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Mokha has been the gateway to Yemen. In 
opening itself to the West and to the world 
as a whole, Mokha preceded every other 
Arab city. How it was established; which 
communities of differing nationalities and 
religions were formed; how the city flou
rished and fell; and what common efforts 
were made by both government and the 
Yemeni cooperative system to reconstruct 
the city - these are all questions to be 
addressed as we explore the strange history 
of this city. 

Mokha has given much to both the East 
and the West. It has brought countries, 
eastern and western, into close contact in 
commercial, economic, and political fields. 
In addition, this city established diplomatic 
relations and began international trade 
according to modern rules. It organised 
trade fairs and set up trade centres for 
different maritime countries from the 
fifteenth century up until the end of the 
nineteenth century. 

It was through Mokha that the world came 
to know Yemen and that Yemen became 
acquainted with the outside world. Today 
the people of Mokha and all the Yemenis 
are eager to see it take up its past glory, for 
it constitutes the glory of Yemen. 

Commercial History 

Studies and research thus far have failed to 
determine the route taken by the Roman 
leader Ilius Gallus when he failed in his 
attempt to invade Yemen in the year 25 
B.C. He reached Mareb either by going 
across the deserts or through the region of 
Mokha. Furthermore, archaeological 
remains show that Mokha has long been a 
sacred city, for the word Mokha is close to 
the Himyarite word mugah, meaning 
"moon", "god" or "the land of gods". 
Many of the names of the Mokha region 
come from Himyarite. In the past, the city 
of Mokha itself was known by a Himyarite 
name "Thoubah", which means having a 
door or gate. 

Though we cannot fix an exact date when 
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Mokha first began its contact with Europe 
and the Far and Near East, or exactly 
when Mokha became the trading centre 
between East and West, we have dis
covered the dates when modern trading 
centres were established with representa
tives of the major maritime countries at 
that time. But even before Mokha was a 
commercial centre, it was a station where 
ships could stop for fuel, food and water. 

It is important to note here the various 
trade centres that were set up in Mokha 
during that period and those that were 
used by Western countries. It is also worth 
mentioning that a map for Mokha had 
been drawn up before 1541 (when a Portu
guese sailor named D. G. Castuo used this 
map to reach Mokha) and that a second 
map was drawn up by Augustin Fitzhew of 
Britain. By this time Mokha was no longer 
considered a stopping place for fuel but, 
rather, a place subjected to a war of com
petition between the various parties that 
wanted to invade the East or use it as a 
trade centre. This was made clear when R. 
de Camara anchored his fleet near Mokha, 
intending to get water and then to burn the 
city in the year 1586; he succeeded in get
ting the water he needed but failed in his 
attempt to burn the city. In spite of this, 
Portuguese domination over the Red Sea 
did not last for long, especially around the 
coastal regions facing Mokha. Portuguese 
rule was brought to an end in 1578 by the 
Turkish fleet based in Mokha under the 
leadership of Ali Bayso. De Camara's 
efforts came to no avail. The victory of the 
Portuguese fleet in crossing the East with 
flying colours paved the way for a new 
trade cooperation and a new stage of 
Mokhan civilisation. 

According to a Yemeni legend, the British 
first entered Mokha unintentionally in 
about 1430: 

In the year 1430, one of the captains on a 
british ship sailing near Mokha was seasick. 
At that time, Mokha was unknown and was 
not even indicated on the map. In its 
place, Mouze'a was shown. (Today 
Mouze'a is not a port but a village that lies 
35 kms. away from the sea.) They saw the 

huts of a quiet village near the Yemeni 
coast, and the ship landed near this un
known village where the captain asked for 
some medicine. 

The first captain of the ship asked how 
medicine could be found in such a village, 
to which the other captain replied that 
wherever there are human beings there is 
always disease and medicine. Suddenly, all 
the sailors saw the poor villagers coming 
towards them and welcoming them in small 
boats, and they met then Zuhad, whom they 
asked for medicine. So, Zuhad told them, 
"Follow me to the sheikh," named 'Ali ibn 
Omar al-Shazli, an ascetic who set up house 
there for himself and his followers. When 
they reached his place, the ascetic welcomed 
them and gave them a warm drink that 
dispelled their feelings of nausea and sea
sickness and refreshed them. So, they asked 
for it for their sick friend and indeed they 
went to him and offered him the drink 
(Mokha's coffee) and as soon as the sick 
captain had drunk it" he also recovered. So 
the next day he went ashore to thank the 
ascetic, who told him "Empty your ship of 
its goods and you will certainly gain a lot. " 
The captain paid heed to his advice and 
indeed everyone came from all parts to buy 
the goods on sale, which made the captain's 
fortune. The ship returned to India after
wards and both the captain and the sailors 
spread the news about this blessed sheikh. 
So, ships began to sail; Mokha turned into a 
port. When Sheikh 'Ali ibn-Omar died, he 
was buried in the same place he lived, so 
that the villagers built a mosque for him. 

