
   

 

Sharjah Botanical Garden:   Having it all in one place  

On-site members in Sharjah had passed the word that the Botanical Garden,    

dedicated to showcasing the UAE's native plants, was in fine fettle in late January, 

thanks to recent showers and the good weather. All those factors helped to turn out 

a crowd of 25 members, old and new, to have a current look at this outdoor facility 

with the aim of better acquainting or re-acquainting  themselves with the local flora. 

The Botanical Garden is located within Sharjah Desert Park on the Sharjah-Dhaid 

Road (interchange #9 on E88). It consists of 20 themed plots arrayed along a 300-

meter walkway stretching out behind the Natural History Museum, with a terminal 

pond and water plants. The plots cover different plant communities from mountain, 

plains, sand deserts and coastal environments. It is a good opportunity to see many 

species that most people would not see in the normal course, and sometimes in 

better condition than what is currently encountered in the natural environment. 

Signboards, numerical keys and many numbered plants facilitate identification. In 

some plots a few additional species have slipped in on their own, but our DNHG 

experts were able to handle these, as well as native "weeds" in and around the 

plots. 

The plots cannot replicate all aspects of the different environments, of course, nor 

can they easily reproduce the relative abundance of the various species, or their 

microhabitats. The non-gardeners among us wondered what is the Botanical      
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their contributions this month: 

*Aida Laubach 
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(continued on page 3) 

 

Islamic Civilisation - more on page 4 é. 

Sharjah Botanical Garden attendees  (photo by  Anelisa Lambert) 

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  

M: 050 8069724 

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  

Birds - Panos Azmanis  

M: 050 7083555  

E: azmanis.vet@gmail.com 

Mammals - Binish Roobas  

M: 050 4315365 

E:  binishroobas@hotmail.com 

 

 

 

 

  

  

From the Editor:  

Many more interesting trips and lectures 
have been planned for 2026!  
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 :  any time before  

                 20-March -2026 

             ...for the March edition... 

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

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Monthly Lecture  

Monday 09 March 2026 at 8 pm  

DNHG March Lecture is only a  ñZoom Online Lectureò 

For online web -stream click on:  web link using Zoom   

 

Topic:  Shimal in Ras Al Khaimah:  

 Exploring cultural changes in SE Arabia during the  

 2nd  Millenium BCE ñDark Ageò  

Speaker:  Professor Lloyd Weeks  

Abstract: Our research at Shimal aims to contribute to a better understanding of 

cultural change in the Oman Peninsula during the 2nd millennium BCE, a period of 

dramatic social collapse and transformation that is a focus of current archaeological 

debate. Shimal and its wider landscape represent one of the few areas of SE Arabia 

for which continuous human presence can be documented across this period.  

In 2023 we commenced an interdisciplinary programme of field and laboratory work at 

the site and have since conducted a further two seasons, excavating multiple 

trenches. These excavations have revealed well-stratified deposits of the Iron I period 

(c. 1250-1000 BCE) and Late Bronze Age (c. 1600-1250 BCE), and identified a large 

wall that bordered this part of the site during the LBA (Late Bronze Age).  

Excavation and flotation have produced substantial collections of archaeological         

materials (pottery, animal bone, shell, charcoal, etc.) from stratigraphically              

well-controlled contexts, which are the focus of ongoing studies of Bronze and Iron 

Age life ways. Alongside this work geoarchaeological studies are exploring the           

development of the siteôs environment, especially the ancient coastline and the      

mobility of its ancient human and animal inhabitants.  

About the speaker: Lloyd Weeks is Professor of Archaeology at the University of 

New England, Australia. He has previously held academic positions at Nottingham 

University (UK) and the Peabody Museum, Harvard University (USA), after           

completing undergraduate and PhD studies at the University of Sydney, Australia. He 

is interested in the ancient societies of the Arabian Peninsula and Iran from the    

Neolithic to the Iron Age, and has undertaken fieldwork in this region for three       

decades. 

Shimal excavation area (photo by Sonja Lavrenļiļ) Professor Lloyd Weeks 

mailto:mailto:gazelleeditor@gmail.com
https://us06web.zoom.us/j/82044897518?pwd=kWIfOLNKfxTYEzCRLg418DS1cQyrbr.1
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(continued  from page 1) 

Garden's "secret sauce" used to get so many of the plants to grow as well as they do in their home away from home. 

Trip leader Gary Feulner provided basic commentary, Angela Manthorpe and Mai Tran 

were on hand to provide further information on an individualised basis, and other       

members shared their info and  experience. 

