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A Return to the Wadis of Mahdah
After many years, a small DNHG group of campers ventured once again into the

wadi s just across the border in Omanbé
Mountains is blessed with permanent water sources throughout the year, creating
pockets of lush green oases - small, paradise-like islands shaded by trees, cooled
by clear pools and filled with the soothing sound of running water.

One of the most positive impressions was how gently the area has evolved.
Devel opment in Oman6s Mahdah region ha
with visible care given to protecting natural water sources. The ancient aflaj
irrigation channels still guide water to cultivated fields, sustaining pockets of vibrant
green amid the rocky terrain. Agriculture continues much as it has for generations,
lending the landscape a reassuring continuity.

We did notice, however, that some of the natural swimming holes have become
shallower due to silting, with the biggest one now transformed into a gravel bed.
There are also so many more vehicle access tracks leading into the wadis than
before. At the same time, it was encouraging to see that several old houses and
ruins within the oases have been restored, with certain areas now formally
protected as heritage sites.

The region remains a beautiful and rewarding destination for nature exploration and
camping. Despite now being separated by a formal international border, it is still
easily accessible and well worth visiting for a long weekend escape.

Contribution by Sonja Lavren| i; photos by Sonja Lavren| i & Narjess Hamecha

Under the patronage of H.E. Sheikh Nahayan bin Mubarak Al Nahayan
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Announcements and Recorders

Monthly Lecture

Monday 11 May 2026 at 8 pm

DNHG Lecture is an
https://www.dnhg.org/lectures.html#UAEAnNts

Thi s Anonl i

Topic: The Ant Fauna of the UAE
Speaker:  Dr Mostafa Sharaf
Abstract:

The lecture presents the alien/ introduced/ invasive ant species on the Arabian
Peninsula, their preferred habitats and ecological impacts on the native fauna. The
aliens/ invasive species negatively affects the island native fauna, and may lead to
remarkable declines of populations which may include extinctions of endemic species.
Socotra island will be presented as a case study.

About the Speaker:

Dr Mostafa Sharaf is a taxonomist and expert on ant biodiversity.
He is Egyptian and earned his master and doctoral degrees from
8 Ain Shams University in Cairo, where he studied ant species in
Egypt. His research interests have focused on ant species in Saudi
Arabia and the Arabian Peninsula in general. He has conducted
numerous taxonomic revisions of various ant genera in the Arab
region and has presented faunistic studies of important regions in
the Arabian Peninsula, most notably Socotra Island and the Dhofar
region (Oman).

Dr Mostafa worked as a lecturer of biology at King Khalid University in Abha, Saudi
Arabia for five years and then joined King Saud University in Riyadh, where he spent
15 years and was promoted to the ranks of Associate Professor and Professor of
Entomology. He has updated and published lists of ant species of numerous countries in
the regions including Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, Qatar and Oman, and has described more
than 50 new species from the Arabian Peninsula and North Africa.

He has published nearly 100 research papers on ant species in the Arabian Peninsula,
North Africa and the Middle East, and is an editor and reviewer for numerous scientific
journals worldwide.

Dr Mostafa now works as Director of Research at the Al Dhaid Wildlife Museum
(Environment and Protected Areas Authority i Sharjah-EPAA) and his efforts are
currently focused on studying ant species in the United Arab Emirates.

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
Q:05@806gran Lect ur eo
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-May-2026
...for the May edition...

Your contributions bring the Gazelle
newsletter to life and encourage
continuous learning of our History and
Nature!
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Flower Power - Desert Gardens of Saudi Arabia Contribution and photos by Gosia van Unen

e
e
J

Spring is in the air and flowers show up in large numbers again. Many places in Saudi contain v AT
the Arabic name Rawdat which means garden. These place names indicate especially lush
habitats such as Rawdat Noura, Khoraim, Barakat etc. Defying all preconceptions one might
have of deserts being barren, lifeless places these gardens support a great variety of plants,
birds, insects and small animals all year round. They are green oases teeming with life and ;
have a remarkable variety of florae.