AI-Shazli has a mausoleum and a mosque 
with a minaret that is one of the biggest in 
Yemen; and it is used now to guide ships, 
with lamps and torches lighted on its top all 
night.long. The Shazli's mosque was not 
only used for prayer, it was also a meeting 
place for debates. 

In 1618 British trade in Mokha became 
more formalised, and the Anglo-East India 
Company was established in Mokha. Its 
activity lasted until 1820. However, piracy, 
which characterised this epoch (Dutch 
piracy in particular) hastened the with
drawal of the British. In 1662 a Dutch 



pirate named Herbert Hugh, the captain of 
the Black Eagle, burnt the ships waiting 
near Mokha port, looted the town, and 
terrorized its people. As a result, Anthony 
Smith, the company's representatives in 
Mokha, dissolved the English-made centre 
and closed it down; but it was soon re
opened, and it was not until 1820 that it 
was shut down completely. 

Before 1618 Dutch traders and captains 
ran their own activities. One of them was 
Van Der Broca, who had the consent of 
Mokha's merchants as well as its ruler. The 
centre did not last long because some 
Dutch ships attacked ships belonging to 
the Portuguese Indian Company in Bab 
al-Mandab in 1620. This induced the 
Turkish authorities to confiscate the Dutch 
trade centre in Mokha and to imprison all 
of its officials. The centre was then run by 
Willy William de Mild, who in the end was 
caught by Ahmed al-Fadli Pasha, together 
with other Dutch pirates and traders, and 
was sent off to Sana'a. 

On 12 March 1623 a ship named the Huse
don entered the port to do away with the 
centre. However, trade continued sporadi
cally with Holland, and Mokha's coffee 
started to be sold in Amsterdam in 1661. In 
1684 trade relations with Mokha were 
called off until the Dutch trade centre wass 
reopened in 1696, under the supervision of 
Nicholas Wiltzer. In 1721 Mokha's exports 
to Holland were on the increase, but in 
1724 Dutch representation in Mokha was 
ended. In 1738 the company decided to 
change its centre from Mokha to Java 
because Java's coffee was cheaper than 
Mokha's. 

In 1642 the East Indian French Company 
was set up mainly for the East, and it was 
only in 1664 that it was named the East 
Indian French Company. In 1665 a French 
ship, the St. Paul, left Brest on its way to 
Mokha, but it failed due to weather con
ditions. On 6 January 1708, two French 
ships left St. Malo: the Cuericos, which 
had de Mirva as its captain, and the 
d'Elegant, which had Champoliert as its 
captain. Both reached Mokha on 3 January 
1709. It was then that a trade agreement 
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Mokhafrom the West, ca. 1804, from a sketch by Captain Luther Dana of the American Discovery. The southern two minerets still exist. 

Source: From the collection of the Peabody Museum of Salem. 

Mokha from the north in 1830. 

Photo: From Eastern and Egyptian Scenery by Captain Head, London 1833. 



View of Mokha harbour in 1809. 

Source: Drawing by Henry Salt. 

was concluded between the French and 
Mokha's ruler. A direct maritime route 
was opened linking St. Malo with Mokha. 
But after a year trouble had already flared 
up, for the French had to pay only 5 per
cent tax on imports and exports, while 
other Europeans paid 25 percent. So 
Mokha's ruler increased the tax for the 
French so that they would be on par with 
the others. 

In 1737 the French fleet consisted of four 
ships: the Maorias, the Heron, the St. 
Pierre, and the Andouine. Under the 
leadership of De Lagarde Hazir, this fleet 
bombarded Mokha in 1737. Compelled to 
capitulate, Mokha accepted an agreement 
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in 1737 that gave the French trade tax 
concessions. Nevertheless, the French 
took Yemeni coffee. seeds on both ships, 
the Pykes and the d'Elegant, to cultivate 
coffee elsewhere. French relations with the 
port of Mokha cooled, and the last ships 
that entered the port were the Lewis Goly 
in 1788 and the Prince de Condi, the 
Admis and the Eunice in 1789. When the 
French left Mokha, they took with them 
the seeds and bushes of its coffee to be 
cultivated outside Yemen. This led to the 
destruction of the most important means of 
living in Yemen. 