Among the plants that attracted the most attention and questions were: 

Å The Ghaf tree, Prosopis cineraria, now sometimes called the "national tree"; 

Å The Miswak or Salvadora persica, the "toothbrush" bush, displayed variably as a 

sculptured small shrub, a scraggly larger shrub, and a tall tree; 

Å The cactus-like milkweed, Caralluma arabica, whose flowers were confirmed by        

several members to smell like rotting meat ï and attracted flies accordingly, as       

pollinators; 

Å Profusely flowering Sphaerocoma aucheri, a succulent plant of saline coastal flats that 

used to be quite common where suburban Jumeirah now sits; 

Å Tephrosia apollinea, probably the most common plant of gravel wadi beds, which   

often holds a few flowers into mid-autumn, normally a dry time; and 

Å Lavandula subnuda, a lavender, a mountain slope plant that "fires" its terminal rows of 

flowers one-at-a-time, so most plants always have at least one flower to offer to   

passing insect pollinators. 

Along the way we discussed many plant related issues, including the pros and cons of 

the widespread official use of common non-native but drought tolerant ornamental 

plants for local landscaping, e.g. the very large Conocarpus lancifolius or the smaller 

Vachellia (formerly Acacia) farnesiana, now planted by the thousands near Al Qudra 

Lake. 

[PS: Trip bonuses included views of the Arabian Oryx resident at         

Sharjah Desert Park and, in the near distance behind them, the          

passage of an Etihad Rail train ï a first for many members.] 

 

Osprey in flight 

Discussing the ghaf tree (photo by Mai) 

Right: Calligonum comosum ïa gangly sand 
dweller, was serverely limited by camel grazing 

but is  returning where protected,  e.g. camel 
fences. It is now common within the median 

strip along E102  (photo by Mai) 

Close-up inspection & discussion  (photo by Mai) 

Left: Arabian Oryx graze beside 
the Botanical Garden at Sharjah 
Desert Park (photo by Anelisa) 

Contribution by Gary Feulner; photos by Anelisa Lambert & Mai Tran 

Wildlife Watching Boat Trip - IEW 2026 

On Sunday 15 February we had the opportunity to join the ENHG IEW wildlife watching boat 

trip to the south and north edges of Bilghaylam Island with trip leader Oscar Campbell, who 

was assisted by Maarten Verhage and Sameer Shaik.  

Oscar, Maarten and Sameer generously shared their bird identification knowledge with us. 

A highlight was the nesting Osprey with two chicks. As we returned to the marina, we            

observed flocks of gulls flying towards the sandbanks to roost safely for the night. The      

setting sun cast beautiful hues across the rippling water, making the return journey truly 

special.  

The trunks and pneumatophores (commonly known as pencil roots) of the mature          

mangroves were now visible as the water level had dropped.  

Around 33 bird species were identified during this trip (a detailed list is available with Jackie 

and Oscar). We would like to pass on a special Thank You to the Nautica boat crew for 

their time and support.  

Contribution by Jackie Strick; photos by Oscar Campbell 

The two smaller birds on the left are Common Black-headed Gulls; 
the larger bird on the right is Great Black-headed Gull (also called Pallas's Gull) 
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Contribution & photos by Eliza Romaniuk Sharjah Museum of Islamic Civilisation  

Thanks to Hazelle Page, DNHG members had an opportunity to visit Sharjah Museum of Islamic Civilisation. The permanent 

exhibition consists of four galleries which showcase exhibits from countries where Islam was or is present as a dominant       

religion. The objects of everyday life, be it pottery, weaponry, furniture etc. are grouped chronologically so the story of            

development of different civilisations can be clearly followed. 

I had visited the museum before and enjoyed the permanent exhibition, but this time I was drawn more to the temporary one, 

titled ñCultural Landscapes of  Al-Andalus.ò 

The first part of the exhibition (Gardens of Delight) helped me understand how important orchard and garden culture was for the 

Arabs who ruled the Iberian Peninsula in the Middle Ages. They not only grew fruit trees and vegetables for food but also       

aromatic plants to please sight and smell. 

As Islam was born in a desert country, Muslims mastered the ways to 

extract water and irrigate land. The irrigation system based on channels 

of varying sizes was pioneered in ancient Babylon and then taken over 

by the Romans who introduced it in the region. When the Arabs arrived 

in Spain, they extended the old Roman irrigation infrastructure. Water 

was used not only in agriculture but became a decorative element    

employed for lighting effect or to create a refreshing environment, often 

acting as a mirror to reflect architectural elements. That is why        

fountains, channels, ponds, cisterns or irrigation ditches were popular 

across Al-Andalus feeding both caliphôs palaces and ordinary farms.  

