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The Magan Boat 

 

Around five thousand years ago at the start of the Bronze Age, the civilisations of 

Mesopotamia and Meluhha (Pakistan/ Indus Valley) were developing more 

sophisticated economies: the archaeological record shows evidence of an 

increasingly rapid exchange of goods. This evidence can be seen all across the 

Gulf, from Mesopotamia, Dilmun, Magan (Oman/UAE) and across the Arabian Sea 

to Meluhha.  

Magan was well placed as a central maritime actor in this exchange, having vast 

copper sulphide deposits in the Hajar Mountains, copper being an important 

geological resource that the rest of the ancient world needed for making bronze. In 

1985, the first direct evidence of reed-built sea-going boats in the Arabian Sea was 

found by the Joint Hadd Project at Ras al Jinz, dating to the Umm an-Nar period.  

Within the Gulf area, indirect evidence for Bronze Age sea-going vessels exists in 

the form of depictions of boats on seals (Photo 4), graffiti, preserved boat models 

(Photo 3) and references to ‘boats of Magan’ in Mesopotamian texts  (Photo 5).  

It is estimated that there have been more than 400 models and iconographic 

representations of sea-faring vessels discovered in Mesopotamia alone.  
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Contributors — 

Thank you to the following members for 

their contributions this month: 

*Anelisa Lambert 

*Angela Manthorpe 

*Eric Staples  

*Michelle Sinclair 

*Namitha Jassem 

*Rahul Shah 
*Tom Vosmer 
 

GENTLE REMINDER  

MEMBERSHIP RENEWAL 

Contribution by Anelisa Lambert  

Photo ownership identified  individually   

Magan Boat during the sea trials off the coast of Abu Dhabi  

Photo by Emily Harris @ Zayed National Museum  

(continued on page 3) 

If you would like to continue your 

DNHG  membership (but did not get 

round to renewing) please do make the 

payment before 31-December-2024. 

Guidelines can be found on page 8 of 

this Gazelle Edition. Or you may also 

contact our Membership Secretary: 

Kateryna Fomenko.  

Beyond that date, you will sadly no 

longer be able to participate in our 

field trips, nor will you receive our  

Gazelle  newsletters.  

A big thank you to those of you who 

have already renewed & paid their         

2024-2025 DNHG membership. 

https://www.facebook.com/DNHG.UAE/
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Announcements and Recorders 
DNHG Recorders  

Reptiles - Dr. Reza Khan 

M: 050 6563601 

Astronomy - Lamjed El-Kefi  

T: 06 5310467 

Off: 06 5583003  

E: lankefi@emirates.net.ae  

Marine Life - Lamjed El-Kefi  

(contact as above) 

Geology - Gary Feulner  

T: 04 3065570   

E: grfeulner@gmail.com 

Insects - Gary Feulner  

(contact as above) 

Fossils - Valerie Chalmers  

T:  04 8832930 

M: 050 8305018  

E: valeriechalmers@gmail.com  

Plants - Valerie Chalmers   

(contact as above) 

Archaeology - Anelisa Lambert 

M: 056 6904508 

E: anelisalambert@gmail.com 

Seashells - Andrew Childs  

M: 050 4590112  

E: andrew.childs@eim.ae  

Bird Recorder - Panos Azmanis  

M: 050 7083555  

E: azmanis.vet@gmail.com 

Mammals—Jacky Judas 

T: 04 354 9776   

M: 050 6181026        

E: jjudas@enwwf.ae 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

From the Editor: 

2024 is rapidly coming to an end!  

Please share with us through the email 
below your observations, stories, 
photos and captions of wildlife, nature 
and history in the UAE or abroad.  

Email:      gazelleeditor@gmail.com  

Deadline: 20-December-2024 

             ...for the December edition... 

We look forward to hearing from you. 

 

It is your contributions that brings 
the Gazelle newsletter to life!  

Monthly Lecture - Members Night 

Monday 9 December 2024 at 7.45pm 

 

 

Topic:  Museums & Exhibitions -    

 Behind the Scenes 

Speaker: Hazelle Page 

Hazelle has worked in the cultural heritage sector 

since graduating in archaeological conservation 

from Cardiff in1980. 