Between the dunes and narrow escarpments, sandy plains offer enough support for milkweed
forests, castor oil plants and desert apple, Citrullus colocynthis. After generous rains, which
have been saturating the desert regularly for the past years, nature goes into full bloom. Almost
overnight, if the temperatures are warm enough, abundant flowering plants cover the desert
floor dazzling the eye. The air is fragrant, a bonus in the usually scentless desert air. Purple
flowers of Wall Rocket, Diplotaxis acris, transform the landscape into what looks like the
European heath. Bulbous flowers such as desert amaryllis, iris and lily show up in large
numbers turning the desert into a garden. As far as the eye can see the land is alive and lush
with vegetation. There are fields of the pink Spiny zilla, yellow daisy and marigold, chamomile,
Eremobium and many more. Bladder Dock, Rumex vesicarius, Pulicaria undulata or the Desert
Germander and Teucrium oliverianum flower in abundance. There are many grasses and
annual plants such as Desert Amaryllis, Pancratium tortuosum, Desert Iris, Moraea sisyrinchium =
and Desert Chamomile, Anthemis desertii. Not all the plants flower at the same time and so the &
period of bounty usually lasts for a few months, usually from February to May. In this time many
insects benefit from the nectar. As summer heat returns the flower show gradually comes to an
end but the seeds for the next one have already been produced and dispersed.

Desert Chamomile (Anthemis desertii)

Bladder Dock (Rumex vesicariums)

Efforts are being made to classify all desert vegetation throughout Saudi Arabia. This is the first among the granites of the
Arabian Shield near Ar-Rayn

but essential step in the conservation of the most endangered species of flora and fauna and
their fragile habitats.

Right: g
Diplotaxis harra &

background,
Central regio

Puncturevine (Tribulus) on a sand sheet
among the volcano sedimentary rocks of

" the Arabian Shield near Al Quwaiyah
Left:

¢ Wall Rocket
(Diplotaxis
harra), Eastern
Province near
Judah

/s

Desert Hyacinth
(Cistanche tubulosa),
in star dunes area,

east of Rumah

Violet Cabbage
(Moricandia sinaica),
central region

Daisy Anvillea (Asteraceae),
Arabian Shield near Mizal

Wall Rocket (Diplotaxis acris),
Central region

Desert Iris (Moraea Desert Amaryllis Desert Germander

] \and Yellow Arfaj (Rhanterium epapposum),
o sisyrinchium), (Pancratium tortuosum), (Teucrium oliverianum), star dune area west of Rumah
Pearl Plant (Ochradenus baccatus), near Tumair Central region near Central region

Central region Thumamah
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The Silent Giants of the Mediterranean: A Journey
Contribution & photos by Konstantina Sakellariou

Malta is often envisioned as a mere golden dot in the centre of the Mediterranean, a geographic punctuation mark primarily

celebrated for its storied military and religious hi ststand.
the unbreakable stronghold that famously withstood the Siege of 1942. While these layers of history are undeniably compelling,

our recent journey focused on a far older, more enigmatic soul of the island - one that often remains eclipsed by the shadows of

the Crusades.

The islandbés historical timeline, part iz
|l eaves any visitor in awe. Mal t ads meg
among the oldest free-standing structures on Earth. They predate the Great Pyramid of
Giza by centuries and were already weathered by a millennium of salt air before the first
bluestones were raised at Stonehenge. |
My first encounter with this world occurred a few years ago on the limestone plateau of |
Kag&ar Qi m. I was struck by an i mmedi ate
Standing before those massive, honey-hued megaliths, | felt an overwhelming mix of a At RKa®ar
reverence and curiosity. Witnessing the architectural evolution of these structures later Vo ==

experience the Dubai Natural History Group simply had to share. Hence the trip was /.
organised. Despite the sudden and unsettling geopolitical tensions that gripped the Gulf ‘5
just a week before our departure, our resolve held. The trip proceeded and the Maltese
archipelago welcomed us with a stillness that felt like a sanctuary of its own.

A20-t on megal ith i
» G
of Gozo to witness the literal "Place of Giants":
Agantija. Standing bef
walls, it is easy to see why local folklore once
4 credited their construction to Sansuna, a
L‘ & giantess of incredible strength. Legend tells of
§ her carrying these multi-ton limestone blocks

Ggantija in the broader landscape 7 Ggantija temple on her head all the wa

simultaneously cradling her half-human infant
and sustaining herself on nothing but fava beans and honey. It is a charming image that somehow feels more plausible than
primitive humans moving such immense weight, yet the reality is even more impressive - a testament to the engineering genius
of the Neolithic mind.

