
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korúmma śīni dihé śúˀhur təbās ̣áḳ w-ol ṭār máḥdišo di-ḥōmis lal 
tšrāḳaḥ wə-tígbib bə-rīho wə-lāṭ śównǝ hūri wə-śównǝ máxluḳ tḥādiš 
wə-táˁihiṣ. 

(He does so) if he sees that his line might break, or that the 
hook is not embedded in the turtle firmly enough to stop it get-
ting away. When it comes up and lies there on the surface of the 
water, and sees a dugout or sees people, it will break free (i.e., 
with the extra strength lent it by its terror) and dive right back 
down again.  

ki ˀə́duf ˁis wə-béˀeris ki bə-ṭaḥ wə-ki bə-rínhem ṭad mes ḥazíz. 
ḥówzuz tus men ḳār. mes ḳaḥéləhan ḳúwdur túyhin bə-rīho ˁaf l-
íbihel wə-lāṭ fōḳeš túyhin. wə-ˀíno d-ifāḳiš ḳaḥéləhan w-iḥarír ˁiš ˁaf 
l-ibhúl. wə-meš kan íkkin tyóˀo kɛf̄ə. 

If he manages to get hold of it and catch it, the cutting of its 
throat is the same whether on shore or out at sea: it is cut 
across the throat. Its eggs are boiled in water until cooked and 
ready to eat. They are then broken open. Some people break 
open the (raw) eggs and heat them on the fire until they are 
cooked (i.e., like scrambled eggs). They look a bit like cooked 
colostrum.  

ḳáśerə igúwfə biš əl-bíli tyóˀo ṣōdə, tyóˀo ˁífif. yǝḥófer nōgir wə-d-
ibúlǝg ˁífuf di-ḳānə, wələ bíli tyóˀo ṣafláḥa wə-lāṭ d-igōfi dis əl-bíli. 

The carapace is turned upside down over something, fish for in-
stance, or a young kid. He digs a hole and puts a young kid in-
side, or something such as (food in a) clay cooking pot. Then he 
puts it (i.e., the carapace) upside down over this thing.   
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8.8.5. Turtle and Fish Eggs  

ḥōmis tšrāḳaḥ men rínhem lol təˁégib təbrɛ.́ tšrāḳaḥ id ḥáməhal wə-
lāṭ təḥōfir wə-téˁyig. wə-təkōtilin se əl-ḳaḥélǝhan wə-təktə́naḥ id 
rínhem. sáˁa tféḳiś, išrōḳaḥ dhin men ˁabgɛr̄ə wə-yəḥóbiyən id 
rínhem. korúmma náḥziz ḥōmis, nəṭúher nəḥōri ṭaḥ wə-naˁtúbur 
men məsḥībo.  

A female turtle comes out of the sea when it wants to give birth. 
It comes out onto the dry foreshore and then digs a hole and 
gives birth. It covers its eggs over (with sand) and goes back to 
the sea. When they hatch (lit. ‘break open’), they (i.e., the baby 
turtles) leave their hole and crawl to the sea. If we kill a female 
turtle we go along the beach and look for signs of it having 
dragged herself out onto land. 

korúmma śīnən məsḥībo, nəkābur riˀ di-məsḥībo: korúmma ol kséˀən 
ḥōmis, nəḥōfer wə-nərāḳaḥ ḳaḥélǝhan. korúmma kséˀən ḥōmis, 
nəḳālibs wə-náḥzizis. ki kséˀən ḳaḥélǝhan, nəzáˁihin wə-nəfs ̣á́ˁihin 
wə-nəḳādirhin bə-šạ̄dihir bə-ṭhidítš wə-lāṭ íkkin tyóˀo kɛf̄ə. wə-lāṭ 
níti. 

If we see such tracks, we follow them to see where they come to 
an end. If we don’t find the turtle, we dig down and remove the 
eggs. If we find the turtle, we turn it over on its back and cut its 
throat. If we find eggs we take them, crack them open and cook 
them on their own in water in a clay pot: they look rather like 
cooked colostrum. And then we eat them. 

bə́ḳəhāl di-ṣōdə ḳúwbeb bə-śéyāṭ wə-yúwte. korúmma ḳīder ibtyóˁug. 

The eggs of fish are roasted on the fire and eaten. If they’re 
cooked in water, they crumble away to nothing. 
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8.9. Dolphin (ˁíləho) 

ˁíləho nítiš, ənḥárḥer meyh teh wə-níti. wə-meyh teh ḥámˀī fáḥerə, 
ímhe tyóˀo ḥámˀī. wə-korúmma tuyk meyh də́laḳ wə-hōhən ṣə́ṭˁak, 
ās ̣áḥ mǝ́nhi mer w-əšə́fǝl meyh.  

We eat a dolphin. We heat its flesh and we eat it. And its flesh 
is all fat—it melts just like butter oil. And if I eat a lot of it 
when I’m really hungry, I get a belly ache and severe diarrhoea 
as a result. 

ˁíləho ol iˀōkib id ḳérḳor w-al íti bə-śúˀhur, ol nəgōbiš kal mínzek. 
wə-nənōzik tuš korúmma īˁud əl-dɛf̄ə dhí di-bīyo. w-al nənōzik 
ˁíləho dé éˀeb, nənōzik di-ḳīhən. lúˀu al nənōzik dé éˀeb? izáˁa ˁīn 
diḥán ḳīyud w-al nəgōsir hiš, yáˁs ̣ís ̣ ́ˁīn.  

A dolphin doesn’t go into a fish trap nor does it take the bait on 
a fishing line. We can only catch it with a spear: we stab it if we 
see it going along beside its mother. We don’t spear the adult 
dolphin, only the little one. Why don’t we spear the adult one? 
It will go off with our rope-lines and we can’t manage it—it’s 
much stronger than we are.   

ˁíləho nəṣālib tus tyóˀo léḥḥīm wə-tyóˀo ṣōdə, bíśi ṣalb di-ˁīreb tuš. 
nənōzik tuš wə-náˁnən diyál núfuš ˁaf l-igdáḥ. wə-lāṭ iˀúwge 
məḳəláˁa ˁaf l-iṣmé.  

We slaughter a dolphin just like a shark or a fish—there’s no 
special way to slaughter it. We spear it and drag it towards us 
until it’s close by. Then it is beaten to death with a heavy club. 

fānə yəˁúwgub hiš. náˁa dé bə-zə́mān di-šīn al ˁād yəˁúwgub hiš 
tyóˀo di-fānə. ki ksōwi ˀə́kub id šábakA əw id míśgir əw šə́rḳaḥ, bíśi 
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d-ínihaḥ biš tyóˀo di-fānə. fānə bíśi šábakA wə-bíśi míśgir, kal nízik 
wə-śúˀhur. 

In earlier times it was highly prized. Now, in these times we 
live in, it’s no longer prized as it used to be. If it’s found trapped 
in a šábak or míśgir264 net, or if it’s stranded on shore, there is no 
great rejoicing as there used to be. Before there were no large 
šábak nets and no míśgir nets, just a spear or a fishing line.  

8.10. Harvesting the Sea: Non-Fish  

8.10.1. Low Tide and Gathering Shellfish (šáḥaḳ) 

rínhem šīn təmōlə wə-tədōmir men ḥorf u-men ṣɛr̄əb. wə-tə́šḥaḳ šīn 
bɛńɛ men éˀemed di-dyōti wə-men ṣerébhǝn. tə́šḥaḳ šīn ˁaf náˁmer: 
“rínhem sféro wə-tə́šḥaḳ šīn!” nəˁāmer šḥāḳo wələ kɛr̄he niḳāṣo, 
kɛr̄he milóˀo.  

Where we live, the sea comes far in and is very rough during 
the summer monsoon and in the winter. You go in search of 
shellfish a lot during the season of dyōti ‘the end of the summer 
(just before the monsoon)’, and at ṣerébhǝn ‘the end of the mon-
soon (just before ṣɛr̄eb ‘winter’)’. With us, you go off in search of 
shellfish when we say: “The tide has gone right out, so come 
and look for shellfish with us.” We say šḥāḳo ‘the tide has gone 
out’, or kɛr̄he niḳāṣo ‘the tide is nearly out’, kɛr̄he milóˀo ‘the tide 
is nearly in’.  

 
264 míśgir, a type of small drift net with a mesh finer than the ṣīni ‘cast 
net’. It was used along the north coast around Ḥadibo, where it is also 
called ḳáṭabə. It was made of ġazəl ‘cotton’ and was set between the 
shore and the sea, at right angles to the shore. 
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wə-ínihaḥ éˀefo sāˁa di-šḥāḳo rínhem wə-sféro kor nəšáḥiḳin wə-
nəkōsə kə-šáḥaḳ ṣōdə di-ˁotírir b-eḳəléṭo. 

And people are very happy when the tide has gone out or is re-
ally low so that we can go and look for shellfish, and find fish 
flapping around in the pools left by the receding tide. 

8.10.2. Edible Shellfish: Cowries (ḳáḥəbə~ḳaḥbōbə) 

ḳaḥbōbə ḳúwbub w-ol ḳúwdur w-ol yúwte tus néˀA. wə-ˀíno d-iḳādir 
ḳaḥbōbə. ḳáḥəbə əw ḳaḥbōbə nəˁāgub his kor nənáḥag bis ki bíśi bis 
eḳənīyo. wə-ki ˀíno bis eḳənīyo níti tus.  

ḳaḥbōbə ‘cowries’ are roasted and not boiled in water. No one 
eats them raw. Some cook them in water. We like to play with 
ḳáḥəbə or ḳaḥbōbə ‘cowries’ if they’re just empty shells. But if 
they are still alive, we like to eat the flesh inside them. 

wə-nətōbers wə-nǝḳāder mes eḳənīyo wələ néḳəbib. korúmma 
néḳəbib tus, néḳəbib tus se bə-ḳaḥf. wə-korúmma də́laḳ wə-ˁigíbən 
nəḳāder, nətōbər túsən wə-nəzáˁ mésən ḥáṣəhal wə-nəḳāder.  

We break (the shells) open and we either cook the meat in wa-
ter or we roast it. If we roast it, we do so in its shell. If we have 
a lot of them and we want to boil them in water, we break them 
open and take out the pieces of flesh and boil (them). 

wə-korúmma nənáḥag bísən, nəzáˁa dis āˀam wə-nənɛś̄urs óˀorəm 
wə-nəˁāmer his: “íyhin íləhe.” wə-yúwihurs disé ‘mə́nḳaˁ’ wə-
yúwihurs disé ‘fólihi’. wə-nəˁáḳalsən ber əl-fānə ḥīn. wə-ṭah nəšōgi 
wə-ṭah nənáḥag bísən. 

And if we want to play with them, we take the largest one and 
make it go along and say to it: “You’re a cow.” And following 
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behind it is its ‘year-old heifer’, and following behind this is its 
‘new calf’. And we put them down on the ground in front of us 
(i.e., as if we were herding them). That’s what we do and that’s 
how we play with them. 

8.10.3. Different Edible Shellfish (ˁáfšer, di-meriméro, 
ṭǝháḳəhān, di-ṣíˀəfo) 

ˁáfšer yúwge ki ḳíder tuš kor tšrāḳaḥ meš eḳənīyo wə-yúwte tuš. wə-
korúmma ḳīhen, nəˁáḳal tuš aḥśíš kor ki bíśi biš eḳənīyo nəˁáḳalš 
kor əntáḳibinš kə-šáḥaḳ, kə-di-meriméro wə-kə-ṭǝháḳəhān wə-kə-
tṣíˀəfo (= di-ṣíˀəfo) kor nəˁāmerhin aḥnāḳo.  

ˁáfšer ‘turban shells’: if they’re to be boiled in water, they’re 
broken open to get at the flesh inside and this is eaten. If they’re 
small shells, we put them to one side, so that once they’re emp-
tied of food we can add them to the other (emptied shells) of 
the shellfish collected at low tide: with the di-meriméro ‘dark-
coloured periwinkles’ and the ṭǝháḳəhān ‘black and white peri-
winkles’ and the periwinkle with the di-ṣíˀəfo ‘very fine opercu-
lum’ (lit. ‘fish scale’), so that we can make a necklaces out of 
them.  

nəˀōgīhin wə-nənōfīhin wə-níśkik túyhin id ḳaˀ, wə-lāṭ nəˁāmer 
ḥanḳ. wə-nənáḥig bīhin ṭhídin. wə-ináḥig bīhin embūriye, w-
inḳáḥəḳaḥ bīhin. 

We knock them (to the shape we want), bore a hole in them 
and thread them on a piece of twine to make a necklace. We 
play together with them. Children play with them and rattle 
and clash them together.  
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ˁáfšer biš bíli tyóˀo sígidə di-máxluḳ. ki biš sígidə men ṣəlá, əntōri tus 
bə-líššin wə-lāṭ nəlɛs̄uks bə-fíˀo. 

ˁáfšer ‘turban shells’ have something (i.e., an operculum) that 
looks like the prayer mark on a human (forehead). If it has 
(this) ‘prayer mark’, we wet it with our tongue and stick it on 
our forehead (i.e., to look like a prayer mark). 

8.10.4. Conch or Triton (ḥánšə̣) and Clam (gáḥbān) (i) 

ˀíno šáḥaḳ di-ḳúwbub wə-ˀíno di-ḳúwder. ḥánšə̣ wə-gáḥbān iḳúbǝbo 
wə-lāṭ fuws ̣ó́ˁo bə-ˀōbən kor itébero wə-yúwte méyhi eḳənīyo. kuw-
sóˀo ki ešḥāḳo rínhem wə-kuwsóˀo lal ˁə́wihaṣ əl-múṣəliḥ. 

Some shellfish are roasted and some are boiled in water. The 
ḥánšə̣ ‘conch’ or ‘triton’ and gáḥbān ‘clam’ are roasted. They’re 
struck one hard blow with a stone to break them open to get at 
the meat inside to eat it. They are found at low tide or when 
(people are) diving for pearlshell oysters. 

ˀíno ḥánšə̣ núwbe tus ḥánšə̣ əw ˁárho di-ḥánšə̣ ki šị̄ˁer bis. w-īˁúwrub 
ber ˁárho di-ḥánšə̣. ḥánšə̣ tíkkǝn kə-nǝḳīb di-tímiher, yǝḥōger tímiher 
kor éˀefo ˁa l-ílḳaṭ ḥálhul wə-bíšerə diš d-iṭārib men tímerə kal bə-
rúxsaA.  

There is a type of conch or triton called ḥánšə̣ or ‘the voice of 
the ḥánšə̣’ if a loud trumpeting sound is made through it. It is 
well known by everyone as the ‘the voice of the ḥánšə̣’. A conch 
or triton like this is to be found with the guardian of the com-
munal date palm plantation, the man who guards the date 
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palms to stop people gleaning the half-and-half dates265 and the 
fully ripe ones that have fallen from the palm, except at permit-
ted times.266  

ḥánšə̣ núwfaḥ tus men dǝ́nub ḥōz di-kérśǝ267 d-íṣəbáˁ kōr lal ināfaḥ 
tos dhí əl-xálfə təˁāmer ˁárho men ter dig ǝw dsí men ter. 

The ḥánšə̣ is blown into across (an aperture) at its tip, about a 
finger-joint’s distance from it, so that when he blows across the 
hole he’s made, it makes a loud trumpeting sound from this 
opening or from its own mouth. 

8.10.5. Conch or Triton (ḥánšə̣) and Clam (gáḥbān) (ii) 

ḥánšə̣ nəˁágub his bɛńɛ ˁan šáḥaḳ, wə-mes eḳənīyo diláḳo wə-škɛr̄o. 
w-ol yə́wte néˀ w-al bɛńɛ ḳúwbub. ḳúwdur w-áḥsan ki ḳidíro. wə-
ḥánšə̣ tirí ḥanšị́ti: ḥánšə̣ d-iṣābiˁ ol nəˁāmer bis xálfə kor nəšụ́ˁur bis. 
nəˁāmer xálfə bə-ḥánšə̣ diž. wə-diž gáˁalhil wə-nəˁāmər hes ḥinbōbə.  

We like the ḥánšə̣ ‘conch’ or ‘triton’ best of all the shellfish 
gathered at low tide. It has a lot of flesh and is really delicious. 
It’s not eaten raw nor is it often roasted. It is cooked in water. 
It’s best when cooked in water. And there are two kinds of 
ḥánšə̣: the one ‘with fingers’ which we don’t pierce to make a 

 
265 ḥálhul, dates one half of which is yellow and crisp, the other half 
ripe, brown and soft, seen as very delicious. 
266 He blows into the conch at fixed times of the day to signal the 
opening and closing of the communal date palm plantation to glean-
ers. 
267 kérśǝ ‘the gap between two finger joints’. 
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loud trumpeting noise. We make a hole in the other kind of 
ḥánšə̣. This kind is round and fat and we call it ḥinbōbə.  

wə-bis išụ́ˁur nəḳīb l-əməṭāriḥ. ḥánšə̣ diž mes šem d-iṣābiˁ al šụˁúr 
bis lə-ḥārif. bas ṭiy méyhi eḳənīyo, wə-ṭad méyhi ṭaˁm wə-ṭiy méyhi 
šíḥiḳo. w-al təlásko bə-ḳéśˀor, kəwsóˀo ṭabiḥíto əl-šīmi w-əl-rúˁud di-
rīho. 