Between 1612 and 1728, ships from the 
East Indian Company of Austria, Den-
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mark, and Sweden also traded sporadically 
in the port of Mokha. Trade between 
Europe and Mokha flourished during the 
1820s and 1830s, but certain events in 
Europe, particularly in Britain and France, 
as well as the digging ofthe Suez Canal in 
1869, led to great changes. Mokha's for
tune started to dwindle, marking the 
beginning of the end of the most important 
maritime civilisation in Yemen. The Tur
kish-Yemeni war was another factor that 
changed the course of events, affecting the 
future of trade and agricultural produc
tion, especially that of coffee. 

An American trade centre was first set up 
in Mokha in 1804, and the American flag 
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was hoisted above the house that belonged 
to the members ofthe centre. The first 
American ship to reach Mokha was the 
Ricafar, which took the route of Maritius 
in 1798 and had Joseph Robs as its captain. 
Hence, it was the first American ship to 
reach a port in the Arab peninsula through 
the Red Sea. Another American ship, the 
Poliesis Kitani, followed the first one. 
Until 1812, when war was declared 
between the United States and Britain, 
there was a trade route between Mokha 
and Salem in the United States, to provide 
the latter with the products of the East. 
When peace was established in 1815, four 
U.S. ships were loaded with coffee from 
Mokha. The amounts of coffee imported 
to the United States from Mokha in 1809 
came to about 2 million pounds. It was the 
ship America that carried most of the 
cargo. 

From March 1826 until the beginning of 
1827, famine raged through Mokha, and it 
was thanks to the captain of the U.S. ship 
Anna that Mokha was supplied with food 
on 20 June 1826. After that date U.S. trade 
flourished and new markets in Africa and 
Asia were opened. It was then also that the 
years of hardship commenced for Mokha. 
With the opening of the Suez Canal, 
Mokha was no longer preferred as a mari
time or trading mediator. 

History of the People and Major Events 

In the oral tradition of the city of Mokha 
there is a manuscript that recounts 
Mokha's history from 1250 A.H. (1834). 
Its contents, which the people learnt by 
heart, reveal some important events as 
well as other forgotten episodes. Thus it is 
told that in the year 1834 when Mokha 
was invaded by the governor of Asir, Ali 
ibn al-Magthal, Mokha was then in its 
heyday, with "palaces" numbering 18,000. 
The city was surrounded by a wall, made of 
adobes, bricks, and stones, whose breadth 
was 11 metres. It also was surrounded on 
all sides by fortresses, and it had four large 
gates: 
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1) To the east, there was Bab al-Shazli. 
Today there is nothing left of it except 
some pieces of red blocks. This is found to 
the east of the mosque and to the south of 
the fortress that is itself to the north of the 
mosque. 

2) To the west, there is Bab aI-Sahel, the 
coastal portal. Its exact location has not 
been identified. 

3) In the centre is Bab al-Amudi. Its exact 
location is not known either, but it is possi
bly located near the al-Amudi fortress, or 
the al-Amudi mausoleum, which is only 
one of the many mausolea spread all 
around Mokha city. 

4) Aden, the small portal, is called Adeni 
Portal. Its location has not been discovered 
until now. 

The fortresses surrounding the city were: 
• Malta fortress, which lies in the south and 

is named Adenian fortress. It lies to the 
east of Said Ahmed's house, which is next 
to al-Fudali's house. Now it is to the 
north of the main street. 

• Al-Fudali's fortress, in the west, near the 
coast. Its location is now exactly known. 

• The coastal fortress, called al-Farda 
fortress, which is near the chemist. Its 
remains are still there. 

• The al-Amudi fortress, which lies in the 
al-Amudi region. It is still there but needs 
restoration and conservation, for it has 
been looted by vagrants. 

• Al-Shazli's fortress, near al-Saqaf's old 
house or what came to be called Abdul
Daim on the east side. 

• Al-Tayyar's fortress, located at the top of 
the sea (on the northern Qibli side) 
exactly in the northwest of Mokha City, 
which lies itself above the Qiblli island. It 
has now disappeared. 