Her work has included treating freshly excavated 

finds, a huge variety of museum objects,         

conservation surveys and delivering care of    

collection training for many museums in the north 

and east Midlands of England. From this Hazelle 

taught conservation at Lincoln University before 

joining the team at Nottingham City Museums and 

Galleries.  

In 2006 she arrived in Sharjah to advise and train 

museum staff for six months… and fortunately for 

us she never left... 

Topic:  Arthropods: Basic Identification  
  A Personal Journey  

Speaker: Kartik Balasubramaniam 

Kartik is a cyber security consultant based in    

Dubai since March 2024 and has been                

passionate about natural history and citizen   

science since childhood. During the pandemic, 

he began documenting butterflies, moths and 

odonates across India, and now extends his 

work to the UAE and Oman. His presentation will 

cover arthropod identification techniques,       

featuring case studies that make butterfly, moth, 

and odonate identification accessible to novice 

naturalists. 

Topic:  A close look at some rare UAE 

Butterflies 

Speaker: Khalid Rafeek 

Khalid is an engineer from Kerala. Like many 

naturalists, his initial interest was in birds, but he 

gradually turned to butterflies and other insects. 

He has been loosely involved with the UAE 

natural history groups since the 1990s, when he 

worked in Abu Dhabi. Returning to Dubai after 

an interval of several years at his farm in Kerala, 

he renewed his interest in UAE wildlife and now 

spends most of his free time outdoors, often 

camping overnight. In the post-Covid era he has 

monitored the seasonality, behaviour and 

breeding of several species of rare butterflies 

and dragonflies that were previously only poorly 

known.  

mailto:mailto:gazelleeditor@gmail.com
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On Saturday 26
th
 October, the DNHG were kindly invited by Eric Staples to see a 

representative reconstruction of what a ‘boat of Magan’ probably looked like, 

based on the existing kinds of direct and indirect evidence mentioned above. Eric 

is an Associate Professor and maritime historian at Zayed University – part of the 

team that built the 17.8m long boat and sailed it almost 100km in the Arabian Gulf 

for two days this summer. The boat is a joint initiative by Zayed University, NYU 

Abu Dhabi and Zayed National Museum, temporarily housed in a warehouse on 

Saadiyat Island but due to be moved to Zayed National Museum once it opens to 

the public.   

Eric showed us representations of bitumen pieces that bore impressions of woven 

matting and rope bundles, like those in (Photo 1), found at Ras al Jinz. It seems 

that the reed boats were lashed together by large quantities of these rope-

bundles, with the hulls being covered in a ‘quilt-like’ layer of woven matting which 

in turn was covered in a waterproof bitumen coating. Tests on the various bitumen 

pieces found in the archaeological record show that modifiers were used to 

optimise the bitumen’s performance. These modifiers could be calcium carbonate, 

fish or vegetable oil, crushed reeds and even goat hair. They helped to create the 

right properties of the bitumen, such as balance of strength and viscosity: the 

bitumen needed to be strong enough to cope with pounding waves, but flexible 

enough not to crack. It needed to be waterproof, but not sticky to the point that it 

would run when subjected to the intense sunlight of the Gulf. It needed to be light 

in weight, and it needed to be able to adhere to the reeds of the hull under a 

variety of environmental conditions. 

It is thought that the timber used was probably Turkish pine (Pinus brutia), and the 

many tons of reeds used were probably Phragmites australis, the ‘common reed’ 

and Typha augustiphola. These reeds were used in various different ways in the 

boat construction: bundled together tightly (Photo 2), they were used like planks 

for the framework of the vessel; beaten into fibers, they were used like rope and, 

when woven into matting they were used as a cover for the hull. In constructing 

the ‘Magan boat’, Eric and his team used a process of experimental archaeology: 

evidence was interpreted, leading to a hypothesis of design and construction, 

leading to actual design and construction, followed by testing and analysis of 

results, after which revisions could be made. Years ago, Eric’s mentor, 

archaeologist Tom Vosmer, had constructed an initial c. 4.7m long prototype     

reed-built boat in Oman; the boat that the DNHG were able to visit in October is 

the seventh experimental design in a journey of hypotheses and improvements. 