The nəḳīb ‘guardian of the communal date palm plantations’ 
trumpets through it (as a signal for gleaners to enter or leave). 
The kind of conch ‘with fingers’ isn’t the one used to make a 
signal to those harvesting the dates. But the two kinds provide 
the same kind of food: they taste the same and the way of col-
lecting them is the same. They don’t stick on rocks, but are 
found crawling (lit. ‘stretched out flat’) over areas of white sand 
or sea grass. 

8.10.6. Chiton (śéyḥino) (i) 

śéyḥino bis líššin iˁúmur his ‘líššin di-śéyḥino’. śéyḥino yúwte néˀ wə-
ki ḳidíro wə-ki ḳibíbo. wə-rúwḳaḥ mes məḳáṣihi d-íkkin mes bə-
ṭādaˁ. wə-se məḳáṣihi al yúwten: ˁis ̣ ́ tyóˀo mɛs̄ǝn ˁás ̣íyas ̣ ́ tyóˀo 
óˀōbən. 

The chiton has a tongue (of flesh) which we call the ‘tongue of 
the chiton’. The chiton is eaten raw or boiled or roasted. The 
shell plates are removed, those that lie along its back. The shell 
plates are not eaten: they’re hard, some of them as hard as 
stone. 
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8.10.7. Chiton (śéyḥino) (ii) 

śéyḥino təlɛs̄uk bə-ḳéśˀor wə-ˁa śúwnǝ tus kal ki šḥāḳo. wə-nəˁāgub 
his kor nə́ḳbibs wə-nəḳādirs wə-níti néˀ mes líššin. se mer líššin, wə-
di-kíˀi dɛr-mā-dɛr śíbihe. wə-mes ṭādaˁ ṭifherítin wə-ˁás ̣íyas ̣ ́ tyóˀo 
óˀōbən, wə-bíśi d-itīhin. 

The chiton sticks onto rocks and can only be seen when the tide 
is out. We like to roast it or cook it in water, or we eat the 
fleshy part (lit. ‘tongue’) raw. What lies inside (i.e., beneath the 
shell plates) is the ‘tongue’, and what remains, that part which 
goes around the circumference of the shell, is śíbihe ‘the lips’ 
(i.e., the girdle). And on its back are ‘fingernails’ (i.e., the over-
lapping shell plates) and they are as hard as stone. No one eats 
them. 

śéyḥino sté tos ki ˁīyək néˀ wə-ki ˁīyək ḳādər wə-ˁa yəˁúwḳal tos 
sáˁte. éˀefo ki ṣə́ṭaˁ šáḥaḳen kor yəḳtōnə w-iśōbaˁ. 

A chiton is eaten either raw or cooked in water—as you like. 
But it mustn’t be left for long (i.e., as it goes off quickly). When 
people were hungry,268 they’d go to gather shellfish at low tide 
to have something to eat and to fill their bellies. 

8.10.8. Rock Oyster (zōkə) 

zōkə yúwge tus se bə-ḳéśˀor. yúwge tos id riˀ. wə-yəˀōgiz dé diyál kāl 
l-igé kor ˁa təfs ̣á́ˁ. dé di-kāl, lal iˀōgǝ, yišḳúˁi mes ter wə-tḳéˀe mes 
eḳənīyo bə-ḳānə al fis ̣ó́ˁo w-al nətə́ṣəro. wə-rúwḳaḥ tos bə-bíli ḳīno. 

 
268 According to Aḥmad Saˁd Taḥkí, in times of hunger people eat es-
pecially śéyḥino ‘chiton’, ˁáfšer ‘turban shell’, ḥfoš ‘sea-slug’, ḥánšə̣ 
‘conch’ or ‘triton’ and məḳḥīro ‘limpet’.  
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núwḳar tos men ḳānə wə-tšrāḳaḥ id ter. yúwte tos néˀ. wə-mes ˁāḳer 
tyóˀo mer di-šíbdə wə-mes kān libíni. 

The zōkə ‘rock oysters’ are struck off the rock to which they are 
attached. It (i.e., a chunk of rock oysters) is struck directly on 
the top (lit. ‘on the head’). The person who doesn’t know how 
to do it properly can’t knock them off without smashing them to 
pieces (i.e., and spoiling them). The expert, when he strikes a 
blow, manages to unlock its ‘door’, keeping the flesh inside en-
tire, uncrushed and still whole. It (i.e., the flesh) is then re-
moved (from the shell) with something small. It is poked from 
inside and brought out. It’s eaten raw. Its size is something like 
the small lobe of the liver (lit. ‘the stomach of the liver’) and it’s 
pale in colour.  

8.10.9. Limpets (məḳḥīro)  

məḳḥīro yúwte tos néˀ w-iḳúwbub w-iḳúwdur. məḳḥīro yúwte ṭah, w-
iḳúwdur kə-šáḥaḳ əw aḥśiš. wə-ḳúwbub. wə-məḳḥīro diš bíśi bis 
eḳənīyo əw ber tōwi eḳənīyo, zúwmaˁ bísən kor ḳúwḥur bísən ḥīrórə 
di-məḳdɛr̄ə wələ di-bómbə wələ sə̄ro. 

məḳḥīro ‘limpets’ are eaten raw, roasted or cooked in water. 
məḳḥīro are eaten just like that (i.e., as you find them, raw), 
boiled along with other shellfish gathered at low tide, or 
(cooked) on their own. And they can be roasted. Those məḳḥīro 
which have no meat or from which the meat has already been 
removed are kept to be used as scrapers to scrape away the food 
burned on to the bottom of the cooking pots: burned-on maize 
or finger millet or what remains after clarifying butter to make 
butter oil.  
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8.10.10. Nerites (tyúbər ˀəb́əhān) 

tyúbər ˀə́bəhān šáḥaḳan tuš kə-šáḥaḳ wə-ḳúwdur tuš wələ ḳúwbub, 
wə-bíśi d-itīš néˀ. 

We gather tyúbər ˀə́bəhān269 ‘nerite topshells’ along with other 
edible shellfish at low tide. They are cooked in water or roasted. 
No one eats them raw. 

8.10.11. Cone Shells (fáˁrhur) 

fáˁrher bíśi d-īti meyh eḳənīyo. bas nəˁágub hiš kor nənáḥag biš bə-
ḥāṣir wələ bə-gād wələ bə-s ̣ī́šạ́ˁa. nəfōduḳš b-iṣbéˁi w-iyhé yǝḥélin. 

No one eats the flesh of the fáˁrher ‘cone shell’, but we like to 
play with it: on an oblong date palm floor mat, on a tanned 
hide, or on an area of flat rock. We give it a sharp pinch be-
tween two fingers (i.e., like a top) and it spins round and round. 

8.10.12. Abalone (iˀīdānə)  

iˀīdānə: al də́laḳ šīn ˀidǝhántǝn, al tyóˀo mǝḳáḥir. wə-ˀidānə šker 
mes šáḥaḳ ˁan šáḥaḳ di-məḳḥīro. wə-ˀidānə ikōsə tos korúmma 
šḥáḳo ḳúwlub ˁans ˀə́bəhān wə-təkósəs nḥaṭ ˀə́bəhān lísko tyóˀo 
məḳḥīro wə-tyóˀo śeyḥíno. ḳúwbub wə-ḳúwdur w-al yúwte néˀ tyóˀo 
śeyḥíno wə-məḳḥīro. wə-mes mǝḳḥīro di-ˀidānə bíśi d-iˁágub his. 

The iˀīdānə ‘abalone’: we don’t have many abalone where we 
live, not like limpets. Gathering abalone is better (i.e., easier) 
than gathering limpets when the tide is out. Abalone can be 

 
269 tyúbər ˀə́bəhān ‘stone breaker’ because it is such a hard shell to crack 
open. 
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found at low tide by turning over rocks: you find it under rocks, 
sticking to them like limpets or chiton. (The abalone) is roasted 
or cooked in water, but it’s not eaten raw like the chiton and 
the limpet. And as for the shell of the abalone, no one bothers 
about it or wants it. 

8.11. Harvesting the Sea: Other Sea Creatures 

8.11.1. Brittle Star (di-ḥaṣáhan di-rínhem) 

di-ḥaṣáhan di-rínhem: kséˀes wə-śīnis. bíśi di-śíˀiš. kúwse tus bə-
s ̣ī́s ̣á́ˁa di-ḳeśǝrīn di-bíhin rīho. w-al déher tšḥáḳ ˁis, təˁágub tíkkən 
bə-rīho. ki šḥáḳo ˁis wə-šḥabílo šīhum, təˁágub l-ósiri id rīho. u-bíśi 
bis bíli di-škɛŕo əw l-ínihaḥ bis ḥéyhi ki kséˀes. embūriye diyál 
ˁérebis yaˀṣáṣis. 

The di-ḥaṣáhan di-rínhem270 ‘brittle star’: it’s to be found and it’s 
seen, but no one bothers about it. It’s found on flat areas of rock 
where there’s water. You don’t always see it at low tide because 
it likes to be in water. If the tide goes out, leaving it behind, 
and it feels the heat of the sun, it tries to go down into water. 
There is nothing good or useful about it and no one’s happy 
should he come across it. Children who don’t know about it are 
scared of it. 

8.11.2. Starfish (négəmə di-rínhem) 

négəmə di-rínhem tyóˀo di-ḥaṣáhan: ṭah mes ˁagébihin tyóˀo di-
ḥaṣáhan. 

 
270 di-ḥaṣáhan di-rínhem ‘giant centipede of the sea’ (di-ḥaṣáhan ‘Scolo-
pendra’).  
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The starfish is like the di-ḥaṣáhan ‘brittle star’: feelings towards 
it are the same as those towards the di-ḥaṣáhan ‘brittle star’. 

8.11.3. Sea Cucumber (fáḥal di-rínhem) 

fáḥal di-rínhem kúwse bə-rīho wə-tə́šḥaḳ ˁis, wə-bíśi d-iˁágeb his. bas 
ḥánhǝn nəˀáṣiṣin bis ṭhídin wələ ḥéyhi gélbihi. u-bíśi bis féydə u-bíśi 
tos d-īti u-bíśi bis d-išˁárik.  

The fáḥal di-rínhem271 ‘sea cucumber’ is found in water when the 
tide has gone out, but no one wants it. We just used to scare 
one another with it, or we’d frighten a mountain person (i.e., 
one who is ignorant of sea matters) with it. It’s useless: no one 
eats it and no one fishes with it (i.e., as bait). 

náˁa dé bə-zə́mān di-náˁa, gídaḥ ṭad men əl-ˁāli wə-śīnis šīn bə-
saḳáṭeri wə-ˁúmur: “ˁēyək mɛs̄ən. táˁihiṣ ˁísən wə-təḳōdersən wə-
nɛḡib túsən ˁaf təḳśíˁan wə-təˁúmur ˁísən id bíli wə-núkiˁin ínhi wə-
hōhun ətōger.” 

Now, in this time, a man arrived from the Gulf and saw it here 
with us on Soqoṭra and said: “I want some of them. Dive for 
them and cook them in water; spread them out in the sun to 
dry, and then put them in something and bring them to me and 
I’ll buy (them).”   

8.11.4. Sea Urchins (úˀiriˁ~úˀiriḥ, pl. iˀiráḥan~íˀiraḥ)  

úˀiriḥ al tə́šḥaḳ ˁiš w-íkkin bə-śíṣərhin əl-ḳéśˀor. w-úˀiriḥ ki rǝ́kutk ˁiš 
iṣúˁud wə-yaḥṭímim mek di-ḥalf dé di-ṣaˁādək. wə-təˀās ̣áḥ tyóˀo 

 
271 fáḥal di-rínhem ‘sea penis’; smaller versions are called míḳəliz di-
rinhem ‘sea penis of a child’.  
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korúmma ˀés ̣áḥk men síkərát.272 wə-nəfōrid ˁanš ki eḳdúmǝn ˁiš w-al 
nənéher dé bə-ḥalf w-al nərōkit id ḥalf biš íˀiráḥan. wə-bíśi biš féydə 
dyáḥśiš. 

You don’t go along the rocks and search for the úˀiriḥ ‘sea ur-
chin’ (Diadema setosum) at low tide. It’s found in cracks and 
crevices in rocks. And if you tread on the úˀiriḥ ‘sea urchin’, (its 
spines) stick right into you and break off in your skin right 
there. And it’s as painful as the final pains of death. We keep 
well away from it if we see it. We don’t walk about in that place 
and we don’t step anywhere where there are iˀiráḥan~íˀiraḥ 
úˀiriḥ ‘sea urchins’. It is of no use at all.  

8.11.5. Sea Urchins (di-kōriz, pl. il-kōriz) (i) 

il-kōriz nəˁágub his wə-nəzáˁas menól nəksés. wə-nəkōsis bə-śíṣərhin 
di-rínhem wə-nḥaṭ rīho kúwse. w-al kúwse kal ki nǝḳāṣo rínhem di-
šáḥaḳ. nəzáˁas wə-nənāṣers wə-nīti mes ḳaḥéləhān lhɛ ́nəkósihin mes 
bə-ḳaḥf.  

We like the il-kōriz ‘sea urchins’ and we take them wherever we 
find them. We find them in cracks and crevices in the rocks in 
the sea and under water. They are only foound when the tide 
has gone out, at low tide. We take it and we split it in half and 
we eat its eggs (i.e., gonads or ‘sea coral’), those that we find in 
its shell.  

 
272 síkǝrát (ǝl-mōt) ‘death throes: shaking and trembling before death’ 
< Arabic sakrat al-maut, ‘agony of death’. 
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méyhin kān kerkə́mhān wə-hínhǝn ḳīhun wə-réˁes ̣ ́ tyóˀo lúḳəmə di-
məḳdɛr̄ə libɛḱo. il-kōriz al fáḥerə éˀefo yəˁágib his. ˁag rínhi wə-
ṭéyḥḥi iyhé d-iˁágub his. éˀefo gə́lbəho al yəˁágub his. 

They (i.e., the gonads) are yellowish in colour and small and 
soft like a fat kernel of maize. The il-kōriz ‘sea urchins’ are not 
liked by everyone: a fisherman and a man of the coast likes 
them. People from the mountains don’t like them. 

8.11.6. Sea Urchins (di-kōriz, pl. il-kōriz) (ii)  

ˀíno il-kōriz wə-ˀíno íˀiraḥ ḥāher wə-íˀiraḥ ˁāfer. ki rǝ́kutk ˁiš əw 
láhamk toš b-íˀid iṣúˁud, yaḥtímim mek di-gad ˁaf išérḳaḥ mek dur. 

There are the il-kōriz sea urchins and the íˀiraḥ sea urchins: one 
black kind and one reddish kind. If you step on it or touch it 
with your hand its (spines) pierce your skin and break off in it 
and make you bleed.  

il-kōriz al təṣúˁud w-al taḥtímim wə-yúwte mes eḳǝnīyo diš bə-ḳānə. 
wə-mes eḳǝnīyo kérkəhim tyóˀo se kɛf̄ə. rúwḳaḥ tus id terr wə-lāṭ 
núwḳab tus men riˀ b-óˀobən wələ tfās ̣́ˁ as tse (= di-sé) míˀsil ˁaf 
taˁmér ḳáḥyif wə-tftílim. wə-lāṭ təḳóḥor wə-sté. 

The (spines of the) il-kōriz ‘sea urchins’ do not pierce the skin or 
break off in it. They contain edible material inside, yellowish 
like cooked colostrum. It (i.e., this kind of sea urchin) is re-
moved (from where it was) and then the top is cracked open 
with a stone, or tapped hard against a rock uncovered by the 
receding tide to make a half-shell that breaks away. And then 
you scrape out (the edible part) and eat it. 
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8.11.7. Sea Cucumber (ḥfoš) 

ḥfoš ḥə́wre meš b-aḥté wə-ḥə́wre meš bə-šām korúmma rínhem 
šḥāḳo wə-sféro. ki kísək ḥfoš tíśkek tuš míśkek. míśkek íkkin men 
ˀáyyəA ṭarb. yə́ṭifin riˀ di-míśkek kor lal tíśkek diɛ ́ḥfoš yəšíśkek. ˀíno 
d-ikósə də́laḳ wə-ˀíno diyál ikósə wə-ˀíno d-ikóse šị̄yur. 

The sea-slug is hunted by night and by day at low tide, when 
the tide is far out. If you find a sea-slug, you thread it on a 
skewer: a skewer of any kind of wood. The tip of the skewer is 
whittled to a point so that when you want to spit your sea-slug 
on it it slides on easily. Some people find lots of sea cucumbers, 
some find none at all, and some find only a few.  

zúwˁa ḥfoš id ḳáˁar wələ id mə́sṭaḥ wələ id máḥger273 wələ id 
mə́sxan.274 wə-lāṭ ḳúwdur ˁaf l-ibəhúl. wə-lāṭ rúwḳaḥ wə-šódiyin 
éˀefo. ˀíno d-is ̣ú́ˁubš wə-ˀíno d-iḥáṣal wə-ˀíno d-imáˁaš ̣ b-íˀid. wə-
yúwte. 

The sea cucumbers are taken to the house or to the date-drying 
ground or to the hut in the date palm garden or to the monsoon 
shelter. Then they are boiled in water275 until ready to eat. They 
are removed from the cooking pot and shared out amongst eve-
ryone. Some bite into it there and then, some cut it into strips 
and some pull bits off with their hands. And it’s eaten. 