• Abd al-Raufs fortress, marked by a light
house that dates back to 1319 A.H. 
(1801). It was completed two years later 
and was functioning until 1947. The light
house fell on 1 April 1977 just after mid
night. Its disappearance meant the loss of 
one of the most important features of 
Mokha. 

Mokha's imports came at that time from all 
over-for example, from India, China, 
Java, Egypt and Basra. From Mokha 
goods were exported to Aden, Jeddah, and 
Masu'h in sailing boats of Indian, Gulf, or 
local fabrication. The ports of Djibouti, 
, Asb, and Hodeidah were nothing but 
fishing places, especially for whales. 

At that time Mokha's population came 
from: 1) different regions of Yemen and 
from Mokha's original inhabitants; 2) 
Indians, Bohras and Albanians who were 
concentrated between al-Amudi and al
Shazli or between the latter and the Malta 
fortress; 3) Turks, Iranians, and Egyp
tians; 4) Somalis and Denkalis (they came 
from Eritrea, which is now east of Ethio
pia); 5) Westerners, like the Dutch, the 
British, the French, the Americans, and 
the Danish, who were concentrated in a 
district near al-Amudi; and 6) Jews, who 
had a small synagogue in the region, north 
of the main road leading to Ta'iz (near the 
Malta fortress), which has now dis
appeared completely. 

Every group and sect in Mokha had its 
mosques, its places of worship, and its 
markets, such as the Indian market, the 
Iranian market, and the Bohra market. Its 
people were wealthy. 

In Mokha there were many different kinds 
of trees, including more than one million 
palm trees. Recent studies have shown that 
there were more than one and a half 
million date trees stretching from Mokha 
to al-Hukm country. Unfortunately, tor
rential rain together with pollution des
troyed all these trees. 

In 1834 there was a delay in sending land 
tax to Sana'a. The person responsible used 
to deliver it to the state. Five horsemen 
were sent to him from the capittal. When 
the soldiers arrived, they found outstand
ing ways of life. They found bankers 
(sellers of gold and silver), a significant 
population, and wealth gained from export 
and import trade. They were so surprised 
at this state of affairs that as soon as they 
went back they cried out: "People of 
Sana'a, come to Mokha." It was thus that 
Mokha was invaded by the governor Ali 



ibn al-Mukthel, who led four hundred 
soldiers there for its riches. 

When the army reached the upper part of 
Wadi Zubaid, the merchants of Zubaid 
sent word to Mokha's merchants. When 
Zubaid's merchants asked the army where 
it was going, the men replied that they 
were going to Aden. So the army, on its 
way to Aden, met al-Ushfa and al-Ahmur 
- two of the most dangerous tribes who 
lived around Mokha. Both tribes were 
lying in wait for Mokha's people because 
of the disparity between life in the city and 
its countryside. Hence it was easy for the 
invading army to ally itself with the two 
tribes in a surprise attack on Mokha by 
night. For more than seventeen days 
Mokha was beseiged, though the seige did 
not last more than twenty-seven days. 

During the siege the al-Mushlha and al
Hukm tribes managed to come close to the 
city in small boats, coming from the sea 
and from the direction of the wells that lie 
between the region of al-Khadra and al
Kadha (south of the city). When the siege 
drew out, the colonies were dispersed, and 
settlers began to leave Mokha by night, 
together with some local merchants. Fear 
was such that some Bohran and Indian 
merchants and some of Mokha's own 
people even left their turbans and their 
coats hanging outside their houses and 
shops while fleeing. 

The soldiers began to loot and destroy 
everything, taking out the wood and 
coloured beams from abandoned houses 
and setting fire to them. When the Turks 
were about to leave, the soldiers followed 
the tracks of thhe Imam's soldiers and 
destroyed everything that came in their 
way. When the Qadi Abdallah al-Medhegi 
passed through Mokha, he despaired: "Its 
appearance disappoints us like mirage but 
once inside it is dilapidated. Owls and 
crows are crying within and so ruined it is 
as if it were a burying place." And on goes 
his poem of lament for the past glory of 
the city. 