As mentioned above, this one successfully sailed the Gulf waters, with all 

materials fulfilling their required roles, including the 127kg goat hair sail! Emma 

Thompson of Zayed National Museum was also present on our DNHG tour - we 

thank both her and Eric for the fascinating morning they gave us, and we look 

forward to revisiting the ‘Magan Boat’ once it is a star exhibit in the nearby 

Museum.  

Many thanks also to Barbara Van Meir  

for arranging the trip. 

(continued from page 1) 

Photo 1. Cast taken from a  bitumen 
impression from Ras al Jinz (Oman), 
showing óquiltingô pattern and rope-
bundles. 

(Tom Vosmer; The Naval Architecture 
of the Early Bronze Age Reed-built 
Boats of the  Arabian Sea)  

Photo 5. A cuneiform 
text lists the materials 
required ófor building the 
Magan ship under the 
authority of the Girsu 
governorô. Amongst other 
materials, it lists: 1,400 
pine tree trunks, 276 
talents (8.28 tons) of 
palm-fiber rope/cord, 418 
talents (12.5 tons) of 
reeds/ rushes, 44 talents 
(1.34 tons) of goat hair. 
(Anelisa Lambert) 

Photo 4. A Mesopotamian cylinder seal demonstrating 
an impression of a Bronze Age boat. The double-ended 
craft shows vertical lines on the hull, possibly         
representing reed bundles. (Eric Staples) 

Photo 2. Experimental archaeology: modern reed-
bundles, created by Eric Staples and team from the 
interpretation of ancient remains. (Anelisa Lambert) 

Photo 3. Mesopotamian boat models, most       
commonly made of clay, show an overall 
shape. These have been found in temples as 
votive offerings, and occasionally as grave 
goods. (Eric Staples). 
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Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Sea: Bioluminescence at Damaniyat 

November’s excursion to the Damaniyat Islands in the Sea of Oman was every bit as 

spectacular as promised. The crystal-clear waters of tranquil bays offered excellent   

visibility of marine life, even for a beginner snorkeler like myself. After a long and       

enchanting day observing a variety of aquatic fauna (with green turtles as the highlight), 

we settled down for an early dinner in the cooling sand. Squeals of delight echoed from 

the shore when people went to wash their dishes. Feet in wet sand and fingers swirled 

through the water generated sparks of electric blue light, motivating this discussion on 

the phenomenon of bioluminescence. 

A vast array of bioluminescent organisms exists, including bacteria, fireflies, fish, squid, 

clams, worms and algae, each producing light in a stunning spectrum of colours.       

Bioluminescence results from a chemical reaction involving light-emitting molecules 

(luciferins) and enzymes called luciferases. When these molecules interact in the     

presence of oxygen, they produce light. 

Marine luminescence tends to be in shades of blue and green, as these wavelengths 

travel farther in water, maximising visibility to potential mates or prey. The significant 

variation in luciferins and luciferases across different species suggests that many      

bioluminescent systems evolved independently, without a strong evolutionary            

relationship. Bioluminescence serves a variety of ecological functions: defensive startle, 

alarm, counter illumination for camouflage, misdirection, distraction, warning, offensive 

actions to lure, stun or confuse prey, illuminate prey, communication and attraction/   

recognition of mates. In some species, the function remains unknown. 

 

 

What we observed in early November was most likely caused by Noctiluca scintillans, a 

bioluminescent dinoflagellate phytoplankton. Plankton form the foundation of the aquatic 

food web, drifting in well-lit surface layers of oceans and lakes, and are responsible for 

about half the world’s oxygen production. They are also an excellent indicator of        

ecosystem health, quickly responding to climate changes and influencing species        

diversity. As ocean temperatures rise, plankton distributions shift, and fish populations 

follow these migrations, which in turn affects the behaviour of larger sea creatures. Its 

value in the food chain was clearly evidenced by scores of crabs at the Damaniyat 

shore. Almost invisible in the darkness, the tips of their pincers and their mouths glowed 

green as they feasted. 

Phytoplankton such as N. scintillans are autotrophic (producing energy by                  

photosynthesis) in contrast to heterotrophic zooplankton, which consume other          

organisms. While several species in both groups are bioluminescent, dinoflagellates are 

the most common. Known as "fire plants," they get their name from their ability to swim 

using two flagella-movable protein strands attached to their bodies. They use            

bioluminescence as a defense mechanism: a brief flash (<0.1 seconds) startles          

predators and attracts larger creatures, potentially turning the predator into prey for        

others. This ‘burglar alarm’ effect is regulated by a circadian clock and only occurs at 

night. 