 
273 máḥger, a cleared area or hut built in a date palm garden, lived in 
while working the dates. 
274 mə́sxan, a small hut built to shelter people from the strong mon-
soon winds. 
275 The sea-slug usually has to be cooked twice: the first time the water 
turns green, the second time it remains clear. 
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8.11.8. Crabs (ḥanśīˀo, pl. ḥánśə) (i) 

ḥanśīˀo: ˀíno ḥanśīˀo di-yúwte wə-ˀíno diyál yúwte. ḥanśīˀo di-men 
rīho ḥāli wə-ḥanśīˀo men ḥángəgo di-ḳéśˀor wələ di-šírəhām men 
bar, wə-ḥanśīˀo tíkkən bə-ḥalīlo di-šīmi, ḥanśīˀo libīni, al yúwte. 
ḥanśīˀo ṭey tíkkən bə-ḳéśˀor mes šem míˀsil bə-rīho di-rínhem.   

The crab: there are crabs that are eaten and crabs that are not 
eaten. Crabs of sweet water, crabs of the rockpools or of the 
seashore vegetation, and crabs that are found on the shore on 
sand—white crabs—are not eaten. One kind of crab is found on 
rocks called míˀsil ‘rocks splashed by the sea or revealed at low 
tide’.  

ḥanśīˀo ṭiy mes šem ḳśébeb wə-ṭiy al mes šem ḳśébeb. u-méyhi kān 
ḥəwrōti yuwtēyo. wə-yəˁúwgub bɛńɛ ḥanśīˀo mes šem ḳśébeb. lúˀu 
mes šem ḳśébeb? bis málḳaz di-ˁə́ḳār wə-líbək, wə-málḳaz ṭad ḳīhən. 
w-íkin bis teh də́laḳ ˁan diš bíśi bis málḳaz. íful yúwte túyhi? yəˁāgəb 
l-íḳbib tósən w-al iˁāgəb l-əḳdórən bə-rīho. ṭáˁm bis ki ḳibíbo al tyóˀo 
ki ḳedíro bə-rīho. 

One kind is called ḳśébeb and another is not called ḳśébeb. The 
two kinds that are very dark in colour are both eaten. The crab 
called ḳśébeb is much liked. Why is it called ḳśébeb?276 It has one 
claw which is large and fat and one claw which is small.277 It 
has a lot more meat than the kind without the (large) claw. 
How are they both eaten? They are liked when roasted but not 

 
276 ḳśébeb, of terrain: ‘spiky, pitted and very hard’: these crabs have a 
hard and prickly shell.   
277 A fiddler crab. 
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when boiled in water. The roasted one has a quite different fla-
vour from the one boiled in water.  

wə-sehən iˁúwgub his kor šəˁúwrok bis ṣōdə, iˁúmur mes s ̣á́mdə. se 
s ̣á́mdə al təntə́bul tyóˀo s ̣á́mdə dyáḥśiš, tyóˀo ˁīdi. wələ níbihil wələ 
ḥanśīˀo intíbul físaˁ. wə-šənɛb̄ur ki nibɛŕiš ṣōdə. térəbaḥt inōbirs 
tyóˀo ṣōdə w-al tšnɛb̄ul, w-al bíro təntəˁérən. 

And this kind is wanted for catching fish: it’s used as bait. As 
bait, it doesn’t fall apart like some other baits, such as a sar-
dine-type baitfish. A bait of a chunk of fish or of a crab does not 
disintegrate and fall off the hook quickly. They (i.e., these 
crabs) can be cooked underground between hot stones if you’re 
cooking fish in this way. Octopus (too) can be cooked under-
ground between hot stones, like fish, and it doesn’t disintegrate 
or crumble away to nothing. 

8.11.9. Crabs (ḥanśīˀo, pl. ḥánśə) (ii) 

ḥanśīˀo libīni tíkkən bə-rīho ḥāli wə-tímiher w-egḥáyo. ḥanśīˀo libīni 
tíkkən bə-ṭaḥ di-šīmi. wə-tḥōfer ḥangə́go w-al təgōsir taḥfér ˁis ki 
ˁīyək his. al tyóˀo ḥanśīˀo tíkkən bə-rīho ḥāli. ḥanśīˀo tíkkən bə-rīho 
ḥāli al nəˁāgəb his nəšáˁrok bis, al tyóˀo ḥanśīˀo libīni tíkkən bə-
ḥáməhul bə-ṭaḥ: īti bis ṣōdə ki tšáˁrok bis. ḥánhǝn ol níti ḥanśīˀo 
libīni tíkkən bə-ṭaḥ wələ tíkkən bə-rīho ḥāli. 

A pale-coloured crab is found in sweet water and among date 
palms and in riverbeds. A pale-coloured one is also found on the 
shore in areas of white sand. It digs itself a hole and you can’t 
dig it out, even if you want to. It’s not like the one found in 
sweet water. We don’t use the kind found in sweet water as bait 
for fishing, not like the white shore crab found above the high 
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tideline: if you fish with this kind it’s taken by fish. We don’t 
eat either the white crab of the shore or the one of sweet water. 

wə-ˀíno tərí ḥanśiyōti tkə́no bə-míˀsilīn di-rīho di-rínhem w-al 
tšrāḳoḥo ṭaḥ wə-ter. díki méyhi šem ṭiy: ḥanśīˀo ḥə́wro. wə-ṭiy 
yəˁúmur his ḥanśīˀo di-ḳśébeb. ḥanśīˀo di-ḳśébeb mes kān wə-mes 
ˁāḳer al tyóˀo ḥanśīˀo ləhég. málḳaz bis ṭad líbek wə-ṭad ḳáṭəhān. 
nəˁāgub his, nitís.  

There are two kinds of crab found on the rocks out at sea and 
neither of these come ashore or onto dry land. They have the 
same name: ḥanśīˀo ḥə́wro ‘black crab’. And there is one called 
the ḥanśīˀo di-ḳśébeb. The ḥanśīˀo di-ḳśébeb crab doesn’t look like 
those other crabs, either in appearance or size. It has one large 
fat claw and one that is thinner and smaller. We like this kind, 
we eat it. 

ḥanśīˀo diž ḥə́wro nəˁāgub his, bas al bɛńɛ tyóˀo di-ḳśébeb. wə-mes 
kān al tyóˀo di-ḳśébeb w-al tyóˀo ḥanśīˀo bə-ṭáḥ wə-bə-rīho ḥāli. 
ḥanśīˀo dé bə-ṭaḥ mes kān tyóˀo ḥanśīˀo di-rīho ḥāli, bas ol ṭad 
méyhi ˁáḳer. ḥanśīˀo dé bə-ṭáḥ śə́rəhān bis rīmhítin wə-riyāmo lol 
túˁud u-mes ḳáśerə. ḥanśīˀo dé bə-rīho ḥāli tíkkən ḳīno wə-kīri mes 
śérəhān wə-sə́ṭḥiḥ. u-bíśi d-īti túyhi díki ḥanśiyōti libiníti. wə-ḥanśīˀo 
ˀíno ṭiy ˁaféro wə-tíkkən bə-rīho ḥāli w-al ˁaféro bɛńɛ. bíśi d-īti tus. 

That ḥanśīˀo ḥə́wro ‘black crab’ is all right but we don’t like it as 
much as the di-ḳśébeb crab. The black one doesn’t look like the 
di-ḳśébeb crab or like the shore crab or the sweet water crab. 
That shore crab looks like the sweet water crab but they’re not 
the same size. That shore crab has long thin legs and it looks 
long and thin as it moves around: it stands high off the ground. 
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That sweet water crab is small, has short legs and is squat and 
low to the ground. No one eats these two kinds of pale crab. 
There is another reddish one found in sweet water. It’s not very 
red. No one eats it.   

ˀíno ḳśébeb w-al dilāḳo b-áḥlef fáḥerə kol bə-fídənhin wə-níḳihel 
korúmma ˀíno bə-tīri déher wə-šǝ́ḳaḳ déher. ˀíno bih ḥanśīˀo nəˁāmer 
hes ḳśébeb. al ṭad méyhi kān sūwsə (= sé wǝ-se) ḥanśīˀo diž. 

There is another kind of ḳśébeb crab, but it is not common and 
is not found everywhere. It is only found in the high mountains 
and in deep holes where it is always damp and cold. This is 
where the (other) crab we call ḳśébeb is found. It looks quite dif-
ferent from that other (di-ḳśébeb) crab.278 

8.11.10. Octopus (térǝbaḥt, pl. terébaḥ) Ink   

térəbaḥt: térəbaḥt núwdəf ˁis l-əriˀ kor nərāḳaḥ mes híber, dəwé di-
kówtub meš wə-kor nəšáˁrok bis. nəḥōləbs tsé (= di-sé) men šériś 
wələ tsé (= di-sé) men ḳādəl. kúwse tos lal tə́šḥaḳ míˁsəlīn.  

The octopus: we grab an octopus by the head, to extract its ink 
to write with, and also to use it (i.e., the octopus flesh) to fish 
with (i.e., as bait). We ‘milk’ its ink from its šériś (‘stomach’, for 
humans and mammals) or from its ḳādəl (‘stomach’, for shark). 
It (the octopus) is found when you’re looking for shellfish 
around the rocks revealed at low tide.  

 
278 This is Socotra pseudocardiosoma which is caught and eaten by 
those living in the mountain areas where it occurs.   
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kor śīnək tus kibīyən ˁis ˁaf tədéf ˁis lə-ˁāreb wə-lə-riˁ. wə-lāṭ máˁas ̣ ́
tos fīsaˁ wə-bínə. wə-di-zɛḡud id ter ˁa tǝˁáḳals ber: ber tsáḥam se 
dəwé wələ se eḳənīyo diž di-ˁīyək ˀɛh́ən mes.  

If you see it, you creep up on it until you can grab it by the 
back of the neck or by the head. Then very quickly you give a 
great yank. And when it’s out (i.e., of its crevice) don’t put it 
down on the ground: on the ground it will disgorge (lit. ‘uri-
nate’) its ink or its food, that which you want to get from it. 

zɛḡud ter wə-ḥóli his bíli. tḥōlub diɛ ́ dəwé. wə-ḥágirin ˁis ˁaf tə́ḳśiˁ 
wə-ˁaf l-éraḥs menol ˁīyək. sáˁa di-ˁīyək téktəb mes, təˁāmer bis: záˁa 
īˀinṭ dəwé wə-təˁāmer bis īˀinṭ di-rīho. wə-lāṭ núkiˁin diɛ ́ḳelém, wə-
ḳarúḥul ˁaf l-ékkən tyóˀo mǝdéd. wə-lāṭ kōtəb biš di-ˁīyək. 

Take it out (i.e., of its hiding place) and put something under it, 
then ‘milk’ your ink from it. Be very careful with it (i.e., the 
ink) until it’s dried out and you’ve got it where you want it. 
When you want to write with it, use it: take a little of the ink 
and add a small amount of water. Then fetch your writing in-
strument and stir the mixture until it is thick and viscous (lit. 
‘stretchy’). And then write whatever you want to with it.  

8.12. Pearls and Pearlshell279 

8.12.1. Pearls (lūlA) 

lūl wə-gōḥerə ṭad méyhi šem šīn. díkerk hōhən əˁə́wihaṣ əl-móṣəliḥ. 
wə-lal téte men ˁīhiṣ, éˀefo yəšrōḳaḥ ter w-ifōlaḥ dhin móṣəliḥ w-

 
279 Pinctada radiata for pearls and Pinctada margaritifera for pearlshell 
(nacre). 
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iḥə́wrə men lūl. íful iḥə́wrǝ mes lūl? ˀíno ḥalf di-ˁīreb bə-ġāṭer 
móṣəliḥ. ki bíro, tíkkən ḥá dé bə-ḥalf, ki āˀam wə-ki ḳīno. ˀíno d-
ifōlaḥ bə-hūri. dihí al šərḳóḥo: ṭad iḳādif wə-ṭad ifōlaḥ dihí móṣəliḥ. 

Lūl ‘pearls’ and gōḥerə ‘jewel’ have the same name with us. I 
remember diving for pearlshell myself. When the diving was 
finished, people would go back to the shore and open up their 
oysters to look for pearls. How did they look for pearls? There is 
a well-known place in the flesh of the oyster. If there is one 
(i.e., a pearl), large or small, it will be there in that place. Some 
open up their oysters while still in the dugout. The two of them 
don’t go ashore: one rows while the other opens up their oys-
ters. 

korúmma kíse lūl ḳīno tyóˀo ḥábbə di-bómbə iˁúmur hiš ‘ḥóyhi’. w-
iyhé al ḥóyhi di-ḳérḳəher, bas nyúwbe tus ḥóyhi, korúmma ˀíno tyóˀo 
míyə, xamsīnA, ṯəlāṯīnA. kōsáˀan b-íˀid. mɛs̄ən ḳīmi al də́laḳ, wəlākin 
iˁúwgub hísǝn. di-ˁeḳāro mésən tyóˀo gelmə́mo di-ˁayn di-ṣōdə di-
ḳīhǝn, áḥsǝn men ḥóyhi mɛs̄ǝn ḳīmi.  

If he finds a small pearl, the size of a grain of finger millet, it is 
called ḥóyhi ‘earth, dirt’. This is not the ḳérḳəher ‘red earth’ kind 
of ḥóyhi, it’s just called ḥóyhi, whether there are some hundred, 
fifty, thirty. They can just be felt (lit. ‘found’) with the fingers 
(lit. ‘hand’). They’re not worth much, but there is a demand for 
them. If one of them is as big as the eyeball of a fish, a small 
fish, it’s better than the ḥóyhi pearl and has more value.  

wə-korúmma kséˀen āˀam men gelmə́mo di-ḥot di-ḳīhǝn, nōḳiḥins 
diḥán bə-ḳerśíti. korúmma ekɛb̄o id ḳérśíti wə-ˁa śinōwi, ḳīmi diyál 
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dilāḳo. wə-korúmma šərḳóḥo men ḳerśíti wə-śinōwi tus, mes ḳīmi 
dilāḳo. wə-korúmma āˀam men ḳerśíti se ḳīmi ġeyr.  

And if we find one bigger than the eyeball of a small fish, we 
test it between the pads of the tip of the thumb and the tip of 
the first finger. If it sinks into the two pads until it’s no longer 
visible, then it’s not worth very much. But if it protrudes from 
the two pads of flesh and is clearly visible, then it’s worth a lot. 
And if it’s bigger than the two pads of flesh, then its price is 
quite other.  

ˀíno āˀam tyóˀo ḳérśǝ wə-íno āˀam tyóˀo ḳérməhem wə-ˀíno āˀam 
tyóˀo s ̣á́ˁt. bas al hīmˁak kíse tyóˀo s ̣áˁt kal ˁag ṭad mítilin biš ˁag ṭad 
men mōmi.  

There are some as big as the pad at the top of the finger, and 
some the size of a knuckle, and some as big as a fist. Though 
I’ve never heard of one as big as a fist, except for one man in 
Mōmi they used to talk about. 

wə-ˀíno lūl al men rínhem, men bar, men bəkīli di-ḳiləḥúts bə-ḥalf 
mes šem ḥoḳ di-ḥāllə280 wə-ˁaḳālo tus kor ṣāyiḥ his wə-sté ˁis 
šérmihim b-aḥté. 

And there are pearls which do not come from the sea but from 
the land. From a snake which spits it out in a place called Ḥoḳ 
di-Ḥāllə (‘the Ḥoḳ cave in the eastern coastal strip of Ḥāllə’). It 
puts it down on the ground to light its way as it feeds on the 
bushes at night.  

 
280 See story in 8.15.6.  
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8.12.2. The Story of the Guardians of the Giant Pearls 

lūl di-rínhem korúmma āˀam śúwnə tus w-al-gúwsir l-úˁud ˁis 
korúmma ḥigíro. ḳúwdum əl-lūl bə-ḳānə di-móṣəliḥ tyóˀo śaḥ. wə-biš 
bə-ḳānə lūl əw gōḥerə. w-iḳúwdum ḥot ṭad bə-nyaṣf wə-ṭad bə-nyaṣf 
tyóˀo iḥégero dihí móṣəliḥ. bíśi d-iḳúˁud dis, iˁúwrub ber móṣəliḥ 
ḥīger dé di-biš lūl.  

A really large pearl has been seen in the sea, but no one can get 
close to it because it is guarded. The pearl has been seen inside 
the oyster when it gaped: inside there was a pearl or a jewel. 
And one large fish can be seen on one side of it and another on 
the other side of it, guarding their oyster. No one can go down 
(i.e., dive) to it: it’s well known that there is this oyster contain-
ing a pearl, but that it’s well-guarded.   

márra ṭiy ksóˀo ˁággi tərá móṣəliḥ biš lūl wə-ḥīger. wə-šídido ˁággi. 
ˁumur ṭad méyhi: “ā-ḳāḳa! hōhun áˁihiṣ wə-ṭārid díki ḥóti di-ḥigíro 
dé móṣəliḥ. ˁasé igōsir l-izˁá dihó móṣəliḥ dihé wə-dihé gōḥerə!” 
ˁúmur hiš: “lā, al śínkek (= al śīnək hek) wə́lmǝ táˁihiṣ ˁiš.” ˁúmur: 
“hōhən áˁihiṣ walākin di-kān!” wə-ˁīhaṣ wə-zíˁi kǝ-nhafš dihé 
máḥwaš, wə-tyóˀo gídaḥ dihé ˀə́šạḳ dé wə-ˀə́šạḳ dé. wə-zígid dihí 
móṣəliḥ. 

