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Commonly-Organized Events, Trips, & Cultural Activities 
 

Cultural Activities 
 
Hammam  

Yemen, being a volcanic region, has many natural hot springs that have been used as outdoor 
bathhouses since ancient times. The Turkish in fact introduced the indoor hammam, often referred to as the 
Turkish bath, to Yemen.  In Yemen, rather then having separate bathhouses for men and women, men and 
women share the same bath locations on different hours of the day or different days of the week. Many 
Yemeni men and women visits hammam their favorite hammam several times a week. Women have many 
natural beauty remedies, mud masks and henna concoctions that are applied in the humid atmosphere of the 
hammam to maximize their affects.   

Men are often found chewing qat in the steam of the hammam (humidity and heat are thought to 
intensify the drugs affects) and are even seen dancing and singing from time to time. Before a wedding, both 
the bride and bridegroom are taken to the Hammam by family members and friends. Yemeni people do not 
remove all of their clothing in hammams, men cover their lower bodies with a futah or mowaz and women 
wrap themselves in a futah from armpit to knee. Trips the hammam are an excellent opportunity to meet 
Yemenis and practice your Arabic in this more intimate environment.  
 

Henna 
Henna is commercially cultivated in Yemen, 

western India, Pakistan, Iran, Yemen, Morocco and 
Sudan. Henna has been used in these regions for 
body art and hair dye since the Bronze Age. In 
addition to ornamental uses, henna is known to 
repel some insect pests and mildew. Applying 
henna paste to the skin makes henna body art: the 
laws one in the paste migrates into the outermost 
layer of the skin and makes a red-brown stain.  

Henna has been used to adorn young 
womenõs bodies as part of social and holiday 
celebrations since the late Bronze Age in the 
eastern Mediterranean. Wall paintings excavated at Akrotiri (dating prior to the eruption of Thera in 1680 
BCE) show women with markings consistent with henna on their nails, palms and soles, in a tableau 
consistent with the henna bridal description from Ugarit. Many statuettes of young women dating between 
1500 and 500 BCE along the Mediterranean coastline have raised hands with markings consistent with 
henna. This early connection between young, fertile women and henna seems to be the origin of the òNight 
of the Henna.ó The òNight of the Hennaó was celebrated by most groups in the areas where henna grew 
naturally: Jews, Christians, Muslims, Hindus and Zoroastrians, among others, all celebrated marriages by 
adorning the bride, and often the groom, with henna. Modern Yemen is no exception; Yemeni brides are 
adored with henna prior to marriage. There will be several opportunities for our female students to have 
henna designs applied to their hands and feet.  
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Activity: Qat Chew 
Qat is evergreen plant that 

originates in East Africa. A shrub 
or small tree growing to 5ð8 m tall, 
with evergreen leaves 5ð10 cm long 
and 1ð4 cm broad; qat is classified 
as an illicit substance in most of the 
world.  It is not considered 
physically addictive, although many 
chewers claim physical 
dependency.  
How to chew: 

The chewer puts qat leaves 
in his/her mouth, chewing slowly 
for hours sucking the liquid of the 
Qat slowly with a beverage (usually 
one that is quite sweet.) The qat is 
not swallowed.  
Negative effects of Qat: 

Qat has a negative effect on the kidneys and liver. Coupled with related harmful activities such as the 
habit of smoking a considerable amount while chewing, chewing can significantly shorten the lifespan of the 
heavy chewer. 

Qat is also considered to affect the Yemeni economy negatively. It is not an exportable product, yet 
a considerable amount of the countries natural resources, labor force and, perhaps most significantly, water. 
Qat, however, is far more profitable for the rural farmer then produce, a fact that has lead to the steady 
increase in qat production and decreased production of other agricultural products. 

Others think that Qat is a reason for family dissociation because Qat strains the financial resources 
for many Yemeniõs families and is damaging to family bonds due to the frequent of the absence of male 
family members who chew frequently.  
Qat in Society: 

Qat is deeply imbedded in Yemeni society and is an intractable part of many social interactions. Qat 
is chewed at weddings, negotiations, government events and even daily working environments. 

Yemeni people meet and get together in a Galsat al-Qat (a small gathering to chew qat and engage in 
discussions. Qat is so important to Yemenõs social, political and economical venues that those who do not 
chew often find integration into these realms difficult. 

Some people think that Qat make them active physically and mentally. Yemeni college student often 
claim qat is an important part of their study practices. In the afternoon, a visitor to Yemen will notice that 
the majority of men have begun to chew, it would be difficult to find a taxi driver, for example who does 
not begin chewing shortly after lunch. The most prevalent social activity in Yemen is the qat chew. 
Whatever oneõs position on qat in Yemeni society, itõs presence is undeniably pervasive and impossible to 
ignore. 
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Bint as-Sahan Baking Lessons 
 

Bint as-Sahan is one of Yemenõs most beloved dishes. It is a cake like dessert with flaky pastry layers 
that are covered in honey and black sesame seeds. Served often in the houses of the affluent and on special 
occasions in more modest homes, the dessert like dish is most often served as a first or main course. 