In 1361 A.H. (1942), Sheikh Mohammed 
Ali Othman was posted as Mokha's gover
nor, so he convinced the Imam to put right 
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the well (which was called the old well 
after only three years of his coming to 
power in Mokha). He began certain works, 
such as repairing the ai-Medina and the 
new al-Deka bridges (the latterr links al
Ziadi island with Mokha across Khur al
Ziadi). To compensate for what the floods 
destroyed, he also began cultivating palms 
and other trees and once again managed to 
convince the Imam to build the route 
linking Mokha to Ta'iz, but the route was 
not completed. When Imam Yehya was 
assasinated in 1948, work on these projects 
was brought to a halt. 

There is a period in this study that is con
sidered to be non-eventful, due to the lack 
of precise sources: 1820-1948. However, 
one can reconstruct from the imprecise 
memories of individuals and from some 
available documents a general picture of 
the events during that period. 

1) Earthquake. Mokha had earthquakes in 
1898 that resulted in the destruction of 
one-third or one-fourth of the city. 

2) Turkish Bombardment. When the large 
numbers of Turkish soldiers started to 
depart from Mokha in 1919 (it took until 
1923 before all of them left), they des
troyed everything that belonged to the 
Yemeni civilisation. It was told that a 
caller cried out that the Turks, in the last 
day before their departure, would salute 
the city ofMokha at dawn by firing a few 
shots as a farewell. Indeed, a shower of 
bullets descended upon the city at dawn; 
but it was not a farewell salute, for it 
bombed the city for six whole hours. While 
the fleet was far away from the city (i.e. by 
8 kilometres), it carrried away the last 
Turkish soldier together with other equip
ment, and fires spread everywhere. 

3) Flood and Famine. In 1938-40, floods 
from the east inundated the whole city, 
destroying both people and palm trees. 
Thus it came to be called "the pollution 
flood". It was followed by a plague and 
then by famine in 1945-46. The latter 
killed the majority of the urban dwellers as 
well as the rural ones. It was only then that 
the government paid heeed to Mokha's 
state of affairs and started certain reforms. 

Poets have described Mokha after its 
destruction and the disappearance of its 
fertility, embodied in its brooks, its palm 
trees, its doomed palms and its tamarisk. 
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4) U.S. Interest. In 1952, after the Egyp
tian Revolution had taken place and after 
Eritrea had joined Ethiopia in a federated 
system, the Ethiopians considered this as 
the return of a dear child to his mother. It 
was also in the same year that the well
known Asmra base was founded for the 
United States. Another maritime base in 
Mousawa's replaced the old Italian base 
known as Radio Marina. This caused the 
United States to start being interested in 
Mokha so that it could complete its air and 
sea control in the area. Thus, between 
1958 and 1961, Americans formed the U.S. 
professional training centre in Mokha. 
They also established the fourth U.S. base 
in northeast Ta'iz, so as to eventually set 
up an air and sea base in Mokha. It was 
then that Mokha began to flourish once 
again, especially when the Americans 
began building the roads linking Mokha, 
Ta'iz, and Sana'a. This strengthened 
Mokha's links with Ta'iz, the capital of 
Liwa'a. In 1959, when the Russians started 
work on building the port of Hodeidah, 
Mokha's role as a port came to an end, in 
spite of the American experts' efforts to 
remove the sands in the port and to safe
guard its depth. In addition, Mokha's 
status as a true port was brought to an end 
because devastating winds blew from the 
south and lasted for a period of six months. 

5) Ethiopian Competition. On 3 May 1958, 
the Emperor Haile Selassie I of Ethiopia 
laid the foundations for a new port to be 
constructed in 'Asb. 'Asb lies 860 kilo
metres away from Addis Ababa, the 
capital of Ethiopia, and lies opposite 
Mokha itself. There are of course close 
economic and social ties between' Asb and 
Mokha. However, in February 1958, a 
Yugoslav company began the work on 
'Asb (the sum spent on it reached 26.1 
million Ethiopian birr- a large sum) and 
the expansion of 'Asb was detrimental to 
Mokha. Furthermore, many other ports 
were also built in the area. 
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This explains why Mokha was no longer a 
port in the true sense of the word, for it 
was reduced to being a place for small 
ships and transport vessels carrying pro
ducts and equipment. Out of all the ports 
in the area. Aden monopolized the trade 
route by land between Rahidah (in the 
region of Ta'iz) and itself. This meant that 
imports were restricted only to Aden, as 
import duties and local taxes were so low. 
Another reason that accounted for Aden's 
ascendancy was the presence of agencies of 
Yemeni middlemen and of wholesale 
traders. Furthermore, Aden was stable, 
and this atmosphere encouraged the privi
leged position it held. Aden had another 
advantage, that of cheap labour; for immi
grants came from the north and were the 
ones who did the hard work, such as un
loading the ships. So it was really men 
from the north and the centre of Yemen 
who did the work of loading and unload
ing. In addition, both' Asb and Djibouti 
were full of porters from Yemen, and it 
was not until 1958 that this was brought to 
an ~nd when the local people in both ports 
began to accept their jobs. 