One time, two men found an oyster with a pearl but it was 
guarded. The two men discussed what they should do. One of 
them said: “Oh brother, I’ll dive down and chase off those two 
big fish that are guarding that oyster. Perhaps I’ll be able to 
grab that oyster of mine, it with its jewel!” He said to him: “No, 
I don’t think you’ll be able to dive all the way down to it.” He 
said: “I’ll dive down happen what may!” And he dived down 
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and took with him his máḥwaš ‘iron rod’ with the hooked tip’. 
When he reached them (i.e., the two guardian fish) he stabbed 
first one and then the other. And he picked up their oyster. 

tyóˀo zígid dihí móṣəliḥ, bídum móṣəliḥ dihé əl-lūl w-išə́rḳaḥ. tyóˀo 
símak zíˁi ḥōz di-bāˁ kor išrāḳaḥ, gídaḥ hiš ḥówlihin u-butílig dihé 
móṣəliḥ. áˁihiš śfáˁ hiš bə-miśfīˀo. wə-“ɛh́ɛn állah séllim ínhi dihó 
ḳáḳa!” wə-ˁīhaṣ ˁiš. ˁīhaṣ l-áˁhaš wə-érḳaḥiš ter. wə-ˁáṭeb biš id dihí 
hūri w-al ḥúbur ḳéyri.  

When he picked up their oyster, the oyster clamped tight shut 
over its pearl. He started to come up. When he had come up 
about one bāˁ depth he was overcome with dizziness and he let 
go of his oyster. His brother made a vow that he would slaugh-
ter such-and-such if only his brother were to survive, and (said:) 
“Oh Lord! Save my brother!” And he dived down to him. He 
dived down to where his brother was and brought him up out of 
the sea. He got him back into their dugout and everything was 
alright. 

kōtinaḥ áˁhaš bə-ḥórḳa dihí-l-móṣəliḥ. tyóˀo éḳdem ˁiš dihé bə-ḥalf 
ḳōtílib wə-bíli di-ḥigériš. wə-érḳaḥiš. nīḥo ˁággi dihí móṣəliḥ dé di-
ṭībo biš dihí lūl. wə-ḳedéfo dihí hūri wə-šərḳóḥo id bar. filóḥo dihí 
móṣəliḥ w-iyhí nīḥo diš bíli di-ksóˀo tos. wə-tyóˀo filóḥo dihí móṣəliḥ, 
ksóˀo tos dihí lūl kāno tyóˀo ḥámhim. 

His brother went back, driven mad by his desire for their oyster. 
When he saw it in its (former) place, he saw that the oyster had 
tipped over on one side and that nothing was standing guard 
over it. He got it up and out. The two men were overjoyed 
about that oyster of theirs: they were quite certain that it had 
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their (huge) pearl inside. And they paddled off in their dugout 
and went ashore. They opened up their oyster, and were over-
joyed about this thing they had found. And when they opened 
up their oyster they found a pearl as big as a lump of charcoal!  

lūl šīn korúmma ˁeḳāro šərḳóḥo men kérśǝ wə-di-ˁalá, lāzim s ̣ú́wlaˁ 
bis ɛ-sáṭəhān w-itōgir tos. w-iyhéhǝn ḳáddəmuw tuš kor itōgirs ˁan 
ṭawāwīš wə-ˁan tāgir. w-itōgir tos siwɛ.́ 

With us, if a pearl the size of the the pad at the top of a finger 
joint or larger is brought up, the sultan has to be informed so 
that he can buy it. And they offered it to him to buy rather than 
to the traders who came to the island from overseas or to a (lo-
cal) merchant. And he gave a reasonable price for it. 

8.12.3. Fishing for Pearlshell Oysters (móṣəliḥ) (i) 

korúmma ˁīn dayn, dayn di-móṣəliḥ, nəṭúher náˁihiṣ men éˀemed di-
ḳéyaṭ wə-šwār. ˀíful náˁihiṣ? naˁāṭeb bə-hūri wələ nəšˁāṭəb bə-hūri, 
wə-nəzīˁa diḥán mərāyǝ yaˁtúbur id rínhem. korúmma yəśīni 
móṣəliḥ yəˁēyin tuš id dihé məšáˁṭihib (wələ dihé ḳāḳaˁ wələ dihé 
nínhin wələ dihé ḥalélə wələ dihé dído, dihé móˁo, dihé bɛb́ɛ, dihé 
sáherA, dihé máḥrif, dihé múgšəm, dihé ˁəwégəhǝn).  

If we are in debt, ‘the debt of the pearlshell oyster’, we go off in 
the summer to work at the diving, when the sea is flat calm. 
How to we dive? We go out to sea in a dugout, or we get a ride 
in someone else’s dugout, and we take our mərāyǝ instrument to 
magnify and study the sea(bed). If he (i.e., the mǝrāyǝ user) sees 
a pearlshell oyster he points it out to his companion (or his 
brother or his elder brother or his maternal uncle or his pater-
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nal uncle or his grandfather or his father or his brother-in-law 
or his son or his boy).  

yəṭúher yáˁihiṣ ˁiš di-gyɛm̄ə. ˀímmāA yəˁāmer fǝ́ṭǝham281 wələ al 
yəˁāmer, wə-méyhin yáˁihiṣ bə-risāsə. yəˁúmer fǝ́ṭǝham id náḥrer 
kor al ikéb rīho, kor al fānuś. yəˁámer fǝ́ṭǝham men ḳān di-šfāniś 
wələ men ˁāg men rínhem. d-iˁámer heh ḳaˀ w-ikōtif biš wə-d-iˁámer 
tuš id ḳār.  

He (the other one in the dugout) sets off to dive down to the 
bottom for it. He might wear a nose clip or he might not, and 
some of them dive down carrying a lead weight. He attaches a 
nose clip to his nose to stop water getting in and go stop him 
breathing (underwater). He makes the nose clip either from an-
imal horn or from a piece of plastic washed up ashore. He 
makes a cord and ties it on, wearing it around his neck. 

di-yáˁihiṣ bə-rəsāsə korúmma búlbul. wə-di-yáˁihiṣ móṣəliḥ yáˁihiṣ 
lə-riˀ. ˀímmāA yǝzáˁa k-ənháfš máḥwǝš wələ al yǝzáˁa bíli. korúmma 
móṣəliḥ ḥéləhə yəzyúˁa tuš b-íˀid. korúmma móṣəliḥ bə-śíṣəhor wələ 
mitigɛḿi, yərōḳaḥ tuš máḥwəš.  

The one that dives for pearl oysters does so with a lead weight 
(attached to his feet). But those diving for pearlshell oysters di-
ve down headfirst. They take either the short máḥwǝš282 ‘iron 
rod with a hooked tip’ with them or they take nothing at all. If 
the pearlshell oyster is just lying there on the seabed it can be 

 
281 fǝ́ṭǝham nose clip (i) from the tip of cow horn with a notch made in 
one side; (ii) from a piece of plastic (ˁāg) bent or slit to hold the nos-
trils shut. 
282 máḥwəš (i) metal rod with a hooked tip; (ii) the a stump of a knife. 
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picked up by hand. If it is deep in a crevice in the rocks or 
wedged into a crack, he has to hook it out with the máḥwǝš rod. 

ˁə́wihuṣ ˁiš móṣəliḥ bə-ḳaśˀíri di-ruš. dé di-áˁihiṣ bə-ḳaśˀíri di-ruš men 
xamsaA wələ təmāniyə bǝwáˁ. wə-dé di-áˁihiṣ bə-férifer di-ḳaśˀíri 
men xamstˁašerA wələ sitˁašerA bǝwáˁ. móṣliḥ éˀeb tkósə tuš bə-ḥalf 
míšlol. íˁud dihé ḥalf móṣəliḥ wə-ḳəfərómš wə-yəšrāḳaḥ bis ˁalé.  

The pearlshell oyster is dived for in an area called Ḳaśˀíri Di-
Ruš, ‘The Skerry of Ruš’,283 at a depth of five or eight bāˁ. And 
those that dive around the base of the rocks of the skerry go 
down fifteen or sixteen bāˁ. The larger pearlshell oysters are 
found in the deepest waters. He goes to where the pearlshell 
oyster lies and levers it off (i.e., with the máḥwǝš) and carries it 
up to the surface. 

yəˀāgaḥ dihí di-hūri yəḳālaˁ dihí móṣəliḥ id xan dihí di-hūri wələ id 
kélˀé dihí di-hūri, wələ id ḳoddām dihí di-hūri. ikínaḥ yaˁtúbur di-
gyɛm̄ə dihí bə-mərāyǝ. wə-tyóˀo d-iśə́ne iṭārib ˁiš ṭad méyhi. 
korúmma ḥéber ṭad, yəṭāreb iyhé. w-iṭáh šəgóˀo ˁaf l-iḥebéró, ˁaf l-
išɛk̄əkó.  

He gets back into their dugout and puts their pearlshell oyster 
in the bottom of the dugout, in the middle. Or (he puts it) at the 
very back or at the very front. He goes back to studying the 
seabed with their mərāyǝ magnifying instrument. And as soon as 
one is seen, one of them dives down for it. If one of them gets 

 
283 Ḳaśˀíri Di-Ruš ‘The Skerry of Ruš’: ruš ‘deep sea, area of the sea 
where sharks are to be found’; ḳaśˀíri ‘underwater rocks whose tops are 
visible above the sea’. 
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too cold the other one goes down. And so they continue until 
they are both too cold, until they’re too chilled to continue.   

yəšrāḳoḥó yəḳɛd̄əfó dihí məḳādif, ṭad men ḥérhǝn wə-ṭad men fānə 
ˁaf l-irīḥó bar. yəˁāləyó dihí hūri ləwēsi ˁaf təráḥ ḥáməhul. korúmma 
al ˁígib li-yúˁlə dhin hwɛr̄i yəˁúmur hísən bárrūsi, wələ ˀíngəhir men 
óˀobən wələ ḥádīd, wə-yərōḳaḥ dhín məṣāliḥ. yəˁúmur w-iṭéher 
īfōlaḥ. d-ifɛl̄aḥ ifōlaḥ bə-ṣārə dhin mǝṣāliḥ.  

They come out (of the sea) and paddle away with their paddles, 
one at the back and one at the front, until they reach shore. 
They drag their dugout on rollers up to the dry foreshore. If 
they don’t want to drag their dugouts up to the dry foreshore 
they let down an anchor instead, or a lump of rock or metal 
which they use as an anchor. They take their oysters out (of the 
dugout). They do this and off they go to open up their oysters. 
Those who are doing the opening do so with a knife. 

yaˁtúbur w-īful284 bə-rɛf́ɛ men lūl, wə-tékəbin dhin ġāter dhin 
móṣǝliḥ. ḳúwdur wə-yúwte ki ˁígib. móṣəliḥ də́wle tuš korúmma ˀíno 
d-itōger náˁa. korúmma bíśi d-itōger, šúwḥan toš id gwāni ˁaf təmlɛ ́ˀ . 
wə-lāṭ nəśūreg túsən wə-lāṭ nə́roṣṣ (= nǝ́rṣǝṣ) tósən ṭhar ṭhítsən wə-
nəˁāḳal ˁaf ḥōz mōsǝm. lal gídiḥin mōsǝm, nədōˀi d-ikíˀi diḥán men 
dayn dé d-ifān tuš ɛ-ləhɛ ́d-ihéˀil tan. 

He studies and picks over (the oysters) carefully for pearls, and 
he collects the oyster meat into a pile. This is cooked in water 
and eaten if they want. The pearlshell is weighed if there is an-
yone there to buy them there and then. If there isn’t anyone to 

 
284 īful, √fly, usually ‘to pick over someone’s scalp for headlice’.  
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buy them (at that time), they’re packed into sacks until the 
sacks are full. Then we stitch them closed with big stitches and 
stack them one on top of the other and leave them until the 
trade boats arrive. When the trade boats arrive we send what 
remains of our former debt to those who have to be repaid.   

8.12.4. Pearlshell Oysters (móṣəliḥ) (ii) 

móṣəliḥ ˀíno d-īti meyh ġāter w-íno diyál īti. fānə ol īti kal ki ḳérim 
men ḥorf. w-iyhé al kúwse men ḥorf. rínhem dimɛŕo. al kúwse kal 
men éˀemed di-rínhem ki ṣóˀo wə-ḥalóˀo. nəfālaḥš men lūl. ki ˀíno 
wə-ki bíśi biš lūl, nəḳālaˁ bə-ġāter.  

móṣəliḥ pearlshell oysters: some eat its flesh and some don’t. Be-
fore, no one used to eat it unless he was longing for the taste of 
flesh during the monsoon (i.e., when the dates were being har-
vested and were the main food). But they’re not (easily) found 
during the monsoon when the sea is rough. They can only be 
got when the sea is calm and clear. We’d open them up to look 
for pearls. Whether there were pearls or not, we’d throw the 
flesh away. 

wə-šīn fānə yəˁúwgub ḥiyh~ˁiyh bɛńɛ móṣəliḥ wə-ki ˀíno di-kísǝ biš 
lūl ínihaḥ bɛńɛ w-ikōsi bis ḳīmi dəlāḳo. móṣəliḥ nəkōniz tuš id gwāni 
wə-ki milóˀo gōnīyə nəśōrig ˁis wə-lāṭ igúdiḥin d-itōgir. wə-diyál tīger 
dúwˀɛ tuš id swāḥil kor śówˀum wə-nikíˁin hik meš bə-ḳīmi eḳənīyo 
wələ fíḳəhe. 

With us before, the móṣəliḥ pearlshell oysters were highly 
prized. If someone found a pearl in one he was overjoyed be-
cause he might get a really good price for it. The móṣəliḥ 
pearlshell itself we’d stuff into sacks. Once a sack was full we’d 
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sew it shut with rough stitches until such time as a trader ar-
rived. And if they were not sold to a trader, they would be sent 
away with the trade boats to East Africa to be sold there, and 
they’d bring you back its value in food or cloth. 

ḥánhen náˁihiṣ li-móṣəliḥ sāˁa di-ḥalóˀo rínhem. w-áḥlef di-ˁúwihaṣ 
bīhin tyóˀo ḥówlef wə-di-ḥámiri wə-śíṣəhur wə-ḥāllə wə-fídəhan di-
ruš wə-níssem wə-tə́rbak w-irísseyl: lhɛ ́áḥlef bīhin móṣəliḥ šīn.  

We’d dive for pearlshell oysters when the sea was clear. The 
places where people used to dive were places such as Ḥówlef, 
Di-Ḥámiri, Śíṣəhur, Ḥāllə, Fídəhan di-Ruš, Níssem, Təŕbak and 
Irísseyl.285 These are the places that have pearlshell oysters in 
our area. 

móṣəliḥ ol yəˀās ̣áˁ kol bə-ḥalf biš es ̣ə́rīˁo wə-ḳéśˀor. yíkin bə-šīmi 
lɛḱin ol idɛl̄uḳ. wə-náˁihiṣ men ḳéyaṭ wə-men ṣerébhǝn. korúmma ˁīn 
dayn, dayn di-móṣǝliḥ, nəṭúher náˁihiṣ men éˀemed di-ḳéyaṭ wə-
šwār. 

Pearlshell oysters only grow in rocky areas where there is green 
algae. They can be found in sandy places, but not many. We di-
ve in the summer and in the period at the end of the monsoon 
before winter comes in. If we’re in debt, ‘pearlshell oyster debt’, 
we set off to dive in the summer when the sea is calm. 

korúmma táˁihiṣ rínhem wə-bíśi šik fíḳəhe wə-ˁə́ṭalk wələ ṣə́ṭˁak, 
záˁa kǝn tāger ˁarbún. ˁarbún šīn ˁal ihúˀulk tāger ˁaf táˁihiṣ wələ ˁaf 
tḥádəm wə-tšáˁarek rínhem. wə-sāˁa di-tšáˁarek wə-ˁīhaṣk ˀōfi diɛ ́

 
285 All places along the east coast of the island, the speaker’s home ar-
ea.    
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máḥrif. wə-ki ˀíno di-gídaḥik kor yətōger, təˁāmer: “hōhun zaˁk 
ˁarbún kən fǝlān, w-ol iśōˀom ˁak w-ol əzáˁa kənk ˁarbún.” 

If you go diving and you don’t have any clothes, only worn-out 
rags, or if you’re very hungry, you go and take on an ˁarbún 
loan from a wealthy man.286 Where we live, having an ˁarbún 
means that the rich man won’t ask for the debt to be repaid un-
til you’ve gone diving, or until you’ve worked at some (other) 
sea work, or gone fishing. Once you’ve caught fish or gone div-
ing, then you repay your patron. And if someone (else) comes to 
buy (what you’ve harvested), you say: “I took on an ˁarbún loan 
from a wealthy man, so I can’t sell to you or take on a loan 
from you.”  

8.12.5. Pearl Oysters (bílbil) and Pearlshell Oysters 
(móṣəliḥ) 

bíśi šīn bílbil: bílbil íkkin bə-di-sírihin wə-šiḳ wə-ḥádibo wə-ḥēbaḳ 
wə-men ḥēbaḳ ˁaf ḳalansīyə: half di-bílbil ḥá. ḥalf béḥele bílbil íkkin 
bih móṣəliḥ; ḥalf béḥele móṣəliḥ də́laḳ ol íkkin bih bílbil. móṣəliḥ ol 
yəˀās ̣áˁ kol bə-ḥalf biš es ̣ə́rīˁo wə-ḳéśˀor. yíkin bə-šīmi lɛḱin ol idɛl̄uḳ. 