 

 

Ingredients:                                                      Recipe             
4 cups flour  ½ tsp. salt 
1 pkg. yeast, dissolved in ½ cup of warm water 
5 eggs, beaten  2 tbsp. milk 
1-cup butter, melted 1-cup honey 
Black seeds 
Directions: Thoroughly mix flour and salt in a mixing bowl; then make a well in the middle. In a separate 
bowl, combine yeast, eggs, and milk. Then pour into the flour. Knead into dough, adding more milk or 
flour if necessary. Cover and allow standing in warm place for one hour. 
Form into 12 balls and place on a floured surface; cover with damp cloth and allow to stand for 30 
minutes. Roll balls into rounds the size of a pie plate; set aside. 
Place a round in a buttered pie plate; then brush with butter. Add five more rounds, brushing each with 
butter. In a second pie plate, repeat with the other six rounds. 
Mix remaining butter with honey; then brush generously. 
Bake in an oven preheated to 350 degrees F., for 25 minutes or until the tops turn golden brown. 
Remove from oven; immediately pour the remaining butter-honey mixture over tops of both pies. Allow 
the pies to stand for 20 minutes, then cut into wedges.  
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Ladies Party with Female ôOud Player 
Because the heavily sexually segregated society usually prevents women from gathering outside of 

the home, Yemeni women have developed a rich tradition of congregating inside their homes to celebrate 
events or just to socialize. These small, domestic gatherings of women provide a rare opportunity for 
foreign women to get to know Yemeni women on a more personal level.  Women gossip, tell jokes, sing and 
dance in a protected environment. 
  The female YCMES staff members have arranged an opportunity for our female students to attend 
such an event, an evening of tea, sweets, music (provided by a female oud player) dancing and conversation 
just for women. 

 
Trips and Visits 
 
Manakha 
We will visit some key villages in the stunning Harraz mountain region. The Harraz region is remarkable for 
its deep ravines and fog topped peaks. The beautiful terraced hillsides are lush and green following the 
monsoon season. The Harraz region is famous for its coffee, qat, and dancing and impressive landscape. 

Just outside of Sanaõa on the road 
to Harraz we will pass Jebal al Nabi 
Shaõoub, the tallest point in the 
Arabian Peninsula. We will pass 
through al Heima, a region known 
for the hot peppers associated with 
so many Yemeni dishes. The first 
stop of the trip will be the 
mountain top village of al-Hajjarah. 
Once the location of a great suq on 
the road between Hodiedah and 
Manakha, the village is a striking 
example of the Yemeni genius for 
building in seemingly impossible 
locations. In al-Hajjarah, visitors 
can see remnants of a time of 
Yemeni Muslim and Jewish 
coexistence. The old Jewish 
Quarter on a hillside near the 

present town is now a castle-like ruin. 
 After roughly an hour wandering around al-Hajjarah we will travel back down to Manakha and have 
lunch at the hotel. Following a delicious Yemeni lunch we will be treated to live music and dancing. The 
village of Manakha is the founding location of the Sulayydid dynasty, of which the famous queen Arwa was 
a member, in the 12th century A.D. 
 We conclude our trip with a visit to the Ismaili village and pilgrimage site of al-Hotieb. Ismaili 
pilgrims from Pakistan, India, America and other locations throughout the world make a yearly pilgrimage 
to the 6th century tomb of Ismaili scholar Hattem bin Ibrahim al-Hussein al-Hamadi. This peaceful and 
beautiful village, perched high on a mountain peak provides a striking contrast to the hustle and bustle of 
the typical Yemeni community.  
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 Shebam, Kowkaban, Thula  
Our first stop on this 

trip will be a lookout point 
over Wadi Dhar, about 15 
minutes out of Sanaõa. This 
popular spot is a favorite of 
locals for picnics and 
wedding celebrations with 
music and dancing. The 
fertile valley below is home 
to the Dar al-Hajjar, the 
imamõs rock palace. 

Our next stop will be 
the historical village of 
Thula. Thula is 54km to the 
northwest of Sanaõa and it is 
considered one of the major 
theological centers of the 
country.  The city stands at 
the eastern foot of the 
ancient fort of Thula, known 
as fort Muttahar Bin Sharaf 
Addin. The city is surrounded by a sold stonewall and was considered the least conquerable city of Yemen. 
In fact, during the Turkish occupation in the 16th century A.D. it remained unconquered with Imam 
Muttahir Sharaf Ad-Din thanks to the fort.  

