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Mushrif Park Ramble Highlights  

Our mid-January visit to the Mushrif Park Hiking Trail was a good example of how 

DNHG field trips were originally conceived. Mushrif Park is an excellent place to 

observe many of the basic plant and animal species found among Dubai's coastal 

sands. But in addition we benefitted greatly from trip leader Angela Manthorpe's 

frequent visits to the park (both as a hiker and cyclist) and from the knowledge and 

inquisitiveness of all participants as well. 

Unheralded in the midst of the hiking trail was a forest of many dozens of large 

Balanites aegyptiaca trees (the Desert Date), a native of North Africa ï making 

Mushrif almost certainly the Desert Date capital of the UAE. True to its name, the 

Desert Date produces an edible fruit, but also an almost rock-hard ellipsoidal stone 

enclosing a soft, edible seed. The seed is evidently a delicacy, as it is regularly 

accessed and eaten by animals, but by whom? 

From examples found on the ground, Angela pointed out at least three different 

strategies for opening the date stone and exposing the seed. One strategy opens a 

hole along the circumference at the middle of the ellipsoid, another cuts the stone in 

twain transversely, and a third cuts it longitudinally. We looked for intermediate 
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Contributors ð 

Thank you to the following members for 

their contributions this month: 

*Angela Manthorpe 

*Gary Feulner 

*Giulio Russo 

*Gosia van Unen 

*Kateryna Fomenko 

*Sanjay Gairola 

(continued on page 3) 

Desert Date tree, Balanites aegyptiaca  

Inter -Emirates Weekend 2025  

Many DNHG members enjoyed the   
successfu l  and wel l -a t tended                    
Inter -Emirates Weekend held in Al Ain 
on 21-23 February, and hosted by the  

Al Ain Chapter of the ENHG.  

Our thanks go to ENHG - Al Ain  Chair,  
Dr. Brigitte Howarth , and her IEW 

team. 

Reports on some of the IEW field trips 

will be published in the March  Gazelle . 

The winners of the annual natural        
history awards (the Sheikh  Mubarak 
Prize, the Bish Brown Award, and a 
new award, a memorial to Peter         
Hellyer) were announced at IEW and 

are reported on pages 6 and 7.  

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 

MammalsðJacky Judas 

M: 050 6181026        

E: jjudas@enwwf.ae 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

From the Editor:  

2025 will bring many more interesting 
trips and lectures! 

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-March -2025 

             ...for the March edition... 

We look forward to hearing from you. 

Your contributions bring the 
Gazelle newsletter to life and 
encourage continuous learning of 
our History and Nature!  

Monthly Lecture - Online  

Monday 10 March 2025 at 8 pm  

Live Streaming via Zoom  

(zoom waiting room opens at 7.45 pm) 

Speaker:  Gosia van Unen  

Topic:  A Blast from the Past  

 Geologic reverberations in the landscapes of Saudi Arabia 

Abstract:  

Saudi Arabia's geomorphology is remarkably diverse, encompassing enormous sand 

deserts, towering mountains, gentle hills adorned with acacia trees, striking             

escarpments, dissected sandstone canyon lands, volcanoes and lava fields, caves, 

oases teeming with life, and marine life like nowhere else in the world. 

The landscapes we see today have a long geological history and the rocks distant     

geographical provenance. It is fascinating to discover how they formed and           

transformed over time, and to investigate the processes that continue to shape their 

evolution today. Several locations from various Saudi regions, were selected for this 

talk. Located well off the beaten track, they serve as examples of what is possible if 

the landscape is left unchecked to time and natural processes. 

About the Speaker:  

Gosia van Unen-Roszak is a Polish-born linguist, visual artist, author, educator and 

geologist. She holds an M.A. in Linguistics from the University of Chicago, MBA from 

Adam Mickiewicz University in Poznan, and a BSc in Geology from the Utrecht         

University. She is the founder of the Saudi Natural History Community, a contributing 

author to Al Dalila books on Saudi Arabia, and several regional magazines and      

publications. She writes about desert exploration, flora and fauna, ecology and       

conservation along with pursuing her artistic career.  

Gosia holds a deep fascination for the deserts of the Middle East and Africa. During 

her extensive travels, she studies landscape morphology and evolution documenting 

plant and animal species in Saudi Arabia. After completing her BSc in Geology, 

Gosia recently published the second edition of her book "Through the Sands of Color, 

The Ultimate Guide to the Natural World of Saudi Arabia". This richly illustrated a  

visual guide containing 700 images of iconic desert, landscapes, flora, fauna, rocks 

and  minerals researched and consolidated during 15 years in the Kingdom. Her book 

is available in Jarir Bookstores throughout the GCC.  