No wonder that visitors from other countries compared these fertile gardens to a paradise on earth, with crystal waters,         

mesmerising colours and astonishing smells. Some of these splendid grounds have been preserved and can be admired    

nowadays e.g. Generalife in Granada.    

While we read about different species and saw them in photos, mosaics or 

dried plant frames, our experience was intensified by scentscaping                

rectangular tubes with aromas of individual plants, herbs or fruits. I loved that 

part of the exhibition.  

I was surprised to learn that it was Arabs who introduced bitter orange in       

Al-Andalus at the end of the 10th century (I thought the orange tree was    

native to the Iberian Peninsula). Did you know that sweet orange, from China, 

was not  introduced in Spain until the 16th century? I did not.   

  

The second part of the exhibition (Lands of Abundance) focused on what 

some specialists call a óGreen Revolutionô Al-Andalus farmers relied on  

Greco-Roman and Indo-Persian knowledge, and took it further by adapting 

crops and applying agricultural practices suitable for the climate and soil of 

this region. 

Arabs experimented with introducing new species. They brought 

plants from the Far East and Maghreb. Some species such as       

peppercorn, Chinese cinnamon, camphor or incense did not           

acclimatise in the new land but cultivation of other species such as 

saffron, dates, sugar cane, cotton, pomegranate and citrus fruits 

turned out to be successful. Muslim farmers introduced new           

cultivation techniques and complex irrigation systems such as        

irrigation canals and water wheels. To maximise the yield they farmed 

both irrigated and rainfed lands. That resulted in a more efficient    

agriculture and diversification of production methods. Large surplus 

encouraged urban growth and economic development due to         

extensive trade with other countries. 

The exhibition is on till 12th April 2026 and you need to hurry if you want to learn other interesting facts about Al-Andalus.  

Model of Generalife 

Dried rose frame 
Scentscaping tubes 

Pearl millet brought to Spain 
by Arabs 

Sugar cane mill 
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A walk through Jubail Mangrove Park - IEW 2026 

The Emirates Natural History Group (ENHG) Inter-Emirates Weekend for 2026 featured a number of outings to sites of interest in 

the  environs of the city of Abu Dhabi. A visit to the Jubail Mangrove Park was one of the options for Day 3. Matar Al Muhairi from 

Nautica Environmental Associates LLC and Sarah Steuber from the ENHG led the outing. 

Mangrove coastal wetlands are an important part of the natural environment of the UAE. Although they are found in every     

emirate, they are particularly abundant in Abu Dhabi. In the case of the mangroves at Jubail, access is facilitated by their      

proximity to the town. A boardwalk over the mangroves further facilitates access to the site; although it keeps you well above eye 

level of the micro-habitat that thrives between the pneumatophores, it allows you to get around much more easily with less    

damage to the habitat, than tromping through the mangroves on foot. 

Mangroves grow in salty tidal water where few other plant species can 

survive, let alone thrive. They provide critical habitat for newly-hatched 

fish and marine invertebrates, while also protecting the shorelines from 

erosion. Seen from above, the mangrove ecosystem in the UAE affords 

more vegetation ground cover compared to other habitats. Globally, it is 

located farther north than most of the worldôs other mangrove            

populations. The UAEôs mangroves are also all one species ï Avicennia 

marina ï uniquely suited to the high salinity and other stresses of the Gulf 

environment. Other mangrove habitats that I have visited in India and in 

Florida have multiple species. There is a brief article by Rob Western on 

the UAEôs mangroves in Number 9 of the ENHG Bulletin (the forerunner 

to Tribulus). 

Jubail offers several trail options in its boardwalk network. We opted for 

one of the shortest, which lasted, at a very deliberate pace, about               

90 minutes. The tide was going out, but we were still near high tide and 

Matar explained that the habitat is quite different at high tide from low tide. 

Many shorebirds and waders come to feed in the mangroves at low tide, 

and many of the small fish and invertebrates are able to venture forth from 

the protective pneumatophores only during low tide. Matar confidently 

identified the species of the numerous immature fish that we saw, which 

included mullet, snapper, sweetlips and biddy. Sarah spotted a goby,   

living cooperatively with a trigger shrimp. We also saw a number of Purple 

Climber crabs (Metopograpsus messor) venture out of the water and onto 

the mangrove branches. Patches of glasswort were sharing the hostile 

environment with the mangroves. 

Many thanks to Matar and Sarah for organising and leading this trip.   

For my part, I urge anyone who has not seen a mangrove wetland in the UAE to visit this site. If you live in Abu Dhabi, this is right 

on your doorstep. 