 

Romantically referred to as "sea fire" or "sea twinkle" by sailors, Noctiluca scintillans is a cosmopolitan species found in seas 

around the world. As beautiful as the sight is, blooms (rapid growth phases) of this and other phytoplankton could foreshadow  

disaster. Population explosions triggered by changes in currents and nutrient densities can lead to hypoxic (low-oxygen) waters, 

increasing mortality among other marine life. Maintaining the delicate ecological balance that has evolved over eons must be our 

top priority to mitigate the looming systemic collapse caused both directly and indirectly by human activity. As we continue our  

exploration of the natural world, we look forward to future outings that deepen our understanding of marine biology and promote 

environmental stewardship.  

Noctiluca scintillans at Damaniyat Islands 2024  

Contribution by Namitha Jassem 

Photos by Rahul Shah 

Noctiluca scintillans at Damaniyat Islands 2024  

Noctiluca scintillans at Bandar Al Khayran 2019 

Noctiluca scintillans at Bandar Al Khayran 2019 



 5 

 
(continued on page 6) 

Shimal is an archaeological site located in the northern part of the Emirate of Ras 

Al Khaimah (RAK) in the UAE and consists of more than 100 prehistoric tombs 

from the Wadi Suq Culture which are spread along the foot of the mountains.  

Prehistoric settlements from the Late Bronze Age (1600-1300 BC) and Early Iron 

Age (1300-900 BC) are also found in this area. These prehistoric settlements hold            

significant importance for understanding the history and development of the       

region during the Bronze and Iron Ages. 

The UNE (University of New England, Australia) Archaeology’s Professor Lloyd 

Weeks guided us through part of the Shimal archaeological excavation being   

carried out by him and his team. This included a visit to their temporary          

‘Home-cum-Laboratory’ where further analysis takes place of the findings from the 

digs. 

Excavations in the Shimal area are an attempt to better understand how people           

survived the challenging climate conditions of the Bronze Age.  

Dating back to 2000-1000 years BCE, Shimal is one of the few-known Middle and 

Late Bronze Age settlements in Southeast Arabia. 

The Late Bronze Age – c.1600-1200 BCE – is a time in the ancient world affected by several crises, including catastrophic climate 

events that changed human civilisation. 

The UNE-led team will be mostly interested in uncovering everyday remains and artefacts that shed light on how the settlement 

adapted and survived at a time of great climatic and catastrophic events that changed human civilisation. 

This is the second UNE-led expedition to the site, following on from the earlier one in 2023. The aim of this excavation is primarily 

to note where important deposits of remains of particular materials and particular periods can be found. Eventually, the team 

hopes to be able to examine how people were able to live and thrive in the face of a worsening climate change and, how they 

adapted their subsistence practices and cultural behaviours to survive. 

The Shimal area appears to have been a place where people could survive more 

easily during this climatic upheaval. 

In this sense, Shimal is a microcosm of the Bronze Age story of human             

development that has a strong resonance with modern-day climate changes. 

The international team from the United States, Germany, the United Kingdom as 

well as Australia will also bring specialist skills and knowledge in plant remains 

and charcoal analysis, analysis of human remains, radiometric dating and analysis 

of marine reservoir effects, physical geography, past environment and climate           

reconstruction and archaeological illustration. 

Excavations in the Shimal area are an attempt to better understand how people    

survived the challenging climate conditions of the Bronze Age. Some of the tombs 

are up to 20 metres long and are elongated collective burials, which are built 

above ground. 

The existence of large shell middens shows the existence and exploitation of once 

nearby lagoons and mangroves which must have existed in this area. 

Tebralia shells, which are large whelks found in mangroves, and oysters shells are 

the shells most commonly found in the middens. 