 

mailto:mailto:gazelleeditor@gmail.com
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examples, but found none. We agreed that the animal most likely to be able to open the date 

stones is the introduced Five-Striped Palm Squirrel, now naturalised in perianthropic areas 

and occasional at Mushrif. It seemed unlikely that any frugivorous birds would be able to 

chisel the date stone open. But who, then, could be the second culprit? 

Moving further into the park, Giulio Russo served as medical examiner for the investigation of 

two crime scenes involving small scatters of bird feathers. The first featured the multi-blue-

hued feathers of an Indian Roller, the other a dove, probably a Collared Dove. Giulio 

explained that these kills were probably the work of a Shikra, a small Accipiter hawk like 

Sparrowhawks or Goshawks. Larger raptors, like eagles, break the neck of their avian prey 

and carry it off to feed elsewhere. The Shikra cannot manage that, so it must subdue its prey 

where it is encountered, and it commences to eat while the prey bird is still alive. 

Giulio also spotted a plant with a seed head resembling a small ear of corn. He recognised it 

as a fodder plant, and Angela added that it is becoming increasingly common at Mushrif 

Park. But what was it and where did it come from? Fortuitously, Angela learned the 

answer just two days later near a farm in Fujairah, where she found its picture on a bag of 

"bajra" sold as fodder for chickens by a Dubai firm. An online search of likely candidates 

(wheat, barley, oats, etc.) suggested that it is Pearl Millet, Cenchrus americana (formerly 

known as Pennisetum glaucum). This was confirmed by the Fujairah bag, since "bajra" is 

the Hindi/ Urdu name for Pearl Millet. 

Edi Fior won the reptile prize for the day, with a brief sighting of a small snake in green 

foliage and debris at the base of a large ghaf tree along the trail. The most likely 

candidate is the diurnal Schokari Sand Racer (Psammophis schokari) but no ID could be 

confirmed.  

 

 

(continued from page 1) 

Contribution and photos by: Gary Feulner,  Angela Manthorpe and Giulio Russo 

Desert Date fruit  -  
Balanites aegyptiaca 

Who killed the Roller?  Pearl Millet plants in Mushrif Park 

Date seeds  

The fruit eaten in situ 

Desert Date stonesðopened by two        
different techniques  

é. and  then there is strategy number three! A ñbajraò bag 
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When Magma Meets Water  

Al-Wahbah Crater is located on the western margins of the Harrat Kishb lava field. It is 

one of the largest and deepest ñmaarò craters on the Arabian Peninsula, produced by a 

massive steam explosion, generated by the meeting of molten basaltic magma with  

subterranean body of water. The crater is 250 meters deep and 2.2 kilometres in       

diameter. It is impossible to see the craterôs rim from afar because it is located on a 

slightly rising plateau. You get quite a surprise when you reach the very edge. It is one 

of the most significant sights on Harrat Kishb not only geologically but historically. 

When it is dry, the bottom of the crater is covered by mud, silt and salt crust. After the 

rain, a thin layer of water covers it, reflecting the sky. A sight to behold! To explore the 

craterôs interior on foot you can follow a narrow man-made path along the craterôs rim 

where the tarmac road stops. This route is currently off limits due to an accident.       

Another more scenic descent route is on the opposite side of the crater. It follows a 

natural crevasse in the craterôs rim overgrown by lush vegetation along a creek feeding 

a natural oasis. Al-Wahbah crater is a unique geological feature that is not only a      

dramatic landform but an ecological hotspot. It 

is all a result of its sheltered nature. The       

microclimate, as well as some ground-water inflow that made local agriculture possible in 

the past, now provide refuge for local wildlife. There are also petroglyphs depicting       

animals that once thrived here. It was and still is not only geologically but also a          

biologically significant location on the Kishb Volcanic Field.  

There is a variety of flora and fauna thriving among the basaltic rock, including grasses, 

palm trees, flowers, frogs, lizards, rodents, insects and many birds. I even spotted a     

potentially dangerous snake on one of our visits. It turned out to be a venomous African burrowing asp, Atractaspis engaddensis, 

also known as a mole viper, clearly enjoying the moist, rocky habitat of the oasis awash with 

high grasses. Feral donkeys roam in the area as well. 