 

 

  

Contribution & photos by Charles Laubach 
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 A walk through Al Fahidi Neighbourhood  

Our group met in Al Fahidi on the morning of Monday 16th February 2026 with Eliza        

Romaniuk, a DNHG member and our amazingly interesting, informative and patient guide 

for the day, to begin our three-hour DNHG walking tour. 

The talk and walk covered how Al Fahidi is one of the oldest historical areas of Dubai,    

initially populated by Iranians encouraged by fiscal incentives to immigrate here, often 

working in Dubai as pearl traders and merchants. 

 We walked the narrow Al Fahidi alleyways busy with tourists to visit a historical Emirati 

home. Eliza gave us detailed explanations and showed how constructions, due to hot 

weather conditions and lack of timber in the area, often used coral blocks for their walls, 

had minimal small external windows, wind towers for ventilation and internal air movement 

was assisted by decorative lattice air pullers. 

The traditional home had a central communal area (courtyard) surrounded by smaller 

rooms each with specific purposes based on privacy and climate considerations. The 

rooms were long and narrow as their width was limited to the height of the mangrove 

trees, the wooden building material available at that time for the ceilings' construction. 

Furniture was minimal - large teak decoratively studded boxes were used for textile 

storage and woven mats placed on the floor were sat on for eating (mats had the 

added advantage of being easy to shake clean). 

Eliza then led us back through the Al Fahidi lanes to continue our visit to the nearby 

and decorative Coffee Museum opened by Khalid Al Mulla. 

Eliza explained that coffee beans effects, according to the legend, were discovered by 

a shepherd noting that goats eating coffee berries stayed awake at night. Ethiopia is 

considered the origin for a coffee tree and its close links to Yemen allowed coffee 

beans, and then plants, to be transported there. The Ottomans' control of Yemen in the 

16th century diffused coffee's consumption throughout the Ottoman empire, and its        

geographic expansion continued after the Dutch stole coffee seedlings and took them to 

Java for cultivation. The English empire, through their colonies nearby, then developed 

mass commercial trade of the coffee beans allowing for increased consumption of coffee 

in Europe. 

We had coffee degustation seated in the museum allowing us to taste the different     

methods internationally used for its roasting, preparation and consumption - which is 

amazingly varied. We had a chance to taste Arabic qahwa and Ethiopian buna. 

Eliza then kindly walked us back through Al Fahidi to view the area's attractive art galleries 

and to take us for a much appreciated rest in another traditional home of an ex-Dubai   

commercial judge that has now been converted into a restaurant with an internal courtyard  

garden. Thank you Eliza from everyone in our group for a wonderful day out full of great         

information and lovely company. 

 

Contribution by Liz Maley-Craig & Gary Feulner; 

Photos by Sonja Lavrenļiļ unless otherwise identified    
Contribution by Laura Rice & Laura Saalmann 

Photos by Aida Laubach, Lamjed El Kefi, & Laura Rice 

Tradiitional Emirati house courtyard (Lamjed) 

Windtower (Lamjed) 

Victoria Arduino coffee machine  
(Laura Rice) 

Emirati bride & groom (Aida) 

Coffee Museum majlis (Lamjed) 
Egyptian sand bed coffee heater (Aida) 
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(continued on page 8) 

Contribution by Gary Feulner Inter -Emirates Weekend (IEW) 2026 : Hosted by ENHG -AD 

The UAE Natural History Awards  

Recipients of the two established UAE natural history awards for 2025 were announced and presented at IEW 2026 in Abu 

Dhabi. The winner of the Sheikh Mubarak Prize is Dr. Richard Cuttler , Head of Archaeology and Palaeontology in the Historic 

Environment Department at the Department of Culture and Tourism ï Abu Dhabi. His expertise spans both Pleistocene and 

Holocene archaeology, with a strong focus on how climate and landscape changes have shaped human life and settlement. 

The winner of the Bish Brown Award is Maarten Verhage , a professional sea captain who has lived in Abu Dhabi for almost 53 

years, and is one of the longest-serving members of the Emirates Natural History Group. He has played an important role in the 

ENHG for over four decades, and continues to support the group today. 

A third natural history award was established last year by the NHG Patron, H.E. Sheikh Nahayan bin Mubarak Al Nahayan, in 

memory of the late Peter Hellyer, a long-time resident of the UAE, former chairman of the ENHG-Abu Dhabi and  Managing   

Editor of Tribulus for nearly thirty years. The award was announced at IEW 2025 and the inaugural recipient was Prof. John Burt 

of NYU-Abu Dhabi. The second recipient was announced at IEW 2026: Prof. David M. John , a world-renowned expert on    

marine and freshwater algae who has culminated his earlier studies of UAE marine plants with a comprehensive work titled  

Seaweeds of the United Arab Emirates: An Introduction and Guide to the study and identification of Marine Macroalgae, which is 

currently in press and will be published shortly as volume 29 of Tribulus, the journal of the Emirates Natural History Group. 