DNHG field trip to current Bronze Age Excavations in the Shimal area, Ras Al Khaimah (RAK) - 

With the exclusive participation of Professor Dr. Lloyd Weeks and his Team  

(17 November 2024) 

Tebralia shell sample 

Analysis of a wood sample 
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Our first stop was a Bronze Age grave mound easily identified by the many 

shells found on top and around the mound, constituting a typical shell midden 

of that time. The shell middens we saw were placed there after the tombs 

were built. It is not known how long after the tombs were built that they were 

used as shell middens. All we know is that it appears it was customary for 

people to use their grave/tomb sites as shell middens after the tombs were 

built. However, it is also worth noting that there appears to be a random    

scatter of shell middens throughout known settlements of the time and not       

necessarily only at tomb sites.  

The main issue faced by archaeologists in the Shimal area is that many of the  

burial sites and settlements have had material taken for re-use by later                   

generations of inhabitants, or have been robbed of their artefacts. 

 

Umm-an-Nar tombs from an earlier period have also been found in the       

vicinity of  the Wadi Suq tombs we visited, but were not covered in this trip. 

The archaeological records have, so far, revealed fewer Bronze Age        

settlements and more tombs, while it is the other way round for the Late Iron 

Age whereby more settlements and far fewer tombs have been recorded. 

However, it does not mean this was the case back in the day and             

archaeologists cannot say this is in fact the case as it is only what has been 

found and what remains. Very few iron artefacts have been found from the 

Iron age in this area. 

 

 

Human remains have been found and have helped considerably with understanding 

the impact of diet and water stress on the inhabitants living in this area. With the 

more modern technological approach to archaeology, smaller areas are now being 

excavated with more in-depth analysis, both telescopically and chemically, being 

carried out on the different layers found within these areas, thus further helping our 

understanding of what is being found. Areas of excavation are now smaller but 

more in-depth technologically. Sediments removed from each layer within a given 

area are now carefully documented and sieved through thoroughly down to very 

small fragments which are then sent to laboratories for in-depth analysis. 

 

 

 

 

Fragments and items found within a given area could include very small bone 

shards from animals such as fox, jackal, fish and domesticated animals, seeds, 

wooden fragments and pieces of charcoal.   

If you would like to read more about this interesting excavation, please go to 

the following link:  

https://www.une.edu.au/connect/news/2024/october/surviving-a-climate-crisis-

lessons-from-the-bronze-age  

(continued from page 5) 

Shell & fragment sorting table 

Small excavation at Shimal 

Sifting from excavation site 

Excavation site at Shimal 

Contribution  by Michelle Sinclair and photos by Kateryna Fomenko 

https://www.une.edu.au/connect/news/2024/october/surviving-a-climate-crisis-lessons-from-the-bronze-age
https://www.une.edu.au/connect/news/2024/october/surviving-a-climate-crisis-lessons-from-the-bronze-age
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Look what the grass caught 

There is a distinctive grass that I often find in well irrigated areas of Mushrif Park 

called the bristly foxtail (Setaria verticillata). I can spot it from a distance as it tends to 

grow in dense clumps and the leaf blades are wide and bright green. The flower 

heads are large and bushy like foxes’ tails but do not imagine something soft         

because another common name - rough bristle grass - gives an inkling to the true 

nature of this plant. The seed heads feature long bristles with tiny backward facing 

barbs and these present a perilous snagging hazard for insects and their delicate 

wings.   

Knowing the potential of the bristly foxtail as an ‘insect trap’, I will often call by to see 

what is been ensnared. It started during Covid….I was walking at the edge of the 

park during my allotted hour, grasshoppers scattering before every footfall, when one 

escapee seemed to be making more of a commotion than others. Yes, you guessed 

it, the victim had leapt straight into those foxy bristles, snarling its wings in such a 

way that it could not be rescued, but was destined to be photographed as an         

interesting observation.  

Earlier this year the grass was abundant, particularly around the irrigation pipes 

which spew grey water onto the trees, and I found a mating pair of the crimson 

speckled footman moth (Utetheisa pulchella) all caught up. There was a third moth in 

the melee, perhaps a competing male. On this occasion the hapless victims provided 

a ready meal for a predatory lynx spider (Oxyopes sp.). A few days later a nearby 

clump revealed several colourful blister beetles, a slender grey beetle, and ouch, a 

grasshopper with hooked and oozing mouthparts.  

I should add that this is not the only plant that ensnares. The leaves of the Velcro 

plant Forsskaolea tenacissima are covered in hooked hairs that catch the unwary! I 

once watched a fly spend a good while trying to unhook its feeding tube after       

stopping to collect morning dew – that one got away, but others are not so lucky.  