To make things worse for Mokha, another 
port, Ahmadi, was set up with the help of 
Soviet experts in 1961. This was the straw 
that broke the camel's back, for it paved 
the way for the Revolution of 26 Septem
ber 1962. 

6) Revolution in Yemen. In spite of the 
war, the government tended to the recon
struction of Mokha and to rebuilding a 
route leading to it. But the war inflicted 
great damages. As a result, every leader 
who came to power promised to rebuild 
the port; this was finally achieved in 1980. 
The road was extended in the same year 
between the intersection of Hodeidah and 
Ta'iz to Mokha, but it did not resolve 
much. Despite all the modern preparations 
made for Mokha, hardly any ships were 
towed there (perhaps two or three per 
month). There were several reasons for 
this, but the most important one was local: 
the port of Mokha was subject to the 
barter of company representatives who 
wanted Mokha to follow the same style of 
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cooperation (concerning low taxes) as had 
been concluded with the responsible offic 

cials in the port of Hodeidah. 

Cooperative Movement 

On 25 June 1973, at the time when the 
General Union for the Organisation of 
Civil Cooperation for Development was 
set up, Civil Cooperation (the old name for 
the Organisation of Civil Cooperation for 
Development) in Mokha became so active 
and prominent in Ta'iz that it directed 
development in the whole region. Civil 
Cooperation, in all of its activities, sought 
the eradication of underdevelopment. 
Indeed, the first step made was building 
the first cooperatives in the new republic 
before three or four years had elapsed. 

Mokha's cooperative was established in 
1972, but it did not achieve its goal because 
it turned into a cooperative that takes 
more than it gives. This continued until 
1980. On April 10, in a popular though 
official meeting, it was decided that a Co
operative Committee would be set up to 
improve the city of Mokha. Mokha's 
youths -long denied the right to stand for 
elections - took responsibility in this com
mittee for the first time. This occurred 
because of the government's decision to 
disregard certain interest groups so that 
the whole of the people of Mokha would 
benefit. 

The Committee achieved much during the 
twenty months from April 1980 to Novem
ber 1981. It allocated its resources to 
planting trees on a large scale on the road 
between Mokha and Ta'iz. It revived the 
project of planting trees in the south of 
Mokha, using the detailed plans that the 
French Company for Rural Development 
had provided. It also gave Mokha two 
plows to remove the soil. It started re
newing parks and planning for a hotel 
system based on motels. The latter is still 
being discussed by the Organisation of 
Civil Cooperation for the Development of 
Mokha, for the main obstacle standing in 

its way is money. The water project was 
revived and its management was reorga
nised. 

After the victory of the candidates nomi
nated in the elections and, with the new 
centres installed in the Administrative 
Organisation and in the Assembly, a new 
epoch began. New energies to build the 
country emerged, as did the desire for 
completion of the plan set by the Coopera
tive Committee for Urban Development. 
The Organisation of Civil Cooperation 
prepared its fifth plan according to the 
global five-year plan for Civil Cooperation 
and the State. It also started (for fifteen 
months) building two schools and adding a 
few classes in rural areas. It built two 
clinics with the help of the Ministry of 
Health in the al-Gurafi and al-Tubani 
areas, and it discovered, for the first time, 
places that no one had reached before 
because of the difficult access through 
palm trees and swamps. 

It also was learnt that people living in Hisi 
Salim did not know anything about what 
went on around them. Their life was 
monotonous and even their food and 
drink was primitive. Diseases, specially 
malaria, were so chronic in children and in 
adults that the Organisation, with the help 
of the Ministry of Health and the French 
Company for Rural Development, made 
comprehensive plans for health protection 
and for the provision of medical staff 
capable of providing first aid. In addition, 
the first thing that the Organisation did 
was to set up in different regions com
plexes consisting of schools, clinics, a 
water project, a sport club and a cultural 
area. 