We don’t have any pearl oysters (lit. ‘a pearl oyster’) here where 
we live. They’re to be found at Di-Sírihin or Šiḳ or Ḥádibo or 
Ḥēbaḳ, and from Ḥēbaḳ right to Ḳalansīyə: the places for pearl 
oysters are there. Where there are pearl oysters there are (also) 
pearlshell oysters, but where there are a lot of pearlshell oysters 
there aren’t any pearl oysters. Pearlshell oysters only grow in a 

 
286 ˁarbún is a system of advancing goods against future produce. 
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place with a lot of green algae and underwater rocks. They can 
be found on a sandy bottom, but rarely. 

8.13. Preparing Fish 

8.13.1. Salting Fish 

nəmālaḥ ṭānīk wə-zíhnin wə-ráˀḥa wə-dāfin wə-ṭamákǝrə. lhɛ ́
nəmālaḥ bīhin. kor də́laḳ ṣōdə wə-tun wə-śbáˁan, nəmālaḥ bīhin. 
níṣrer méyhi érˀiš id ter. kal ṭānīk, al ṣówrur mes riˀ.  

We salt ṭānik ‘Spanish mackerel’ and ráˀḥa, dāfin and ṭamákǝrə 
‘trevallies’: these are the ones we salt. If there are a lot of fish 
and we have eaten our fill, we salt them. We cut off and discard 
their heads, all except for the Spanish mackerel: its head is not 
cut off.  

nāfaˁ di-emlóḥo, emlóḥo di-ṭānīk. nərāḳaḥ mes ḳād id ter wə-
nəśāters əl-merr ˁaf tíkkən tərá ˀámti. wə-lāṭ nəšōriˀins wə-nərāḳaḥ 
mes šébəhur. ˀíno d-irāḳaḥ šébəhur wə-ˀíno diyál irāḳaḥ šébəhur. 
nəˁāḳalš bə-ˁamḳ sə́bāḳ bə-riˀ wə-sə́bāḳ bə-də́nub.    

How to salt fish: the salting of Spanish mackerel.287 We remove 
the fatty ḳād material288 and we cut it along its belly to make 
two halves. And then we slash the flesh in vertical parallel lines 
and remove the backbone. (Some remove the backbone and 
some don’t). We leave the middle (i.e., we do not separate the 
two halves): it is joined at the head and tail.  

 
287 The method for salting shark is the same. 
288 ḳād ‘a white “strand” in the stomach which is very fatty and does 
not absorb salt well’. 
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šōriˀins ˀaf tšɛr̄iˀ wə-lāṭ nəmālaḥ bis. emlóḥo: nəˁāḳal lə-ˀāmtən 
gūnīyə mílḥo wə-nǝféśiˁən diḥán ḥot dé di-ṣəlōbins kor nəmālaḥ bis. 

We slash the flesh in parallel lines until it has all been done, 
and then we salt it. The salting: we place a sack of salt beside us 
and we spread the fish we’ve killed out flat so that we can salt it 
(thoroughly). 

nəs ̣á́ˁaṭ b-íˀid mílḥo wə-nəˁɛr̄if b-íˀid wə-nəzɛḡud w-ənfétitin ṭáher 
diḥán ḥot. wə-lāṭ ənkób mílḥó diḥán bə-ṣōdə dé di-šōriˀinš ˁaf əl-
tētə. nəṭārif ṭáher ṭhidítš wə-ṭah nəšōgi ˁaf əntētə.  

We grab the salt in fistfuls, scooping it up by hand. We take it 
and sprinkle it all over our fish. And then we rub the salt into 
the fish we have slashed until it’s done. We fold it in half, one 
side on top of the other. And we do that (with the rest of the 
fish) until we’ve finished.  

nés ̣ə́ninš ˁaf tkébš mílḥo men ṭhar289 ṭiy šām wələ tərí šāmi. 
nəgúdiḥin w-ənkɛb̄ur ˁiš diḥán ṣōdə dé di-ˀímlaḥ biš. wə-lāṭ nin-
tégifin meš mílḥó wə-nəráḥas ̣ ́ tuš bə-rīho di-rínhem men mílḥo wə-
men təˁālə. 

We stack them up one on top of the other for one or two days to 
allow the salt to penetrate the flesh thoroughly. We come regu-
larly to check on our salted fish. Then we knock off any salt still 
adhering to the fish and wash them in sea water to get rid of 
excess salt and any grubs. 

 
289 men ṭhar ‘then, next, after(wards)’. 



692 Morris, al-Soqoṭri and al-Soqoṭri 

 

wə-lāṭ (nə)nɛḡubš ḥáṣḥiṣ ḳéśaˁ wə-(nə)nɛḡib tuš əl-merr. wə-lāṭ 
nəḳōliˁiš əl-ṭādaˁ wə-nəḳālibinš ˁaf l-íḳśiˁ. kor ki ḳéśaˁ nətéḳibin 
túyhin ṭáher ṭhítšin wə-nəḥósibin: kúllə kórgih290 áḥśiš.  

And then we spread them out on dry pebbles, belly side down. 
And then we turn them on their backs. We keep on turning 
them from one side to the other until they are completely dried 
out. When they are quite dry, we pile them up in a stack, one 
above the other. And then we make our calculations: each lot of 
twenty fish (is counted) by itself.  

wə-nəzɛḡud men ṭaḥ id ḥalf mihlóˁo w-al iˀāraḥš mése wə-nəˁāḳal 
ḥánˀéh ˁaf l-igdáḥ mōsəm wələ d-itōger wələ d-iḳāfəd biš kor śə́wōm. 

And we take them from the shore to a place of shade, where no 
rain will reach them. We leave them right there until the trade 
boats arrive or until someone comes to buy them or until some-
one goes down to (the coastal markets) to sell them. 

8.13.2. Preparing and Cooking Fish 

nəṣāləb ḥot. ṣə́wirur riˀ di-ḥot, wə-nərāḳaḥ meyh ṣáˁnhun wə-ḳādəl. 
wə-níniyaḥ tuš korúmma ḥot éˀeb. wə-nərāḳaḥ áˀamti wə-nərāḳaḥ 
šébəhur. wə-lāṭ nínyiḥ áˀamt, nəˁāmer náḥa.  

We kill the fish. The head of the fish is cut off and we remove 
the gills and the stomach~swim-bladder.291 And we are very 
pleased if it is a large fish! We remove the two halves and we 

 
290 kúrgə~kórgih, pl. kwārig, a measure for timber, shark, Spanish 
mackerel and other valuable salted whole fish, equal to twenty pieces. 
291 For ḳādəl, see footnote 251 above. 
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remove the backbone. Then we cut each half into two—each 
half (i.e., of a half-fish) is called náḥa.  

wə-lāṭ nəḳāṣafs wə-nəˁāmer ínˁis. šərāḳaḥ náˁsə ṭiy di-śyōḳib wə-ṭiy 
di-gídəni wə-dǝ́nub. w-əlhɛ ́il-kíˀi mésən šem ínˁis. 

Then we cut it (i.e., the náḥa) across into sections to make ínˁis 
pieces. One náˁsə piece, the di-śyōḳib, goes from below the gills 
(to halfway down the fish), and one náˁsə piece, di-gídəni wə-
dǝ́nub, goes from the lower belly (i.e., from mid-fish) down to 
the tail. These pieces are called ínˁis. 

wə-yəˁōgib šīn ṣōdə bɛńɛ, wə-šté men éˀemed di-ḥorf bɛńɛ bɛńɛ. riˀ 
di-ḥot nənāṣerš tərá náṣeri. riˀ di-ḥot yəˁúber tuš ḥéyhi śíbəb wələ 
ḥāləṭ kor méḳəmeḳ wə-mə́šməš wə-šṭáˁamš meš gélyud292 wə-ˁáyni. 
ber škɛr wə-ˁāṭem. mes šíbdə wə-ḳādəl ḳúwdur túyhi. wələ ḳúwbub 
šíbdə wə-ḳúwdur ḳādəl.  

Fish is greatly liked by us in our area, and a lot of it is eaten, 
especially during the months of the monsoon. The fish head we 
divide into two halves (through the middle of the skull to the 
tip of the nose). The fish head is given to an old person or to a 
guest so that they can suck away at it and chew over it to ex-
tract all the flavour from the two cheeks and the two eyes. It 
(i.e., the head) is very good and full of fat. Its liver and stom-
ach~swim-bladder is cooked in water, or the liver is roasted 
and the stomach~swim-bladder is cooked in water.293  

 
292 gílyid, pl. gélyud, ‘cheek of a fish’; also a diminutive form of gād, 
‘skin’. 
293 Because the ḳādəl disintegrates if roasted. 
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8.13.3. Preparing Fish for Eating  

ṣə́wirur riˀ di-ḥot wə-nərāḳaḥ meyh ṣáˁnhun wə-nínyiḥ tuš: náḥa ṭiy 
di-ˀídəhen wə-náḥa ṭiy di-ṭādaˁ. wə-náḥa ṭiy di-šébəhur korúmma al 
rə́ḳaḥ šébəhur. korúmma ḥot ḳīhən, ˁal rúwḳaḥ meyh šébəhur.  

The head of the fish is cut off and we remove the gills. We cut it 
into náḥa sections: one section is the bottom half of the fish (lit. 
‘of the ear’, the pectoral fins), and the other section is the top 
half of the fish (lit. ‘of the back’). There is another section, ‘of 
the backbone’, if the backbone has not been removed: in a small 
fish the backbone is not removed.  

nərāḳaḥ meyh áˀamti wə-nərāḳaḥ šébəhur. wə-lāṭ nínyiḥ áˀamt, 
nəˁāmer náḥa. wə-lāṭ nəḳāṣaf wə-nəˁāmer ínˁis. šərāḳaḥ naˁsə ṭiy di-
kōšǝb294 wə-ṭiy di-də́nub. w-əlhɛ ́ il-kíˀi mésən šem ínˁis di-gídǝni 
korúmma di-ṭādaˁ wə-korúmma ínˁis di-náḥa di-bímér, ḳādəl. 

We remove the two halves from it, and we take out the back-
bone. And then we cut (each half) into two further halves to 
make náḥa sections. And then we cut these náḥa sections across 
to make pieces called ínˁis. One náˁsə is cut across just beneath 
the gills and is called di-kōšǝb, and another náˁsə is cut across 
from beside the tail and is called di-də́nub. What remains is ínˁis 
pieces: ínˁis di-gídǝni, if it is the (larger) one from the top (lit. 
‘back’) of the fish, or ínˁis di-náḥa di-bímer, if it is (the smaller 
one) from the lower half (lit. ‘belly’) of the fish. 

 
294 kōšǝb, lit. ‘to trim the tips of twigs, slim branches’ (as when lopping 
foliage to feed livestock); in fish: ‘a slice made across the top half of a 
fish, beneath the pectoral fins’.   
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8.14. Methods of Cooking Fish  

8.14.1. Cooking in a Trench (níbihir)295 

nənōber ṣōdə korúmma iˀirīfi. nəḥōfer taḥk wə-nəṣāḳaˁ bə-śéyāṭ di-
gyɛm̄ə ˁaf l-inḥá. wə-lāṭ níśkik ḥot, nərāḳaḥ meš bímér ki ˁigíbən. wə-
lāṭ nəbōləg di-gyɛm̄ə tərá, təlātə… də́laḳ.  

níbihir: we use the níbihir method if we have a great number of 
fish from an ˀirīfi shoal. We dig down into the coarse gravel and 
sand and light a fire in the bottom (of the trench) and let it 
burn. Then we cut the fish open along the belly and, if we want 
to, we remove the entrails. And then we lay the fish in the bot-
tom (of the trench): two, three… many.  

wə-lāṭ nərāḳal ˁiš diḥán taḥk. wə-lāṭ nəṣāḳaˁ men ˁālə wə-lāṭ 
nəˁāḳal ḥánˀéh ˁaf l-íḳṣam. sáˁa di-ˁigíbən, nəkɛb̄ur. nənōber diḥán 
nōber, diḥán múnbəhur.296 nərāḳaḥ ḥot men ḳānə, nəkōsə kān tyóˀo 
ḳān. dé nāfaˁ di-ḳíbhib bə-ṣōdə də́laḳ. 

And then we put some of our coarse gravel and sand on top of 
them (i.e., the fish), and then we light (another) fire on top of 
that. We leave it just like that until the fire dies down. When we 
want to, we go and check up on it. (We say:) nənōber diḥán 
nōber, diḥán múnbəhur ‘we are cooking in our nōber method, in 
our trenches.’ We take a big fish out of the trench (i.e., to test 
its readiness), and we find it as hard as horn (i.e., done to a 
turn). This is the method we use to roast a lot of fish at once. 

 
295 níbihir, pl. núbəhur, ‘pit, trench; method of cooking in a trench or 
pit’.  
296 múnbəhir, pl. múnbəhur, ‘trench, pit’. 
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8.14.2. Cooking Small Sardine-Type Fish in a Trench  
(níbihir di-ˁīdi) 

ámmāA ˁīdi, níśkik tos id girīdi di-tímǝrə əl-ˁayn ˁaf tíkkən tyóˀo 
səlsə́lə, wə-lāṭ nənōbers tyóˀo nəbōrən ṣodǝ. 

As for the small sardine-type baitfish, we spit them through the 
eyes along a skewer made from the stem of a date palm frond, 
making something like a chain. And then we cook them in a 
trench just as we do with (bigger) fish. 

8.14.3. Roasting Small Sardine-Type Fish (ḳíbhib di-ˁīdi) 

núkiˁin fɛr̄iˁ wə-nərāḳalhin. wə-lāṭ nəféśˁən ˁīdi wə-lāṭ nərāḳal men 
ˁālə fɛr̄iˁ wə-símilihin. wə-lāṭ nəlōṭiˀ śéyāṭ bīhin diḥán fɛr̄iˁ. sté śéyāṭ 
dsi fɛr̄iˁ tyóˁo kān. wə-ḥánhən kul ṭad dhí mížərid ḥáfśən men nyaṣf 
wə-yərāḳaḥ ˁīdi di-béhelo ter.  

We fetch dry date palm fronds and we spread the small sardine-
type baitfish out on them. And then we lay more dry date palm 
fronds and other dry date palm debris on top. Then we set our 
dry date palm fronds alight. The fire steadily eats away at all 
the dry fronds. Each of us has a date-frond palm stem we use to 
flick the fish that are cooked and ready to eat off the fire onto 
the ground.  

wə-ṭah nəšōgiˀ ˁaf əntētə. dé ḳíbhib di-ˁīdi. nīti. tyun mes, wə-diyol 
tūyǝn mes, nəˁāmers id igzíri wələ id dáḥanə wə-nəśārˁas. wə-d-
izōnəg yəzōnəg mes d-əl-éˀefo. w-al tos ̣ś́ọl id śéher. 

And we continue like this until they are all done. That’s the 
ḳíbhib di-ˁīdi ‘roasting small sardine-type fish’. We eat. When 
we’ve eaten (as many as we want to), we put any we haven’t 
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eaten into leather bags or a palm-frond basket and we hang it 
up high. Anyone who wants can take from it to give to others. 
And they don’t go off for (up to) a month.  

8.14.4. What Is Done with the Inshore ḥálkek Fish (nāfaˁ 
di-ṣódə ḥálkek) 

korúmma ṣíˁəfo, ṣúˁəf. wə-nəṣáˁafš wə-lāṭ nəḳáṭabš, nərāḳaḥ meš 
bímér tyóˀo šíbdə wə-ḳādəl wə-miˀḥóytin. korúmma ˁígibən nəḳbébš 
nəḳbébš, wə-korúmma ˁígibən nəḳdɛŕš nəḳdɛŕš bə-rīho. nəḳāderš bə-
rīho ḥāli wə-nəmōlaḥ biš.  

If they have scales, these are removed. We descale them and 
then we cut them across in half and gut them, removing such 
things as the liver, the stomach and the intestines. If we want to 
roast them, we roast them, and if we want to cook them in wa-
ter, we cook them in water. We cook them in fresh water to 
which we add salt. 

ˀífúl ḳāderš? núkiˁin diḥán məḳīśo, mes šem məḳīśo di-ṣōdə:297 al 
ṭad méyhi šem: məḳīśo wələ ṣáflǝḥa di-ṣódə wə-məḳdērə. ṣáflǝḥa di-
məḳdērə škéro men ṣáflǝḥa di-ṣódə, tkōsi ṣáflǝḥa di-ṣódə, tkōsis 
ḥidɛḱo wə-tkōsi bis emtērek də́laḳ bis.  

 
297 məḳīśo ‘clay cooking pot’. Pots used for cooking fish are kept sepa-
rately from other cooking pots, and fish are cooked well away from 
the living quarters and from where other sorts of cooking take place. 
The water in which fish is cooked has to be fresh: fish cooked in sea-
water becomes murr ‘bitter’. The cooking water is saved and used 
again and again in areas short of fresh water.   



698 Morris, al-Soqoṭri and al-Soqoṭri 

 

How do you cook them in water? We bring our pot called 
məḳīśo di-ṣódə ‘fish clay cooking pot’. The two (clay cooking 
pots) don’t have the same name: a məḳīśo or a ṣáflǝḥa for fish, or 
(a məḳīśo) for finger millet. The ṣáflǝḥa for finger millet is better 
looking than the ṣáflǝḥa for fish. The ṣáflǝḥa for fish is encrusted 
with dirt and has a lot of accumulated soot burned onto it.  

ḳədōren diḥán ṣōdə. nəˁāṭub. nəbōdə riˀ dé di-ṣōdə di-gyɛm̄ə di-ḳānə 
di-ṣáflǝḥa. nəḥōliš ínˁis wə-lāṭ nəˁāḳal ínˁis ṭáheriš. wə-nəṭékidin wə-
nəṣāḳaˁ bə-ṭīrub śéyāṭ ˁaf l-íbəhul diḥán ṣōdə. nənɛt̄ug diḥán ṣáflaḥa 
əw məḳīśo, nənɛt̄ugs men míśkel id ter.  