Which all goes to say that spending a few hours observing and recording your local 

environment can be educational and rewarding.  

 Contribution and photos Angela Manthorpe 

Original victim 

That looks painful 

Typical dense growth 

Lynx spider 

Lush Caught in velcro 

Blister beetle 

Barbs 

Another victim 
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DNHG Membership 

DNHG membership remains one of Dubai’s best bargains at Dh100 for families and Dh50 for singles. Membership for the current 

year is valid from September 2024 to September 2025. Initial and renewal fees can be paid in cash at lecture meetings or 

remotely as described in (2) below.  

New members can join in person at monthly lecture meetings or remotely. There are only two requirements: 

(1) complete the one-page Membership Application available at meetings or by download from our website (www.dnhg.org) and 

hand or e-mail it to the Membership Secretary (see above);  

(2) Pay the membership fee, either in cash at a lecture or remotely by cash deposit or bank transfer to our Emirates NBD 

account, using our IBAN number AE640260001012012013302. 

Important: The banking process does not always identify the payer, so please include a note in the transfer stating the member(s) 

name(s) and send the Membership Secretary an e-mail with a reference number or photo of the payment slip, so we know whose 

money we have received. 

DNHG membership entitles you to participate in field trips and helps pay for our lecture hall, publication and distribution of our 

monthly newsletter (Gazelle), our post office box, additions to our library, incidental expenses of speakers and occasional special 

projects. 

Dubai Natural History Group (DNHG) Programme 2024 / 2025 

DNHG Lectures 2024 / 2025  

          09 December Members Night   : Hazelle Page                   -  Museums & exhibitions: Behind the scenes 
  : Kartik Balasubramaniam -  Arthropods: Basic identification - A personal journey 
  : Khalid Rafeek                  -  A close look at some rare UAE butterflies 

         20 January 2025 Barbara Lang-Lenton : Celebrating 20 years of Sea Turtle Rehabilitation in the UAE 

 10 February 2025 James Conder :  A Beginner’s Guide to being a Safari Guide 

 

DNHG Field Trips 2024 / 2025 

…...home….  

15 December 2024  - DDCR (Dubai Desert Conservation Reserve) field trip 

11 January 2025  - Visit to Terra pavilion at EXPO (DNHG exclusive event) 

18 January 2025  - Geology and Archaeology Hike (Location to be advised) 

21-23 February 2025 - IEW 2025 (Inter-Emirates Weekend) will be hosted by ENHG Al Ain in Al Ain 

Date to be confirmed  - Emirates Soil Museum - Sharjah  

 -  

For more information on upcoming lectures, field trips and membership please refer to the DNHG website www.dnhg.org 

To sign up for the field trips only, please contact: Sonja Lavrenļiļ at lavson@gmail.com  

DNHG COMMITTEE 2024/2025 
When possible, please contact committee members outside office hours 

    Name    Telephone  Email 

Chairman   Gary Feulner   04 306 5570  grfeulner@gmail.com 

Vice Chairman   Valerie Chalmers  050 830 5018  valeriechalmers@gmail.com 

Treasurer   Puneet Kumar   050 452 4820  puneetcps@gmail.com 

Membership Secretary  Kateryna Fomenko  052 936 3916  dnhg.membership@gmail.com  

Greeter   Iain Dodson   050 5583271  iaindodson14@yahoo.co.uk  

Speaker Co-ordinator              Currently vacant 

Fieldtrip Co-ordinator  Sonja Lavrenļiļ   050 256 1496  lavson@gmail.com 

Member-at-Large  Pradeep Radhakrishna 050 450 8496  wgarnet@eim.ae 

Member-at-Large  Anindita Radhakrishna 050 656 9165  anin@eim.ae  

Newsletter Editor  Heidi Struiksma  055 899 2222   gazelleeditor@gmail.com 

Librarian/Book Sales  Angela Manthorpe  058 135 4143  manthorpe2005@yahoo.co.uk 

Website Co-ordinator  Alexis Biller   055 103 9014  alexis.biller@gmail.com 

 
Postal Address: DNHG, PO Box 9234, Dubai, UAE 

http://www.dnhg.org
http://www.dnhg.org
mailto:dnhg.membership@gmail.com