The next step should ·be to supply villages 
with public utilities imd to replace the tra
ditional shanty towns with houses made of 
stones. But the implementation of this 
stage (i.e., cooperative houses) is still out 
of reach. It can be said that the first stage 
(i.e., the building of the school, the clinic, 
and the water project) will be terminated 
by the end of the five-year cooperative 
plan. 



View of Mokha harbour in 1980. 

Photo: R.B. Lewcock. 

The Organisation undertook a daring 
venture when it decided to remove the 
sands that have accumulated over the last 
forty years. Between June and February 
1983, the quantity of sand removed from 
Hara al-' Aruk amounted to 50,000 cubic 
metres. The work carried out was brillant, 
as can be seen in the parks that replaced 
those sandy hills. The project was for the 
recreation of both adults and chiildren. 
The emergence of the Organisation for 
Civil Cooperation in Mokha (in its popular 
image) took place on 10 April 1980, when 
the Cooperative Committee replaced the 
Organisation for twenty months. Then the 
government decided to cancel the Commit
tee-based system and to return to the 
Organisation itself for development. 
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The Art of Architecture 

Despite the Turkish bombings and the 
onset of the pollution flood, followed by 
famine and plague, Mokha remained a city 
of mansions (qasr) , and its houses did not 
resemble the houses of other cities. Fami
lies, whether big or small lived in castles, 
each type reflecting the status of its inhabi
tants. These forms are: 

1) The large mansion, such as the Building 
of the Directorate (al-Nahiya), the build
ing of the Military Headquarters (now 
abandoned), and the mansion of Abdul
Haqq al-Shar'i in the al-Shazli area (now 
abandoned). 
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2) The medium-sized mansion, such as the 
family house of al-Saqaf near al-Shazli 
mosque (now it is named Abdul-Daim), 
and the house of al-Mukhdari (al-Shazli 
region). 

3) The small family mansion, which con
sists of a one-storey house, and has its own 
conveniences, and is covered with some 
modest engravings. 

The fact that there were few windows in 
Mokhan architecture indicates that the 
temperature at that time was not as high as 
it is today, for the city was surrounded by 
trees. The houses were built close to one 
another. On the south side of the house all 
the windows were closed, indicating that 
the southern exposure is sunny and windy. 
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This is the opposite of what occurs in 
Sana'a, where doors and windows are 
placed on the south side but closed on the 
north as a protection against cold winds. 
After Mokha had been totally destroyed, 
people from the country-side started to 
settle there, together with others coming 
from various parts of Yemen. Those who 
had money built their houses according to 
the accepted style, but the poor set up 
traditional dwellings similar to African 
huts. 

Ventilation was taken into consideration. 
This was done by having small apertures 
that were 6 centimetres in breadth and 70 
centimetres high. This allowed for a cold 
draft to come in, and air was constantly 
renewed. 

The mausolea that were spread all over 
Mokha, those that remain of the three 
hundred mosques and the al-Shazli 
mosque, all attest to the different types of 
architecture, to thee style of engraving on 
the walls, and to the excellence of domes 
that were designed for ventilation. Exam
ples of these mausolea were the al-Shazli 
mausoleum, ai-Said Hatim mausoleum, 
al-Amudi mausoleum, ai-Sheikh Sadiq 
mausoleum, ai-Sheikh Gawhar mauso
leum, Sandal mausoleum, and others. 
Examples of mosques and places of wor
ship are the al-Shazli mosque, al-Maghini 
mosque, ai-Ham am mosque, and others. 
We also might include here some of the 
towers and archaeological remains, such as 
the al-Amudi towers, al-Tayyar tower, al
Hajana tower, al-Kazakhana tower or al
Furdha, and the cereal mills for the use of 
the army. 

Influence in the Region 

In the period between 1934 and 1939 large 
numbers of Yemen is emigrated from 
Mokha to ' Asb in search of a better stan
dard of living. They went by sea in locally 
made ships. The Bizli camp was like the 
mouth of a volcano swallowing in all these 
Yemenis. They worked under a shower of 
bombs and shots fired from the planes of 
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the Allies. These planes took off from 
Aden and used to fire at Yemenis working 
on the 'Asb-Kampoleeha route leading to 
Addis Ababa, Morocco, and to Asmra in 
the north. 