We cook our fish in water. We put it in the pot. We begin by 
putting the head of that fish into the bottom of the cooking pot. 
Under this we put chunks of cleaned fish, and then (more) 
chunks of cleaned fish on top. We push sticks under the pot and 
set them alight. We let them burn until our fish is cooked and 
ready to eat. We take our ṣáflǝḥa or məḳīśo pot off the fire: we 
lift it off the three stones (of the fireplace) and put it down on 
the ground. 

wə-korúmma ˁād ṣōdə diyál béhəl, wə-ˁādən ˁígibən nəḳdér biš di-
rīho, ḳədōrən biš ṣōdə. nərāḳaḥ diḥán ṣōdə bə-tərá ṭárbi wələ tərá 
lōḥiA men ḳānə diḥán ṣáflǝḥa, men náˁsə naˁsə. wə-lāṭ nəˁāṭub ṣōdə 
dé di-itkíˀi. lúˀu nəḳāder ṣōdə d-itkíˀi? bə-rīho dé di-ḳidɛr̄ biš, 
nəḳāder biš korúmma bíśi ˁād šīn rīho wələ mílḥo. 

And if there are some chunks not yet fully cooked, and we want 
to cook them more in the water, we do so. We take our 
(cooked) fish out of the pot with two sticks or with two bits of 
flat wood, piece by piece, and then we put in any (uncooked) 
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fish that remains. Why do we cook the (raw) fish that remains? 
We reuse the water the fish were cooked if we can’t (easily) get 
hold of any more water or any more salt. 

8.14.5. Smoking Fish  

korúmma tun diḥán ínˁis wə-kíˀi, wələ korúmma ˀíno ṣōdə də́laḳ, 
nəzɛḡud diḥán ínˁis w-ənkúbsən sərámbīl298 wələ ḳárḳor.299 wə-lāṭ 
nəśérˁaś ṭáher míśkel di-śéyāṭ. lúˀu nəśérˁaš ṭáher míśkel? kor ˁa 
tígdaḥ idbíbo wələ di-ˁə́ssó wələ təˁālə wələ di-ḳeśˁāmo wələ 
gišˁámihin wələ ˀídbəhir wələ ˀéyyəA nóyhir.  

If we have eaten our chunks of fish and there are still some left, 
or if there are a lot of fish, we take our chunks of fish and put 
them in a woven cage or a fish trap and hang it above the three 
firestones of the hearth. Why do we hang it up over the three 
firestones? So that idbíbo ‘flies’ don’t get at it, or little di-ˁə́ssó 
‘beetles’300 or təˁālə ‘maggots’ or di-ḳeśˁāmo ‘beetles’301 or gišˁámi-
hin ‘weevils’ or ˀídbəhir ‘hornets’ or any bird of prey. 

nəˁāḳalš ṭáher śéyāṭ wə-lāṭ nəṣārif men náˁsə náˁsə, níbihil níbihil. 
mes šem, nəšōmi tuš níbihir, mə́nḳas. ṭah nəšōgi tuš ki ˀíno šīn ṣōdə 
də́laḳ. nəzīˁa men níbihil w-ənḳárs ̣ábš w-ənmāṣ́ˁ aš w-ənḳerís ̣áb. wə-
diyál ṭímaˁ l-ims ̣á́ˁ wələ l-iḳárs ̣ábš ṭḳíḳənš b-óˀobən wə-yəˀōgi b-
óˀobən. 

 
298 sərámbīl (i) wooden bedframe (in town); (ii) cage for hanging food. 
299 ḳárḳor: the fish trap can be made in many sizes; some very small 
ones are made for storing food. 
300 Not yet identified. 
301 Not yet identified. 
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We put it above the fire(place). We use it sparingly, chunk by 
chunk, broken off piece by broken off piece. It’s called… we call 
it níbihir ‘cooked till hard’, (or) mə́nḳas ‘jagged fragment’. This is 
what we do if we have a lot of fish. We take a small piece and 
we tear strands of it with our teeth, or we (just) gnaw away at 
it. And the person who can’t tear off strands with his teeth or 
gnaw away at it (because it’s too hard), grinds it up with a 
stone or beats it with a stone.   

8.14.6. Fish Fat (śabḥ di-ṣōdǝ) 

śabḥ di-ṣōdǝ: ǝmbaˁd ǝl-fālaḥan, nǝrāḳaḥ toš ḥśiš. wǝ-lāṭ nǝfālaḥ 
meš ḳādǝl. wǝ-nǝrākaḥ meš mírher wǝ-nǝrāḳaḥ meš miˀḥóytin ˁaf l-
iḳéˁe śabḥ. wǝ-lāṭ ǝnḥárḥer tuš bə-šạ̄dihir wǝlǝ bə-naḥf.  

Fish fat: after we’ve cut (the fish) open, we take it out (i.e., the 
fat), and put it to one side separately. Then we cut open the bel-
ly; we remove the gallbladder, and we remove the intestines so 
that the (belly) fat is revealed. Then we heat this (fat) over the 
fire in a clay pot or on a slip of clay pottery.  

wǝ-lāṭ nəḥóṣirin biš wǝlǝ nǝ́mṣǝṣ. wǝ-šker meyh ṭaˁm wǝ-maḥīro biš. 
ṣōdǝ di-ˁāṭem tyóˀo samōmǝ wǝ-ˀílmi wǝ-līhan wǝ-zɛḱɛ wǝ-maˁrɛm̄ǝ 
wǝ-di-ḳənáṭirihin wǝ-ráˀḥa fáḥere śabḥ. wǝ-śéysino təˁāṭum mes 
mer. 

Then we use it to flavour a cereal dish, or we dip our fingers in 
it and suck them. It tastes lovely and it’s very good for you. Fish 
with (plentiful) fat are those such as the samōmə, ˀílmi and līhan 
‘groupers’, the zɛk̄ǝ, maˁrɛm̄ǝ and di-ḳənáṭirihin ‘snappers’, and 
the ráˀḥa ‘trevally’: they are all full of fat. And the śéysino ‘rab-
bitfish’ has a lot of fat in its belly.  
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śabḥ di-ṣōdǝ kúwnuz id ḳādǝl di-ḥot. wǝ-lāṭ nəˁúgum wǝlǝ nəˁáṣǝm 
ˁeyh bə-śúˀhur wǝlǝ bə-ḳaˀ. w-ǝnḳāders kǝ-ṣōdǝ. śabḥ di-ṣōdǝ yíkkǝn 
kǝ-šíbdə wǝ-kǝ-miˀḥóytin w-ilɛs̄uk áˀamṭ śówḳibi302 di-ḥot. al íkkǝn 
śabḥ kal bə-mer di-ḥot, bdan.  

The fat from a fish is (also) stuffed into the stomach of a 
large(r) fish. We then tie off the opening (of the stomach) with 
fishing twine or with thread, and we cook it in water along with 
the fish. Fish fat is found in and around the liver and intestines, 
and sticking to the lower half of a fish (i.e., not along the back-
bone). You only find fat inside a fish, nowhere else. 

8.15. Stories  

8.15.1. A Man in Search of Salt (ˁag ṭad yǝḥórə men mílḥo) 

ˁag ṭad yǝḥórə men mílḥo wə-ḳúˁud dihé men ḥalf wə-dhí ḥalf 
šérḥaḳ men rínhem di-bis mílḥo. ṭáher w-ol ˁad bə́lug ˁaf igúdiḥin 
ṭaḥḥ. kóḥob wə-fśé w-áˁamid ˁaf əmbáˁad təs ̣ī́mo303 ˁúmur: “ṭaf ḥiy 
mílḥo, ˁēyək l-əšə́rḳaḥ wǝ-l-úṭhur l-úkber dihó embūriyə wə-dihó 
ḳə́nəho.” ṭaf hiš ḥōz Axámsa áḳrasA mílḥo. ˁéṣam bə-dhí bə-naḳf wə-
ˁə́ḳal bə-máˁs ̣ád w-iyhé kōtínaḥ di-ḳānə d-il-ˁīyug wə-téḳi. 

A man was on the lookout for salt so he went down from his 
place: where he lived was far from the sea where salt was to be 
found. He kept going until he reached the coast. He rested at 

 
302 śyōḳib⁓śōḳib, du. śówḳibi, pl. śéḳeb, the lower belly-half of a fish; 
the fish beneath the head (from the pectoral fins or gills down to mid-
fish).  
303 √ṭlm. 
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midday, had lunch and spent the evening (with people) until af-
ter the evening meal, he said: “Give me some salt. I want to go 
back up and check on my children and my livestock.” They 
gave him about 5 ḳurs measures304 of salt. He tied it up in his 
waistcloth and put it on one of the doorposts and went back in-
side to where the men were and had a smoke. 

gídaḥ lhɛ ́šíḳwə. igído mílḥo wə-nigífo di-ḥalf d-yaḥśiš w-íyhin kíli hiš 
šīmi. wə-ˁag téḳi w-émraˁ éˀefo: “l-émraˁkən állah! l-óṣim ˁánkən! 
ber ṭáfkən ḥiy mílḥo dəlāḳo! tíkkən ínhi iˁiśíro də́laḳ!” 

Some of these people who are keen on practical jokes arrived. 
The salt was taken and tipped out somewhere else and replaced 
with white sand. And the man had his smoke and made his 
farewells to people: “Fare you well! Bless you! (lit. ‘I would die 
for you!’) You’ve given me a lot of salt! It will last me a long 
time (lit. ‘many tens’)!” 

kōlə lə-ˁārib dhí zeng di-mílḥo wə-ráˁ śígəri w-ol ˁad bə́lug ˁaf 
igúdiḥin dhí di-ḳáˁr diš di-bíśi bis éˀefo w-iyhéhǝn bə-məṭˁīno. naˁ 
ˁégib l-inḳáṣ dhí men mílḥo dhí bə-ḳáˁr diš di-bíśi bis éˀefo kor lal 
igúdiḥin men mǝṭˁīno ikōsi mílḥo dhí bə-ḳáˁr. wə-tyóˀo ḳéˁe dhí zing, 
kísə šīmi di-rínhem wə-ḥaṣé ber ˁīyug il-šíḳwǝ hīn ṭah di-šigéˀiš.  

He slung his load across the back of his neck and went straight 
up the pass. He didn’t stop to rest until he reached his home. 
There were no people in it: they had transhumed elsewhere. But 
he wanted to lighten his load of salt and leave some in his de-
serted home, so that when they came back from transhuming 

 
304 ḳurs (the Arabic /ṣ/ realised as /s/, as is often the case in Soqoṭri). 
Locally one ḳurs is roughly equivalent to a kilogram.  
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they’d find salt already there at home. And when he opened up 
his pack, he found white sand from the sea! And he knew that it 
was those people who like to play practical jokes who had 
played the trick on him.  

wə-kōlib inōṣirin ṭah w-inōṣirin ṭah: “ya ber ṭah wə-ya ber ṭah…!” wə-
ˁīyug lhɛ ́di-šígi ṭah ṣéme bə-s ̣áḥák wə-yáḥtəfer bə-śérˀhān. wə-ḳarérǝ 
ṭáher ṭad w-ə́nkaˁ heh dhí mílḥo. 

And he cursed and swore: “You son-of-a-whatsitname and you 
son-of-a-whatsitsname!” And the men who had played that trick 
on him nearly died laughing, digging a hole in the ground with 
their feet (i.e., they were laughing so much)! And the next day 
one of them went and brought his salt up to him. 

8.15.2. The Man Who Was Taken Out to Sea by a Turtle 

ˁaig ṭéyḥḥi bə-zə́mān kísə ḥōmis bə-ṭaḥ təbōrə ḳaḥéləhun. gídaḥ dis 
kor iḳālibs wə-sēhən símak táˁyig disé ḳaḥélihun. ˁúmur: ‘s ̣ā́bis kor 
təbōdə táˁyig disé ḳaḥélihun wə-lal téte əḳālibs’. tyóˀo śīno tuš ḥōmis 
ḥegéris ektə́nəḥo id rīho. gídaḥ wə-keb íˀid əl-ḳaḥélihun dé, ṣeméṭo 
ˁiš. wə-ṣeméṭo meš l-íˁid. wə-girɛś̄utš wə-esḥābo tuš id rínhem.  

A man of the coast once found a turtle on the shore laying its 
eggs. He went up to it to turn it upside down (i.e., to disable it). 
At that time she was in the process of laying her eggs. He said 
(to himself): ‘Leave her to lay her eggs, and then when she’s fin-
ished I’ll turn her upside down’. When the turtle saw him stand-
ing guard over her she turned back and went down to the sea. 
He went up to her and put his hand inside this place from 
which she lays her eggs (i.e., to get some), but she clenched 
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(her muscles) down on it, braced her muscles hard over his 
hand, and dragged him after her right down to the sea. 

wə-ekɛb́o biš nḥaṭ fídəhān wə-bə-nḥaṭ fídəhān ˀíno bar. w-erḳuḥútš. 
wə-bíro disé kíˀi men ḳaḥélihun wə-šərḳóḥo íˀid di-ˁaig. kíˀi ˁag 
búḳnáˁa də́nˁa b-ə́s ̣ə́him. wə-kíˀi ˁag ḥoz Asə́bˁat ˀayyāmA bə-ḳānə b-
ə́s ̣ə́him mī di-állah! wə-fútkur ˁag: ‘ˀifúl l-išgé’. wə-bit ber ˁag al 
išrāḳaḥ men ḥá kol korúmma ˀíduf əl-ḥōmis lal tšrāḳaḥ men ḥá, yɛ 
ˀímmaA yáḥye wə́lə yə́ṣam.  

And she took him down far below the escarpment, beneath 
which there was land (i.e., a deep cave). She dragged him out 
(i.e., out of the sea into the cave), and laid the rest of her eggs. 
The man’s hand came out, and there the man was, in that dark 
place! And he stayed there for some seven days in total dark-
ness—facing death. And he thought and thought: ‘What can I 
do?’ And the man realised that he would not get out of there 
unless he grabbed hold of the turtle when she herself left the 
place. Either he’d live or he’d die (in the attempt)!  

éˀefo fíḳid dhin ˁaig wə-tímed ˁiš. ted ˁaig ˁaf tyóˀo hīmaˁ ˁárho wə-
śíˀifo di-ḥōmis ṭāˀif ˁaf ikōsis. wə-lāṭ búḥuš ̣mes id ḳéśərə. wə-tyóˀo 
šḥábilo bíli men ṭādaˁ təktə́nəḥo id rīho. w-iyhé ˁaf tšrāḳaḥ. wə-tyóˀo 
šərḳóḥo wə-fɛn̄iśo, ə́ḳdǝm əl-ṣiyḥ. bə́lug dhí ḥōmis w-iyhé sābaḥ id 
ber. wə-gə́daḥ id dihé di-ḳáˁr wə-dihé ḳáˁr al šərḥóḳo, l-áˀamt dihé 
ṭaḥ. ˁīmer: “ɛ ̄ fl. al ṣāmək? šibíˀin tok ˁatésḳik wə-ṣāmək!” ˁúmur: 
“al ṣāmək.” wə-s ̣ā́laˁ ˁīhin bə-dé kān šiš. ˀíno di-šéˀimin tuš wə-íno 
diyal šéˀimin! 

People thought the man was lost and they held the funeral feast 
for him. The man waited until he heard the sound of the turtle 



 Harvesting the Sea in Soqoṭra 705 

scrabbling around. He felt around here and there blindly until 
he found her, and then he flung himself right on top of her shell 
and hung on, crouched there. And as soon as she felt something 
on her back she went back into the sea. And he hung on until 
she swam up (to breathe). When she came up to breathe, he 
saw the shore. He let go of his turtle and swam ashore. He went 
to his home: it wasn’t far away, it was in the middle of the 
shore. They said: “Oh so-and-so, you aren’t dead?! We thought 
you had gone so far out you weren’t able to see (your way back) 
and had died.” He said: “I didn’t die.” And he told them what 
had happened to him. Some believed him and some didn’t! 

8.15.3. The Son Who Lost a Fish through Ignoring His  
Father’s Advice 

ṭaháro ˁággi, ˁag wə-dihé múgšəm, ziḥɛŕo di-hūri, iṭéhero išˁériko 
ṣōdə. wə-ṭībo éˀefo bə-ḳaˁr ṣə́ṭaˁ wə-ˁégib eḳənīyo. śāḳer šīhin w-
ənḥámšilo ˁīhin.  