The houses of the city are high-rise structures, built of stones, which harmonize well with the 
overlooking mountains.  The facades of the houses are embellished with decorations and moldings arch-
shaped windows (Qamariyas) and decorated with pieces of marbles or stained glass.  In the city center lays 
the great mosque with a distinctively small minaret.     

Next we will ride up to the plateau top village of Kowkaban. Kowkaban, perhaps more than any 
other city, shows the Yemeni passion for building houses on high, inaccessible mountains.  Here you can 
enjoy the country from an eagleõs point of view.  Kowkaban is also the place to start a bird watching trip in 
Yemen.  It lies on top of Jabal Kowkaban, which shadows Shebam, and was built to serve as Shebamõs 
fortification. Several water cisterns carved out of the rocks collected water during rainy seasons and grain 
silos were filled during the years of peace, so the population could survive a long siege.  The only door of 
the town is still closed and locked each night. We will eat lunch in Kowkaban, and after a stop at the 
lookout point on the southern edge of the village, we will hike the old pathway down to Shebam. 

The Shebam of Al-Mahweet, stands on the edge of the Sanaõa basin and Cabal Kowkaban, a 
mountain with a large flat summit, starting its steep ascent just behind the town and rising from 2500m to 
2850m.  People have been living in Shebam well before Islam.  During the 1st century A.D. it served as 
capital of a short-lived independent state.  Both Sabaean and Himyarite inscriptions can be found on stones 
reused in the city gate of Shebam.  From 845 to 1400 A.D. Shebam again became capitalñthis time for the 
Bani Yaõfur dynasty (the first purely Yemeni dynasty of the Islamic era).  Later the Zaydis conquered most 
of the Bani Yaõfur territoriesñlimiting them to Shebam and Kowkaban. 
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 Hadramawt:  
Hadhramawt is a 

historical region of the south 
Arabian Peninsula along the 
Gulf of Aden in the Arabian 
Sea, extending eastwards from 
Yemen (proper) to the Dhofar 
region of Oman. The name of 
the region is currently retained 
in the smaller Hadhramawt 
Governorate of the Republic 
of Yemen. The people of 
Hadhramawt are called 
Hadhramis. Hadhramawt 
refers to the historical Qu'aiti 
and Kathiri sultanates, which 
were British protectorates in 
the Aden Protectorate 
overseen by the British Resident at Aden until their abolition upon the independence of South Yemen in 
1967. The current governorate of Hadhramawt roughly incorporates the former territory of the two 
sultanates. It consists of a narrow, arid coastal plain bounded by the steep escarpment of a broad plateau 
(averaging 1,370 m [4,500 feet]), with a very sparse network of deeply sunk wadis (seasonal watercourses). 
The undefined northern edge of Hadhramawt slopes down to the desert Empty Quarter of Saudi Arabia. 

In a wider sense, Hadhramawt includes the territory of Mahra to the east all the way to the 
contemporary border with Oman. This encompasses the current governorates of Hadhramawt and Mahra in 
their entirety as well as parts of the Shabwah Governorate. 

The Hadhramis live in densely built towns centered on traditional watering stations along the wadis. 
Hadhramis harvest crops of wheat, millet, tend date palm and coconut groves, and grow some coffee. On 
the plateau Bedouins tend sheep and goats. Society is still highly tribal. The old Seyyid aristocracy, 
descended from Muhammad, traditionally educated and strict in their Islamic observance, are still highly 
respected in religious and secular affairs. Hadhramawt emigration on a large scale since the early 19th 
century has established large Hadhrami minorities in South and South East Asia, namely Hyderabad, Java, 
Sumatra, Malacca and Singapore, for example, former Timor Leste primer minister Marí Alkatiri is of 
Hadhrami descendant. The original inhabitants of Hadhramawt are Hadhramis with the surnames that start 
with "Ba" or "Bin." These are the among the Qahtan Original Arabs. The Sayyids are migrants from the Iraq 
who arrived about 400 years ago. 

Though Bible dictionaries derive the name Hadhramawt from Hazarmaveth, a son of Joktan in the 
Book of Genesis 10:26-28, the name actually derives from Greek hydreumata or enclosed (and often 
fortified) 'watering stations' at wadis. A hydreuma is a manned and fortified watering hole or way station 
along a caravan route. The frankincense trees that supplied the Incense Road grew to the east of 
Hadhramawt, in Dhofar. 
 We will be visiting many sites in the Hadhramawt region including the UNESCO Historical city of 
Shebam Hadhramawt, with its high-rise mud brick houses, Tarim, an important center for Islamic learning, 
and Seyoun, a city of Kathiri palaces and home to the national museum. A detailed schedule and 
information on accommodations and what to bring will be provided at the informational meeting prior 
departure. 

 