We focused heavily on this creative flowering that lasted from roughly 3600 BC to 2500 BC. At Mnajdra, we saw how these
ancient builders were also master N sGR ! | " \
astronomers, aligning their doorways so & 3 : " Ay @

precisely that the B
specific altars during the equinoxes and
solstices. We also explored the complex
layouts of Tarxien, where intricate stone
reliefs of goats and bulls hint at a society £

deeply connected to the rhythms of the —y S :
natural world. Tarxien Mnajra temple Maquette

’rm

However, the true heart of the mystery |ies i n -lavéi andegmund
necropolis, carved directly into the living rock, is an almost spiritual experience. Although visitors enter under strict conservation
measures with limited time for exploration, the atmosphere is palpable. We were told of legendary acoustic properties where a
low hum in certain chambers resonates through the entire complex, suggesting a ritualistic sophistication that defies standard
"Stone Age" labels. Who were these people? They flourished for over a thousand years and then, quite suddenly, vanished,
leaving behind these silent giants as their only witnesses. To this day, the questions they left behind remain largely unanswered.

(continued on page 5)



(continued from page 4) S
A central theme of our exploration was the recurring presence of the "Fat Ladies" - the iconic, voluptuous statuettes found
throughout the sites. Whether they represent a Mother Goddess, symbols of fertility, high-ranking priestesses or, as some
theories suggest, deities of ambiguous gender, their generous proportions and serene poses speak of a culture that equated
abundance with the divine. There is a profound beauty in their form. They are heavy with life and
grounded in the earth, offering a soft contrast to the rigid stones of the temples they once occupied.

Looking back on our time in Malta, | am reminded that history is rarely a straight line, but rather a
rich, interwoven tapestry. From the massive efforts of Neolithic tribes to honour the divine and their
ancestors, to our own modern-day resilience in making this trip a reality, these stories are hidden in
the DNA of our species. Understanding our ancient drive to build something eternal serves as a i
point of strength for the future. In the silence of those limestone ruins, we found not just the past but The Venus statue
a mirror to our own capacity for wonder and endurance.

Fat ladies examples Fat ladies in Gozo iSeated paido found Thelaméud deping lady

Fossils in the Desert: A Puzzle from the Past Contribution & photos by Gary Feulner

Fossils from the last days of the dinosaurs were an unexpected plus for the participants in January's
desert ramble in Wadi Faya. The scattered reddish rocky outcrops along the wadi belong to the Qahlah |
Formation, which is comprised of shallow water terrigenous sediments (fine sandstone to coarse £
conglomerate) derived from erosion of the ophiolite rocks of the Hajar Mountains soon after they were
first raised above sea level in the Late Cretaceous period, about 70-72 million years ago.

Embedded in the red sandstones are fossilised bits and pieces (rarely more) of the remains of marine
CORALS - SOLITARY e.g. Cunnolites organisms that lived (and died) in that environment. Because the bits

1. The fAmyst
(Cyclolites) & \ and pieces are often deposited at odd angles and, because they are cross-section seen

% | exposed in the rock surface as only a 2-dimensional (2-D) cross section along Wadi Faya

of the original 3-D organism, recognising or interpreting what organisms they represent puts

2. Crossi section of a solitary “a premium on a skill more commonly associated with artist and architects than with

Cunnnolites coral, from the field guide  palaeontologists: the ability to visualise, from the 2-D cross section, what the 3-D organism
prepared by Valerie Chalmers

would have looked like.

For familiar organisms exposed in revealing cross-sections, the task can be fairly
straightforward. So, for example, ancient clams and sea snails (gastropods) are often
¥ o0 B relatively easy to identify. But for unfamiliar ancient organisms the task can be much more
Phylum Coe a — Class Zoan\h‘ana

Cumnolites sp. (11T CENEC difficult. One fossil that puzzled the group on-site is shown in the first accompanying photo. It

3. A solitary Cunnolites coral displayed ~ Shows an organism that is bilaterally symmetrical, about 5-6cm long. But what sort of
at Buhais Geology Park organism is it?

There were many guesses in the field. One Al programme suggested it was part of a crinoid, perhaps the crown or base, but
that seemed unlikely due to the nature of the palaeoenvironment as well as the internal structure of the fossil. Only later, sitting
quietly at home, did the correct answer occur to me, and | checked it against three resources:

(i) an ancient college textbook about invertebrate palaeontology; (i) my photos of fossils collected and donated to Buhais
Geology Park by DNHG Vice Chairman Valerie Chalmers; and (iii) the Jebel Buhais fossil guide prepared in the 1990s by
Valerie Chalmers for use by DNHG field trips (second accompanying photo).