Two men went along, a man and his son. They dragged their 
dugout down to the sea and went off fishing. They both knew 
that people at home were very hungry and badly needed some-
thing to eat. It was a time of drought where they lived, and eve-
rything was unproductive, on land and on sea.305  

šeˁériko ˁággi. menol išˁériko, té iyhí ḥot meš šem samōmə. té ɛ-
múgšəm, meš šem di-ḥézirhən. gid di-ḥézirhən dihí bə-samōmə, wə-
ˁen bis kor irāḳaḥ dhí id hūri. tyóˀo gídəḥo samōmə kor irāḳaḥ mes 

 
305 √n-ḥmšl: ‘to be a time of hardship and lack of food, when livestock, 
date palms and the sea are all unproductive’.    
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riˀ men rīho, ˁúmur śíbeb ɛ-dhí múgšəm, ˁúmur: “ɛ ̄di-bɛb́ɛ! kǝ́llub ˁis 
múklib!”306  

The two men fished. In the place where they were fishing, a 
samōmə ‘grouper’ took their bait. It took the bait of the son, 
who was called Di-Ḥézirhən. Di-Ḥézirhən jerked the line hard to 
get the hook firmly stuck into their samōmə and he pulled it in 
towards him to get it into their dugout. As the samōmə came 
towards them and it was time for him to pull its head out of the 
water, the old man said to his son: “Oh son, hook it with a 
gaff!” 

al tōmiˁ múgšəm l-íklib ˁis. šụ́ˁur śībeb, ˁúmur: “ˁa tízgud samōmə 
disé men ḥalf, ber tintúˁub!” ˁúmur: “ɛ bɛb́ɛ! šḳānaˁ ḥiy, al tighúz toˀ 
samōmə!” ḥɛr̄ə l-iš ̣ˁ úr śībeb, ˁúmur: “al ṭaf ḥiy śúˀhur?” ol ṭaf 
múgšəm dihé-l-bɛb́ɛ. entǝ́wḥo ˀínṭə śībeb wə-dihé múgšəm. zígid di-
ḥézirhən dihé śúˀhur. tyóˀo zígid, íbˀir mes riˀ, wə-tyóˀo símak ḳerīb 
ikób tus di-ḳānə id ḳārīyə dihí id hūri, nətáˁabo samōmə wə-gihɛźo.  

The son wouldn’t do as he was told, he wouldn’t gaff it. The old 
man shouted at him: “Don’t yank the samōmə up from where it 
is now: it will snap the line!” He said: “Oh father, have some 
faith in me! The samōmə won’t get away from me!” The old man 
kept on shouting at him, trying to persuade him, saying: “Won’t 
you hand your line over to me?” But the boy wouldn’t hand it 
over to his father. They struggled together for a time over it, the 
old man and his son. Di-Ḥézirhən grabbed his line and when he 
got hold of it, the head (of the fish) appeared (above the sur-

 
306 More commomly kǝllāb⁓kullāb. 
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face). Just as he was about to get it into bottom of their dugout, 
the samōmə snapped the line and got away.  

kōlə śībeb, ˁúmur: “ɛ-di-ḥézirhən, óˀo samōmə!” ˁúmur: “ɛ-bɛb̄ɛ, 
gihɛźo samōmə.” ˁúmur: “al ˁúmuk hek śēbuk ˁis wə-gɛn̄aṭ ˁis 
míśḥaf?” ˁúmur: “ɛ-bɛb́ɛ! nyem bis? daḥámo! daḥámo!” ˁúmur: 
“ɛɛɛɛɛɛ! izˁék ḥāṭer di-állah!307 u-míṭá ɛh́ɛn fālaḥk di-ḥézirhən ˁaf l-
óḥṣi ber daḥámo! níti ḥánhən daḥámo. al tōmˁak ménhi di-
ḥézirhən!” ˁémido šam wə-šə́rḳoḥo ˁággi di-bal meyh! 

The old man responded with: “Oh Di-Ḥézirhən, where is the 
samōmə ‘grouper’?” He replied: “Oh father, the samōmə ‘group-
er’ got away.” He said: “Didn’t I tell you to get your hook well 
and truly into it and to gaff it with the gaff?!?” He said: “Oh fa-
ther, what was it worth? It was terribly thin! Nothing but skin 
and bones!” The father replied: “Ayeee! God strike you! And 
just when, Di-Ḥézirhən, did you cut it open to know that it was 
all skin and bones?!? We eat even skin and bones! You wouldn’t 
listen to me, Di-Ḥézirhən, and do as you were told!” The sun 
sank down and they went ashore, empty-handed! 

8.15.4. The Spanish Mackerel and the Wolf Herring: The 
Stealing of the Teeth (ṭānik wə-širéˁe)   

bə-zə́mān dé di-fānə yəˁúmur éˀefo ḥá ṭānik al díˀse, kal ḥá di-širéˁe. 
Ayōm men ǝl-ˀayyāmA ˁatə́gəlito ṭānik wə-širéˁe di-ˁamḳ di-maˁrɛr̄ə 
di-ṣōdə, ṣōdə wə-di-ˁīdi wə-di-sɛl̄i. gídəḥo ṭānik diyál širéˀe wə-
ˁiméro his: “ah ḳáḳa! al túwzǝm toˀ diɛ ́ḥá l-əḳháb biš kə-tsúwləhal 

 
307 ḥāṭer di-állah⁓xāṭer di-állah ‘anything catastrophic, as a falling me-
teor; a lightning strike; a landslide; a really heavy flood after a storm’. 
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(= di-súwləhal).” wə-di-súwləhal di-sɛl̄i. ˁiméro: “tkóli ínhi toš lal 
təḳéheb kə-tsúwləhal wə-šígzǝ hiš?” ˁaméro “əkōli.” ˁiméro: “ḥaš!”  

People here say that in days long ago the teeth (lit. ‘mouth’) of 
the ṭānik ‘Spanish mackerel’ were not actually hers, but those of 
the širéˁe ‘wolf herring’. One day the Spanish mackerel met up 
with the wolf herring in the middle of a huge shoal: fish, small 
sardine-type fish and larger Gulf herring. The Spanish mackerel 
went up to the wolf herring and said: “My dear sister, won’t you 
lend me your teeth so I can spend the midday splashing around 
and playing with the di-súwləhal ‘Gulf herring’?” di-súwləhal are 
di-sɛl̄i Gulf herring. She replied: “You’ll return them to me when 
you’ve spent the midday hours with the di-súwləhal ‘Gulf her-
ring’ and have had enough?” She replied: “I’ll give them back.” 
She said: “Here you are then!” 

zíˁi dsé ḥá wə-lāṭ ṭahéro tənáḥag wə-tšéliḥin ˁaf tərāzaḥ. fināḳo 
širéˁe kor təgúdiḥin ṭānik tkōlə his tsé (= disé) ḥá. al gidóḥo wə-
śīno təˁōmid šām. ˁiméro: “úˁud diyal eˁḥíyti ṭānik kor dɛk̄urs. 
yímkin níšo. bíro ˁemido ḥey šām wə-ˁéyǝk l-əḳār.” ˁiméro: “yɛ! al 
tíˀtiš? w-al šígzǝ hiš?”  

She (the ṭānik) took her (the širéˁe’s) teeth and then went off to 
play and leap around until she was exhausted. The wolf herring 
waited for the Spanish mackerel to come and return her teeth to 
her. She didn’t come and the wolf herring saw that the sun was 
beginning to set. She said: “I’ll go to my sister the Spanish 
mackerel and remind her: perhaps it has slipped her memory. 
The sun is going down and I want to go back home.” She said: 
“Hey! Haven’t you finished? Haven’t you had enough yet?” 
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ˁiméro: “mínyəhem al šígzǝ ínhi wə-ˀínyǝm ˁēyiš wə-l-ínyəhem 
gídaḥš?” ˁiméro: “naˁ níšiš?” ˁiméro: “níšək ˀínyem?” ˁiméro: “dihó 
ḥá. al tkōli ínhi?” ˁiméro: “túwḳif wə́lə-l-əḳātabš wə-l-əgúrəmš.” wə-
lāṭ yhə́ləḥo. wə-tyóˀo yhə́ləḥo, ferɛd̄o širéˁe. w-əmbōwi tos lāṭ ṭānīk 
lal tšālaḥ iˁúmur his: ‘l-ité lafš!’ dé men waḳt ˁaf də waḳt.  

She (the Spanish mackerel) replied: “What do you mean ‘Ha-
ven’t I had enough?’ What do you want? Why have you come?” 
The wolf herring said: “Have you forgotten now?” She said: 
“Forgotten what?” The wolf herring said: “My teeth! Aren’t you 
going to give them back to me?” She said: “Be quiet, or I’ll bite 
you in half or take a great chunk out of you!” And then she 
leaped high into the air. And when she leaped high in the air, 
the wolf herring turned tail and fled. Now, when the Spanish 
mackerel leaps high into the air, she is called: ‘l-ité lafš!’ “May 
the Lord kill (lit. ‘eat up’) your strength and vigour!” From that 
very day until this day.308 

ṭānīk ímbe309 nhafs. ˁiméro: “hōhən bíśi tyóˀo toˀ.” ˁīmer his: “b-
ínyəhem bíśi tyóˀo tuš?” ˁiméro: “hōhən šəróṭ məhók.” kōlə bis 
zíhnin, ˁúmur: “b-ínyəhem īhin šəróṭ məhók?” ˁiméro: “hōhən bíśi 
bíli di-ḳówlaˁ ménhi lal yūte toˀ. heb dihó íṣˀḥal il-šébəhur.” s ̣á́ḥak 

 
308 The ṭānīk ‘Spanish mackerel’ is known for its terrible sawlike teeth, 
while the širéˁe ‘wolf herring’ is said to have only one tooth on each 
side of its mouth. di-súwləhil and sɛl̄i di-súwləhal are nicknames for the 
sɛl̄i ‘Gulf herring’. súwləhil, pl. súwləhal refers to ‘tiny hairs, threads’, or 
to ‘threads of mould growing on a surface’. The sɛl̄i ‘Gulf herring’ is 
called this because as it swims along, the fins on each side of its head 
flutter. 
309 ímbe <√nby. 
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mes zíhnin, ˁúmur: “hōhun áḥsanA meš.” ˁiméro: “b-ínyəhem?” 
ˁúmur: “hōhən ḳáṭabə ménhi tə́rwi ˁášerə!” ˁiméro: “b-ínyəhem tə́rwi 
ˁašerə? wə-b-ínyəhem śəbáˁihin?” ˁúmur: “hōhən bíśi d-īti ménhi 
náˁsə w-iyhe al rī ḥey rīho.” ˁiméro: “ˀɛm̄unk!” 

The Spanish mackerel gave herself a nickname. She said: “There 
is no one like me!” They said to her: “What do you mean, there 
is no one like you?” She replied: “I am šəróṭ məhók.”310 The 
zíhnin ‘tuna’ said to her: “How are you šəróṭ məhók?” She said: 
“When they come to eat me, absolutely nothing of me is left 
over, even the bones of the backbone.” The zíhnin ‘tuna’ 
laughed at her and said: “I’m much better than you!” The Span-
ish mackerel said: “How so?” He said: “One half of me quenches 
the thirst of ten!” The Spanish mackerel said: “What do you 
mean, ‘quenches the thirst of ten’? And what do you have to sat-
isfy them and fill their bellies?” He replied: “No one can eat a 
morsel of me without having to drink water afterwards!” She 
said: “You’re right!”311 

 
310 šəróṭ ‘to swallow at a gulp without chewing’ (i.e., every single part 
of me is edible); məhók ‘anything delicious that slips down without 
having to be chewed (as butter oil, hot milk, ripe dates pulped in wa-
ter)’. 
311 The flesh of the zíhnin is said to be very hard and dry and anyone 
eating it needs to drink a lot to wash it down. 
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8.15.5. The Mountain Man Who Didn’t Realise Fish Go Off 

ˁaig ṭad ḳúˁud dhí men ṣándəhal312 wə-ˁaig al rínhi. wə-kísə iˀirīfi 
gidóḥo bə-ṭaḥ. wə-ˁúmur: “ṭaf ḥiy dihó ˀíməhen di-mízgud!” wə-
ˁīmer: “záˁa nhafk ˁaf tədáḳ.”313 wə-ˁīmer: “túˁud s ̣ā́laˁ éˀefo bə-
bɛd̄īyə ber ˀíno šīn ḥar iˀirīfi diláḳo.”  

There was a man who went from the lip of the ridge (where he 
lived) down to the coast, a man who knew nothing about the 
sea and fishing. He found that a huge shoal of fish had come 
right in close to shore, and he said: “Give me my share, as much 
as I can carry!” And they said: “Take as much as you can man-
age!” And they said: “Go and tell the people in the interior that 
we have masses of fish today!” 

izáˁa di-ˁígib w-izōnig di-ˁígib. zéˁe ˁaig wə-tāḳib id ḥōr ˁaf təmōlǝˀ. 
wə-tyóˀo milóˀo dhí ḥōr ṣōdə, ṭáher wə-zíˁi d-ikíˁi men dhí zing w-ol 
ˁad búlug ˁaf igúdiḥin dhí di-ḳáˁr. ˁīmer: “men óˀo énkaˁk ṣōdə?” 
ˁúmur: “énkaˁk men ṭaḥ, wə-ˁə́ḳalk híkin tin ˀíməhen. əl-ˁōśi d-īˁud 
šiy igúdiḥin kor núˁud dé d-ikíˀi.” 

He picked up as many as he wished and carried off as many as 
he wanted on his back. He took the (the fish) off and poured 
them into a small goat pen until he had filled it right up. When 
his goat pen was full of fish, he set off. He picked up what was 
left of his load (of fish) and didn’t stop until he reached his 

 
312 ṣándəhil, pl. ṣíndəhol ‘end, tip, extremity; tip of a ridge where it 
overlooks the sea; area above the anus, the very tip of the backbone’.  
313 <√ˀdḳ: ˀédaḳ iˀúwdaḳ l-idáḳ ‘to be heavy; to have too much to car-
ry, to be overburdened, overloaded’.  
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home. They said: “Where did you get fish from?” He said: “I 
brought them up from the coast, and I’ve left your share for 
you. Tomorrow at dawn anyone who wants to can come with 
me to fetch the fish that remain.” 

áˁaməd éˀefo ˁaf əl-ˁōśi w-əl-ˁōśi šḥalíf wə-šḥalúf šiš éˀefo lhɛ ́d-íˁid 
dhín l-iˀirīfi di-ṣōdə. wə-tyóˀo gídaḥ wə-ḳéˁe dhí ḥōr kísə sə́nəhum 
wə-tə́lo men ṣōdə d-ibtáˀar wə-nutíṣar.  

People spent the evening together, chatting until dawn. When 
the sun rose, he set off, and those who wanted their share of the 
great shoal of fish went with him. But when he arrived and 
opened up his small goat pen, he was met with a terrible smell, 
the stink from the fish that had been caught but had decom-
posed (lit. ‘leaked’).  

ˁúmur: “ol ṭebk ṭah tuš ˁam aˁáḳalš ḥá.” ˁīmer: “ya mǝnḳéynaˁ! ṣōdə 
ki ˁīḳel tuš ˀínṭe intéˁirin men šīhum wə-men mahgɛḡə di-šéhed!”  

He said: “I never thought that this is what would happen to 
them when I put them there!” They said: “You madman! Fish 
rot if you leave them for any time in the heat of the sun and in 
a place with no air!” 

ˁaig ol ˁə́rub wə-men solk w-ol ˁə́rub ṭabīˁaA di-ṣōdə. ol tyóˀo naˁ: 
éˀefo ˁə́rub fáḥerə ṭabīˁa di-rínhem wə-ṭabīˁa di-bɛd̄īyə wə-ṭabīˁa di-
solk wə-ṭabīˁa di-ḳə́nəho. fānə ṭéḥḥi d-iḥúdum rínhem o yəˁúrub 
ṭabīˁa di-šfāniś, wə-dé d-iḥúdum šfāniś o yəˁúrub ṭabīˁa ṭéḥḥi.  

The man knew nothing about this. He was from the mountains 
and knew nothing about the characteristics of fish. Not like to-
day: today everyone knows about sea matters and about life in 
the interior and about livestock management. Before, the man 
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of the coast who worked the sea knew nothing about looking af-
ter livestock, and the man who worked livestock knew nothing 
about the way of life of the man of the coast. 

wə-ˀíno men ṭaḥ, w-ol də́laḳ, d-iˁúrub ṭabīˁa di-šfāniś, tyóˀo óˀoz wə-
téˀe yəˁúreb mes ṭabīˁa. wə-íno bédəwi d-iˁúrub ṭabīˁa ṭéḥḥi wə-di-
rínhem w-ol fáḥerə. 

But there were some on the coast—not many—who knew about 
managing livestock, goats for instance or sheep, they knew 
about looking after them. And there were people from the inte-
rior who knew about the way of life of the people of the coast 
and about the sea, but not all of them. 

8.15.6. The Glowing Jewel of the Serpent (gówherə di-
bəkīli) 

gídaḥ ˁaig men mōmi, ḳúˁud ṭaḥ yəˁágəl men ṣōdə, iḥūrə men ṣōdə. 
tyóˀo ˁégib l-iktínaḥ, kutínaḥ lə-ḥalf di-ˁúmur hiš ḥoḳ. wə-nḥaṭ ḥoḳ 
ḥalf d-iˁúmur hiš fídəhān l-áˀamt ṣáḳerə di-ḥāllə. búˁur ˁaig tyóˀo 
ṣánnəfət šiš men báˁd təs ̣ī́mo. tyóˀo ˀéraḥ ˁamḳ di-óˀorəm d-ifōnə 
mōmi, wə-ḥalf d-išə́rḳaḥ hiš biš sɛb̄ir w-áḥarif wə-šérmihin, menól 
íˁud śīno ṣayḥ d-ə́s ̣ǵa bə-ˁamḳ di-gɛḥ̄i ǝmbēn ˁōbir wə-ˁōbir. 

A man came from Mōmi (the eastern end of Soqoṭra). He went 
down to the coast hoping to be given some fish; he was in 
search of fish. When he was about to go back (up), he went by 
way of a place called Ḥoḳ. And beneath Ḥoḳ is a place called 
Fídəhān, beside Ṣáḳerə di-Ḥāllə. After the evening meal, he in-
sisted on setting off and walking through the night. When he 
was halfway there, on his way to Mōmi—and the path he had 
chosen to go up was through thick undergrowth, with cliff faces 
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and trees—as he was going along he saw a light glowing in the 
middle of the watercourse, between one bank and the other. 