These were years when Yemenis used to 
escape from taxes and from the hard life 
they were leading by passing through 
Mokha until they reached' Asb, where 
they descended in the region of Cape 
Gambo. This escape was prepared by using 
loading boxes that were sailed off in broad 
daylight from Mokha. It was led by a 
Yemeni merchant named Abdul-Audan, 
who succeeded in making thousands of 
workers enter the Bizli camp. They were 
recruited either for arduous work or for 
the fascist army. It is extremely important 
to come back to this difficult period in 
Yemen's history so as to review the mass 
emigration that took place in such a 
shameful manner. 

Some people fled to the forests in the west, 
where it was possible to earn a living by 
engaging in agriculture or trade and where 
there were no taxes and no military 
dangers. So the third Yemeni emigration 
began to expand in such a way that some of 
them even joined the ranks of those fight
ing for the revolution of Haile Selassie. 
They even used their camels and carried 
equipment on their backs, provisions and 
weapons from Djibouti to all the other 
regions in Ethiopia. Some Ethiopian extre
mists have called the newborn Yemeni 
"the son of a cameleer" , an insult. But 
now this meaning has disappeared as the 
newborn Yemenis are now Ethiopian citi
zens who enjoy full rights of citizenship. 
Those immigrants who were pushed by 
fate to die or to become strangers did not 
feel the urge to go back to their original 
homes. Both the Eritrean and the Ethio
pian peoples welcomed them and treated 
them on an equal basis because historically 
they were united with Yemenis for long 
period, and they were conscious that both 
people complemented one another. In the 
last period, however, it was the Ethiopian 
authorities that banned their relations and 
broke off the first maritime ties between 
the cities of Mokha and' Asb. It is also true 

that one can find members of the same 
family on either side of the Red Sea. This 
measure was taken to control the attacks 
launched by the Eritrean Liberation Front. 

The Yemenis went in increasing numbers 
to Eritrea when the Italians were there and 
took it as a second home. Much was done 
in' Asb, as Yemeni merchants built man
sions rivalling those in Mokha for their 
beauty and their paintings. During the 
years 1933-41, mansions were built on the 
southern coast of' Asb for Yemeni mer
chants, such as the houses of Ahmed Saigh 
and Kathir, but they were demolished in 
1958 when a road was built leading to the 
new port of' Asb. 

The Italian authorities had already 
decided to consider big' Asb the headquar
ters for the whites, small' Asb for the 
Arabs, and Hara Inkala for the Denkals, 
who are the original inhabitants of' Asb. 
As for Camp Sudan, it was named after the 
entry of British troops in ' Asb in 1943 and 
after this region was made headquarters 
for the British foreign troops, the majority 
of whom were Sudanese and Kenyans as 
well as a few Arabs and Indians. As for the 
northern and southern areas, they were the 
headquarters of those who came from the 
upper regions of Ethiopia and Eritrea. The 
palace, uninhabited until 1958, is consi
dered to be an architectural miracle, and it 
will continue to stand as a witness to the 
influence of Yemeni civilisation and cul
ture on both the Eritrean and Ethiopian 
coasts. 

Despite the return of the majority of 
Yemeni families to Mokha or to its sub
urbs, the Yemeni influence in ' Asb can still 
be seen, for they have left their children 
and their houses behind them. On this 
African coast, it was the Yemenis who 
planted palm trees and built huge gardens 
in which they planted fruits and vegetables 
native to Yemen. Some of these gardens, 
belonging to ancient Yemeni families, are 
still there. 

In ' Asb Yemenis held various positions 
during the Italiann occupation that lasted 
until 1944, during the British mandate 
during the period 1944-52, and during the 



Ethiopian presence since 1952. They 
could, for instance, be qadis (Muslim 
jurists). But, immediately after the 
Yemeni Revolution, the imperial govern
ment started to study developments on the 
eastern coast next to Eritrea. 

Two weeks after the Revolution of 
September 26, Ethiopia declared the dis
solution of the Eritrean parliament on 10 
October 1963. Thus the Eritrean flag was 
removed and Eritrea was to be considered 
from then on as a province under Ethio
pian supervision. Furthermore, the man
date of Muhammed Ali Ghaleb, the Qadi 
of' Asb, was not renewed, a further step to 
eliminate the Yemeni presence in 'Asb. 

Before this was done, Yemeni workers 
who held office in the civil service or in the 
police force were removed from their jobs. 
This opened the way for the repatriation of 
Yemenis. Having enjoyed twenty years of 
stability, now Mokha has the duty to build 
itself once again and to prepare the way for 
a meaningful future and a decent life for its 
people. 

Mokha: The City of the Past and the Future 90 