The hike to the bottom takes more than an hour and at least the same 

to return, therefore carrying sufficient water and wearing a hat and 

sturdy shoes is essential. Even in the winter months the sun is            

relentless and there is no natural shade. The crater is primarily       

basaltic rock on diorite basement. There is plenty of tiny pieces of  

obsidian (volcanic glass) and grains of green mineral peridotite,     

scattered along the upper rim. Other volcanic products like       

vesicular basalt and lava bombs can be found in the surrounding 

lava field. 

An enormous jet-black lava field that looks like it was deposited 

only recently surrounds the craterôs edge. The flow details are 

clearly visible, and the lava layers are between 2-8 meters thick. 

The source of this lava field is Jebel Al-Hil, a volcano much further to the east.             

Volcanologists believe that in the past 4500 years there have been 13 major eruptions in 

Saudi Arabia, the last recorded taking place near Madinah 600 years ago. This makes 

the fresh-looking lava between a few hundred to a few thousand years old!  

A walk over the lava field is an amazing experience. There are many cracks in the surface that 

form vegetated ñsecretò gardens, small caves, lava tubes and bridges, holes and grottos,         

crevasses and undulating lava surfaces. Where lava stops there is life. Grass and other plants like 

Eyelash plant, Blepharis ciliaris and Caralluma arabica, small trees and pools of water can be 

found in this spectacular habitat. These tiny, secluded gardens are hidden among the tendrils of 

the lava field. About 20km to the north of Al-Wahbah Crater is a small seasonal lake, and the   

surrounding area is rich in vegetation with mature acacia and tamarisk trees. Despite plenty of 

visible tracks, the area is mostly uninhabited. Proclaimed to be a major tourist attraction in recent 

years, it still offers sufficient space to truly appreciate its special character. 

Contribution and photos by Gosia van Unen 

Peridotite (olivine) 

Vegetation of Harrat Kishb 

Eyelash plant, Blepharis ciliaris, 
spouting back to life 

Peridotite in basalt matrix  

Ropey surface of pahoehoe lava 

Petroglyphs along the craterôs rim 

Panorama of Al-Wahbah Crater 
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Contribution and photos by Sanjay Gairola 

Grass Jewel on Heliotropium kotschyi 

Arabian Paper Wasp  on                      

Leptadenia pyrotechnica 

Hoverfly Simosyrphus aegyptius on  

Heliotropium kotschyi 

Apis mellifera on Heliotropium kotschyi Apis florea on 

Convolvulus virgatus 

Apis florea on Tribulus arabicus 

Painted Lady on Lycium shawii 

Mediterranean Pierrot on Sporobolus 

spicatus 

African Emigrant on Lycium shawii Plain Tiger on Rhazya stricta 

A glimpse of pollinating insects in action  

Western Honey Bee Apis mellifera 

on Physorrhynchus  

chamaerapistrum  
Beginning in the mornings of autumn and continuing through  

winter, efforts to document the pollinators of the UAEôs native 

wild flowers across various environments, including sand            

deserts, gravel areas, mountains and wadis, have been          

fascinating. Any species interacting with a flower can potentially 

serve as a pollinator. Pollinators need flowers, pollen and nectar 

to thrive, and their visits to flowering plants play a crucial role in 

maintaining healthy and functioning ecosystems. Here is a 

glimpse of some of the more conspicuous UAE pollinators 

(mostly butterflies, bees and wasps) in action.  

The Asian Dwarf Honey Bee Apis florea, a UAE native, and the 

introduced Western Honey Bee Apis mellifera were recorded  

visiting over thirty different plant species across various habitats, 

e.g. Convolvulus virgatus in mountains and Tribulus arabicus in 

sandy desert. However, species from four other bee genera 

(photos not included), as well as the Arabian Paper Wasp 

Polistes wattii and a still-unconfirmed desert ant species (ants 

are among the non-flying pollinators) were observed visiting only 

a few plant species such as Leptadenia pyrotechnica (Desert 

Broom). 

Similarly among butterflies, the Plain Tiger Danaus chrysippus, 

Painted Lady Vanessa cardui, Mediterranean Pierrot Taracus 

rosaceus, African Emigrant Catopsilia florella and Leaden Ciliate 

Blue Anthene amarah all showed diverse flower preferences, but 

the Grass Jewel Freyeria trochylus was only recorded visiting 

Heliotropium kotschyi and Tephrosia apollinea plants.  

Our knowledge of UAE pollinators is still at an elementary stage, 

but patient and continuing study will help improve the              

understanding of pollinator visiting patterns and floral                         

interactions. 

A desert ant species on         

Leptadenia pyrotechnica 

Leaden Ciliate Blue  on  

Morettia parviflora 