The three resources were conclusive: the mystery fossil is a horizontal cross-section of a small solitary FS#6 S
coral, probably belonging to the genus Cunnolites (of which about a dozen species are known from
Arabia). Cunnolites corals have an elongated mound shape with a broad base, tapering upwards towards a
mid-line groove (third accompanying photo). Other small solitary corals (present in the Wadi Faya area but &4
less common than Cunnolites) have a very different shape, like an inverted cone, with the narrow end at
the bottom (fourth accompanying photo), but may have an internal cross-section very similar to 4. Another typ of
Cunnolites. These and other fossils found along Wadi Faya and in the rocks of the Jebel Faya i Jebel solitary coral (ca. 3cm)
Buhais ridge can be seen at Buhais Geology Park, where the DNHG will visit in the coming months for a psc,ii?bﬁ,lo;g;’:’;ﬁ;pi%;
guided tour. species
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Snow Leopard Trip in Kibber Wildlife Sanctuary Contribution by Mai Tran; photos by Mai Tran (MT) & Binish Roobas (BR)

The DNHG visited Kibber Wildlife Sanctuary in the first week of December, at the onset of early winter. During this period, the
region experiences average daytime temperatures of -5°C, while nighttime temperatures plummet to -19°C. Established in 1992
in the high altitudes of t he Sdeseit habitstaltl proeats,a specidised variety of rate ramdi
endangered species and is home to the elusive Snow Leopard.

En route to our homestay in Kibber village, we were amazed
by the sanctuaryds | andscape,
contrast of colours: vibrant blue spring water cutting through
rugged dark-brown cliffs and sweeping valleys speckled with
seasonal snow. This terrain, combined with sparse but resil-
ient vegetation, creates a dramatic backdrop for one of the
most unique ecosystems in the Himalayas.

S Landscape of Kibber village which
Entrance to the Kibber Wildlife Sanctuary  |ies on the right side of a tributary of

(MT) the Spiti River (MT)

Just as the sun began to set on the first day of our stay in the sanctuary, DNHG members

had the extraordinary opportunity to observe a mother Snow Leopard and her cub. We

watched the pair traversing a mountain peak, the cub playing with its mother while closely

watching her behaviour and mimicking her movements. This wildlife encounter was a truly

rare and magnificent experience.

The Snow Leopard (Panthera uncia) is a stocky cat with thick, whitish-to-grey fur marked A Snow Leopard (Panthera uncia) -

by black spots on the head and neck. Its long tail provides balance on steep, rugged terrain shadowing the master of the mountains, with
. . a young cub following its mother (BR)

and often | eaves distinct mar ks on the snowd8M9sUTHdRE" B

elevations, these cats inhabit cold regions found across the Himalayas and the Tibetan Plateau to southern Siberia. Because

their colouring provides perfect camouflage, allowing them to blend into their environment, they are famously known as the

"Ghost of the Mountains."

r e

The Lammergeier, also called Bearded

Vulture (Gypaetus barbatus), is often The Yak (Bos grunniens) has a bulky frame Blue sheep (Pseudois nayaur), locally
described as maintaining a W“APBSH wtaguﬂyncoaé,m{)ltibqurpgpped called the Bahral is a high altitude
(BR) horns (BR runner of the Himalayan terraces (MT)

During the trip, DNHG also observed several endemic and specialised species uniquely adapted to this rugged habitat: Blue
Sheep (Pseudois nayaur), Red Fox (Vulpes vulpes), Himalayan Wolf (Canis lupus chanco), and the Bearded Vulture (Gypaetus
barbatus). One of the most beautiful moments of the expedition was watching a herd of Yak (Bos grunniens) running across the
road. They demonstrated immense power in occupying this rugged terrain, yet appeared delicate as their thick, flowing fur rippled

with every stride. These animals are not only a majestic sight but also serve as vital pack animals for high-altitude journeys.
e

Local guides informed us that, at the end of winter, when heavy snow blankets the higher
peaks and covers the mountaintops, the primary prey species of the snow leopard - the
' Himalayan Ibex (Capra sibirica) and Blue Sheep (Pseudois nayaur) - descend to lower
levations to forage. Naturally, snow leopards follow their prey and are often spotted near
vestock close to Kibber village.

DNHG members with their local guides (MT) (continued on page 7)