Sheikh Mubarak Prize  

The Sheikh Mubarak bin Mohammed Prize for natural history is given to a person who has made a 

substantial, original contribution to knowledge of the history, natural history, culture, archaeology 

or palaeontology of the UAE, as reflected through means such as publications and lectures. The 

award was instituted by the NHG Patron, HE Sheikh Nahayan bin Mubarak Al Nahayan, and     

comprises an inscribed silver dhow and a cash prize. 

Dr. Richard Cuttler , the current winner, has been involved in major archaeological excavations in 

Abu Dhabi since 2004, mostly on offshore islands of the Al Dhafra region. This has significantly  

advanced our understanding of Neolithic archaeology, prehistoric environments and human        

adaptation across the Gulf region, including sea level change. His major achievement has been to 

lead the team which successfully developed the Abu Dhabi Historic Environment Record (ADHER) 

system ï a bespoke system for documenting the palaeontological and archaeological heritage of 

Abu Dhabi emirate. 

Bish Brown Award  

The Bish Brown Award is given to a person who has made a significant contribution to           

promoting wider interest in the objectives of the UAEôs three natural history groups, through 

means such as educational activities, raising public consciousness in the  media, playing a  

leading role in NHG activities etc. The award was endowed by former Vice Chairman,          

Terry Adams and former Secretary, Caroline Adams, to commemorate the founder of the 

ENHG, J.N.B. óBishô Brown. The award comprises a silver mounted eagle with an inscribed 

plaque, to be held for one year by the recipient, and a cash prize. 

Maarten Verhage , the current winner, has for more than 40 years been instrumental in       

gathering and disseminating knowledge about Abu Dhabi's marine and coastal wildlife,          

especially the resident and migratory avifauna, through the organisation or skippering of       

educational and monitoring field trips along the coasts of the Arabian Gulf and its islands, for the 

benefit of both professionals and the many illustrious UAE amateurs. A seasoned ornithologist 

himself, Maarten has long supported the monitoring and conservation of Abu Dhabi's coastal 

breeding colonies of Crab Plover. He has also participated in wildlife rescue operations involving 

juvenile hawksbill turtles and various bird species, as well as collaborating with marine stranding 

experts in addressing cases of deceased or ill animals. 
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Individual photos by Brigitte Howarth 

 

Peter Hellyer Award  

The Peter Hellyer UAE Natural History Award, established in 2025, is given annually or biennially to the author(s) or editor(s) of 

an exceptional written work pertaining to the natural history of the United Arab Emirates (including its archaeology) that has been 

made accessible to a public audience,. It may also be conferred in recognition of lifetime achievement in the form of a corpus of 

distinguished written work over time. The award carries a cash prize and the recipient will also receive a tangible momento. 

Prof. David M. John  spent most of his professional career at the Natural History Museum in London, where his research focused 

mainly on the taxonomy, ecology and biogeography of tropical marine algae and freshwater algae. He conducted and led major 

projects in both the Atlantic and Pacific, as well as the UAE. His research and writing have continued beyond his formal retirement 

in 2002, including most of his studies in the UAE. 

Since the early 2000s he has authored papers on aspects of Arabian Gulf    

ecology. In particular he contributed chapters on UAE marine plants,            

microalgae and the marine environment generally to the 2005 compendium 

published as The Emirates ï A Natural History (of which Peter Hellyer was the 

principal editor). Later, during the Covid-19 emergency, he accepted invitations 

to        contribute chapters on seaweeds and microalgae to two major publica-

tions, The Natural History of Fujairah (Motivate, 2023) and A Natural History of 

the      Emirates (Springer, 2024). 

Most recently he completed Seaweeds of the United Arab Emirates: An Introduction and Guide to the study and identification of 

Marine Macroalgae, which is currently in press and will be published as volume 29 of Tribulus. That volume will be a special     

publication devoted to this 250-page capstone volume, which was originally shepherded with great enthusiasm by Peter Hellyer in 

his capacity as Managing Editor. The draft has been conscientiously updated by the author in the interval since Peter's death, and 

will serve as a comprehensive and accessible resource for professionals and amateurs alike. 

IEW 2026 - Memories in picture  

(continued  from page 7) 

Collage of the various IEW field trips  