íftig. ˁúmur: “ˀínyem diš? gəlólə di-kɛf̄ir?” wə-ˁúmur: “diš al gəlólə, 
ḥá bíśi kɛf̄ir.” wə-ˁag məṣtɛm̄ə.ˁud w-íˀtur di-fōnə dihé bə-ṣayḥ. wə-
tyóˀo šíˀiki, śīni diš bíli d-ihēbaḥ men kesf ˁaf kesf ker šérmihin. wə-
ˁə́rub wə-šǝmālik ber bikīli. w-iyhé ber iˁúmur fānə éˀefo imōtilin 
iśōni ṣayḥ dé bə-ḥalf, w-al ˁə́rub ínyəhem. méyhin iˁúmur ḥalf di-
ginn.  

He was amazed. He said to himself: “What on earth is this? A 
gəlōlə di-kɛf̄ir, ‘an infidel’s light’314?” And he said: “This can’t be 
a galōlə, there is no unbeliever here!” And he was an extremely 
curious man. He walked forward towards the light he’d seen 
(lit. ‘his light’). When he got close, he saw this thing among the 
trees and shrubs, stretched out from side to side (of the water-
course). And he realised and recognised that it was a serpent. 
He’d been told, he’d heard people before talking about a light 
seen there at night, but they didn’t know what it was. Some of 
them said the place belonged to the jinn. 

zígid ˁaig dihé śéḳaˁ wə-ṭerɛf̄is árbaˁ məṭɛŕif wə-lāṭ kɛb̄i wə-ˁud əl-
mer ˁaf irōgim ˁis wə-ˁaf yáˁṭiṭ ˁis. wə-lāṭ ṭɛb̄il dihé śéḳaˁ wə-dihé 
gówḥerə. wə-lāṭ yhālaḥ d-ifōnə bis wə-seré ˁis kor séhen lal tšɛḱidin 
tkōl riˀ d-ifónə bis. w-iyhéhen ləṭṭ séris d-ifōnə ˁalé. ləˁámihe fə́rud 
di-gyɛm̄ə túwḳamš bə-šérmihin wə-bə-ˀíbəhān lal tintis ̣á́ḥan śímihel 
wə-ˀímihel.  

 
314 Visiting merchant ships always had lights on board which were 
widely known as gəlōlə di-kɛf̄ir. 
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The man took his shoulder wrap and folded it in four and then 
he crept forward, going along on his belly, until he was able to 
throw (the wrap) over it (i.e., the glowing jewel), covering it 
completely. Then he gathered up his wrap with the glowing 
jewel inside and made a great leap from in front of it (i.e., the 
serpent), right over it, so that, taken by surprise, it would turn 
its head round to look for it (i.e., its jewel). But he went around 
behind it (i.e., out of sight) and upwards. If he had fled down-
wards, it would have battered him with trees and rocks as it 
thrashed around to the left and right (searching everywhere for 
its jewel).   

wə-tyóˀo šḥabílo és ̣ə́him, nǝháḳo ˁaf ihōmaˁ éˀefo di-ṣáḳerə wə-di-
fídəhān wə-di-ḳábho. wə-ḥerɛǵo bə-tɛb̄ə men boḳ men ˁālə se men 
ḥalf, wə-téˀes állah rínhem. wə-bíśi di-ḥúbur ḳéyri mes se men 
óˀorəm diš nihɛŕo ˁis. ˁág záˁa dihé gówḥerə wə-ṭáher bis id riˀ d-
irísseyl, wə-ḳārə tus w-al s ̣ā́laˁ bis ɛ-ḥíy.  

And when it sensed (nothing but) darkness, it let out a great 
shriek, so loud that the people of Ṣáḳerə and Di-Fídəhān and Di-
Ḳábho heard it. And off it slithered, wailing and moaning (lit. 
‘mooing’), down from above: God sent it right to the sea and 
nothing and no one was harmed by it as it went. The man took 
his glowing jewel and went with it to Riˁ D-Irísseyl (at the very 
eastern tip of the island). He hid it and told no one anything 
about it. 

Ayōm men al-ˀayyāmA tyóˀo śīni mərākib tǝnéherən l-ərīˀ d-igālis d-
irísseyl ˁúmur nhafš rāmuš wə-difériš wə-ṭáher biš id ġúbbə. wə-ted 
bə-ġúbba dé bə-ḥalf tǝnéherən ˁiš mərākib wə-yɛn̄ifin w-išụ́ˁur w-
iṣáˁaḳ. ˀíno mərākib tənéherən ˁiš w-al tid hiš. bə-ˁamḳ di-éˁemed, 
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tə́do hiš márkab wə-ṭīreb diš wə-ˁīmer ˁiš: “nyem ˁēyək?” wə-márkab 
diš ṭerébo yímkin éˀefo lhɛ ́il-bis ˁígib l-ihoríḳiš.  

One day, when he saw sailing ships passing by the headlands of 
D-Irísseyl, he made a raft for himself and pushed it (down to the 
sea). He went right out to sea in it, and sat and waited there in 
the depths where the sailing ships were bound to pass by. He 
waved at them, and he screamed and shouted out to them. The 
ships went past him but did not stop for him. After some time a 
ship did stop for him. It turned aside to come towards him and 
asked: “What do you want?” And this ship that had turned side 
for him, perhaps the people in it hoped to steal something from 
him.  

wə-tyóˀo gídaḥ diš u-bɛ-l-rəwúˀuš “nyem ˁēyək,” śǝné dihé gówḥerə. 
bítiš ˁag, dé núxədə diš márkab ber ˁag ol gídaḥ di-ḥá kal əl-bíli, 
ˀímməA iśōˀum wələ ˀíno šiš bíli dyáḥśiš. ˁúmur hiš: “nyém ˁēyek wə-
ṭaf ḥiy diɛ ́ gówḥerə.” zígid ḳérməhim dihé d-íˀid wə-ˁúmur hiš: 
“hōhun ˁēyək ṭah wə-ṭah.” wə-ḳáḥəḳaḥ dihé fīˀo dihé bə-ḳérməhim. 
ˁúmur: “ˁēyək mékkə w-əmdīni.” zígid kɛf̄ir dihé íˀid wə-ˁə́ḳal dihé 
íˀid bə-riˀ, riˀ di-kɛf̄ir. bit wə-ˁə́rub ˁaig ber maḥrūz wə-bíli ˁiš al 
tíkkən.   

And when they reached him and before they could ask: “What 
do you want?”, they saw his jewel. The man understood him: 
the captain of this ship realised that he hadn’t come all this way 
out here without a good reason, either to sell something or for 
some other purpose. He (i.e., the captain) said to him: “What do 
you want for giving me your jewel?” He (i.e., the Soqoṭri) took 
him by the knuckles of his hand and said to him: “I want such 
and such,” knocking his forehead again and again with his 
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knuckles.315 He said to him: “I want Mecca and Medina.” The 
unbeliever grasped his hand and put it on his (own) head, the 
unbeliever’s head. He (the Soqoṭri) understood him and knew 
that (now) he had been taken under the captain’s protection, 
and that nothing bad would happen to him. 

wə-gaḥ tuš dihé di-márkab. wə-zíˁiš nōxədə iyhé wə-di-šiš, w-al ˁad 
bílug biš ˁaf igúdiḥin biš gíddə. w-ínkaˁ hiš mətárgimA w-ízˁim šiš. 
wə-kɛf̄ir mətárgim dé d-ínkaˁ hiš ˁárabi wə-múslim. wə-ˁúmur hiš: 
“díful ˁēyək men dirɛh́ǝm l-āṭaf ˁek wə-ɛh́ɛn tḥagíg biš dé bə-ˁag wə-
təméddən biš ˁaf l-itītə ḥag wə-tkōləˀiš ínhi ídəbóh. wə-ɛh́ɛn masˀōlA 
ˁiš korúmma kāno ˁiš bíli.” wə-ḳəbə́l ˁag wə-zíˁi dihé ˁag wə-ḥag biš 
wə-mə́ddən biš ˁaf itītə wə-kilíˀo. w-iˁúmur dé men waḳt d-ifíḳad biš 
ˁaig ˁaf igúdiḥin ˀíno Asíttat ášhurA. 

And the captain had him taken up into his ship. He took him 
with him, he and what he had with him, and he didn’t stop un-
til they reached Jeddah. He fetched a translator and sat with 
him. And the translator brought by the unbeliever was an Arab 
and a Muslim. (The captain) said to him (i.e., the translator): 
“What money do you want from me for going on the Ḥajj with 
this man, and (then) going with him to Medina, (staying with 
him) until the Ḥajj is completed, and then bringing him back to 
me, to right here? And you would take full responsibility for 
anything that might happen to him?” And the man (i.e., the 
translator) accepted. He took the man he was responsible for 
(lit. ‘his man’) and accompanied him on the Ḥajj and went with 

 
315 I.e., striking his forehead with his knuckles to signify that he want-
ed to pray.  
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him to Medina until everything was done. Then they both went 
back. And it is said that from the time that the (Soqoṭri) man 
went missing until he came back (to the island) was six months. 

wə-tyóˀo símak úste waḳt di-ḥag wǝ-kōnaḥ, ˁúmur hiš: “nyem ˁēyək 
l-itgér hek?” ˁúmur: “bíli al ˁēyək. ˁēyək tkəlɛ ̄ toˀ dihó di-ḥalf.” 
ˁúmur hiš: “bíli al ˁēyək stəgér? hōhən əkōlək diɛ ́di-ḥalf wə-bíli ˁek 
al tíkkən. Amǝˁáziz mḥárrəmA.” ˁúmur: “ˁēyək lə-stəgér ínhi ṭad 
kitábA.” ˁúmur: “óˀo ṭah? óˀo ṭah śówˀum?” ˁúmur: “bilád.” ṭɛr̄ub 
kɛf̄ir w-il-šiš, wə-zíˁi k-ənháfš ˁag dé saḳóṭeri.  

And when the time for the Ḥajj had come to an end and they 
had come back, he (i.e., the captain) said to him: “What do you 
want me to buy for you?” He said: “I don’t want anything. I just 
want you to take me back to where I came from.” He said to 
him: “You really don’t want to buy anything? I’ll take you back 
to your place and you can be sure that nothing (bad) will hap-
pen to you: you are esteemed and untouchable.” He said: “I 
would like you to buy one book for me.” He said: “What book is 
that? What book and where is it for sale?” He said: “In town.” 
The infidel and those with him disembarked, and he took that 
Soqoṭri man with him.  

wə-ṭerɛb̄o id suḳ wə-ríˀiš, ˁúmur: “óˀo śówˀum kútubA?” ˁīmer: “ɛ ̃h́ɛ 
əl-fānə hek.” ksóˀo máktəbəA milóˀo əw də́kkānA mīli di-kútub wə-
ḳurˀān. ˁúmur kɛf̄ir ɛ-ˁaig di-béḥelə dǝkkān di-kútub, ˁúmur: “kam 
tśóˀom diɛ ́kútub?” ˁúmur: “díful ˁēyək?” ˁúmur: “ˁēyək hīhin fáḥerə. 
tšrāḳaḥ ter diɛ ́men máktəbəA.” wə-šə́rḳaḥ ˁaig id ter men baˁd əl-ṭɛf 
ˁiš kam sǝndūḳ di-dərɛh́ǝm. w-iyhéhin ˁúmur: “ṭɛb̄ilin di-kisíˀkin bə-
ḳānə ˁaf zikɛ,́ wə-ˀōgaḥ id márkab!” 



 Harvesting the Sea in Soqoṭra 719 

They went down to the market and asked around. He said: 
“Where are books sold?” They said: “Right there in front of 
you.” They found a bookshop, a shop full of books and (copies 
of the) Qurˀān. The infidel said to the man who owned the 
bookshop: “How much will you sell your books for?” He re-
plied: “How many do you want?” He said: “I want them all. 
Leave your shop!” After he (i.e., the infidel) had given him I 
don’t know how many chests of money, the man (i.e., the book-
ship owner) went out. He (i.e., the infidel captain) said: “All of 
you, gather up whatever you find inside until there is nothing 
left, and then go back on board!”  

wə-kilíˀiš dihé bə-ḥalf wə-tyóˀo iróḥo dihé di-ḥalf éṭerbiš wə-éṭerib 
hiš dihé kútub lhɛ ́tīgur hiš. wə-ˁād méyhin lhɛ ́kútub dé di-ˁag dé bə-
zə́mān di-símak di-ínkiˁihin, ˁād náˁa bə-saḳóṭeri. wə-ˀíno kútub 
méyhin d-inḳānaˁ méyhin éˀefo ˀɛm̄316 iḳeríˀiš! 

And he (i.e., the captain) took him back to his home. And when 
the two of them reached his place (i.e., Soqoṭra), he helped him 
disembark and he unloaded his books, those that he had pur-
chased for him. And some of those books that he brought at that 
time are still to be found on Soqoṭra to this day. And some of 
the books drive some of those who read them mad!  

8.15.7. The Men Who Ate ṣáfrer Fish  

ṣáfrer ḥot ḳīhən o iśābaˁ tərá, lɛḱin bih ˁáṣṣub. iyhéhin ˁan ṣōdə 
ˁáṣṣub bih wə-sínəhum bih. korúmma ḳúdurk tuš wə-tuyk toš diɛ ́b-
íˀid, təráḥas ̣ ́di-ˀīdi meyh bə-rīho yōmēnA wə-ˁād al ṭáher meyh ṭayˀ!  

 
316 Lit. ‘the day’. 
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The ṣáfrer ‘butterflyfish’ or ‘coralfish’ is a small one, not even 
enough to fill two people, but it causes the ˁáṣṣub sickness. More 
than any other fish it causes the ˁáṣṣub sickness. Also, it smells 
bad: if you cook it and eat it with your hand, you can wash 
your hands in water for two days afterwards and the stink of it 
still won’t have gone away! 

korúmma šṭālimk tuš wə-bíśi eḳəníyo kal íyhe wə-lāṭ ˁiśk men dɛm̄i, 
túˁud əw tšárḳaḥ śígirə, tə́nṭəṭən mɛk śírəhān wə-bīrok. ki ˀíno śīni 
tok túˁud wə-təˁás ̣áf wə-ɛh́en ṭībəb tok al gúˁurk wə-lāfi, ḥówṣeˀ bik 
ɛh́ən ber tuyk ṣōdə w-enˁáṣibk, wə-ɛh́ən bə-nḥáfk ḥóṣi ber enˁáṣibk 
diɛ ́men ṣáfrer di-tuyk tuš. 

If you ate one for the evening meal, if there was nothing to eat 
but this fish, and then you got up and set off or climbed a pass, 
your legs and knees would tremble and shake. If anyone saw 
you going along, but (being forced) to stop and rest, and if it 
were known that you were not ill but were a strong and fit per-
son, people would realise that you had eaten a fish and devel-
oped the ˁáṣṣub sickness. And you yourself would realise that 
you had become sick with the ˁáṣṣub sickness from eating the 
ṣáfrer ‘butterflyfish’ or ‘coralfish’. 

íno tərá ˁággi di-gədə́ḥo ˀeḳāro, al ˁaggi ṭeyḥó wə-ˁággi men fídəhān. 
wə-ṭālimiyhí ṣáfrer. wə-šiṭə́lmo ˁággi bə-ṣáfrer wə-dəmāyo ˁaf əl-ˁōśi. 
w-əl-ˁōśi šḥálifo ektínəḥo dihi di-ḥalf. fānə ˀérə́ḥo dihi di-ḥalf fīsaˁ ki 
išḥálifo: əl-ˁōśi lə-šərḳóḥo di-šām, iˀɛr̄əḥo men ṣalāti əw igǝhémo. kol 
dé šām tiyéyo bis ṣōdə. šḥálifo wə-ḳɛr̄he ˀeḳāro. iˁādo wə-iˁās ̣ə́fo 
ḥówəḥá! 
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Once there were two men who arrived at dusk. They were not 
men from the coast but from the mountains above. And they 
(i.e. their hosts) gave them both ṣáfrer ‘butterflyfish’ or ‘coral-
fish’ for their evening meal. And the two men ate the ṣáfrer fish 
and slept until dawn the next day. In the early morning, they 
set off to go back up home. Before, if they set off in the early 
morning, they would reach their place quickly: (if they left) at 
sunrise, they would get there between the two prayers (i.e., 
mid-morning) or at noon. Except for that day that they ate that 
fish: they set off in the early morning and they barely got home 
at dusk! They would go along but then had to sit down to rest, 
here and there and everywhere! 
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	5.2.6. Care of the Dugout

	5.3. Sewn Rowing Boats (śérḥa~śérxa)

	6. Sea Products for Consumption and for Export
	6.1. Sea Products for Local Consumption
	6.1.1. Distribution and Sale of Fish
	6.1.2. Fresh Fish
	6.1.3. Preserved Fish: Making mə́ḳədid
	6.1.4. Salt (mílḥo)
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	8.1.4. Going in Search of Fish (ˁígihel)
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	8.5. Dangers of the Sea
	8.6. Uses of Shark
	8.6.1. Non-Edible Shark Liver Oil
	8.6.2. Edible Shark Liver Oil (i)
	8.6.3. Edible Shark Liver Oil (ii)
	8.6.4. Shark Fins
	8.6.5. Shark Stomach and Shark Livers (i)
	8.6.6. Shark Stomach and Shark Livers (ii)
	8.6.7. Cooking Shark Young (ḳídihir di-ribīs)
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