
1- LOCATION 

The major mountain chain of the Arabian Peninsula runs along the Red

Sea and Indian Ocean coasts, framing the great Arabian deserts. The

highest peaks are  concentrated in the Southwest corner of the Peninsula,

an area known in Arabian antiquity as Al Yaman1 and by the Romans

and later European explorers as Arabia Felix. The  country currently

forming   this region is the Yemen Republic, bounded  in the north by

Saudi Arabia,  along a mountain ridge that runs for 300 kms inland  from

the Red Sea, and in the east by Oman; between these points, the

boundary  with Saudi Arabia, across the Ramlat Al Sabatayn section of

the Rub Al-Khali desert, is unsurveyed.

Until May 1990 the Yemen Republic (approx. 490,000 km2,  variously

estimated population 11 million) was  politically divided into two

countries, the Yemen Arab Republic, along the Red Sea coastline

(200,000 km2), and  the People's Democratic Republic of Yemen (approx.

290,000 km2) facing the Indian Ocean. Notwithstanding historical and

geographical generalities common to the whole of Southern Arabia, the

study area of this work is confined within the political boundaries of the

former Yemen Arab Republic, having a resident population of

approximately eight million people,2 situated between latitude 12º 30'  and

18º North, and longitude 41º 20' and 49º East.

The designation  North Yemen will be used  for the former Yemen Arab

Republic and South Yemen for the former P.D.R.Y.. 
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2- COMPREHENSIVE HISTORIC PERIODS  

2.1 - Pre-historic

Paleolithic, Neolithic and Bronze Age

Early human occupation of the country has been revealed particularly in

recent years  which have seen intensified archaeological research3

evaluating  and  refining   the pioneering work of  the first half of the 20th

century.

Paleolithic evidence was first reported in South Yemen in 1939 (Caton -

Tompson and Gardner)  and in North Yemen in 1969, when Garbini

presented evidence of paleolithic industries near Bayt Na'am, 20 kms west

of Sana'a.  In the years that follow sites were identified  in Sana'a itself,

Marib and   Khawlan. In 19834 further evidence of factories appeared in

the same general area, leading to the conclusion that  Middle Paleolithic

industries were present in Khawlan in the entire stretch from Wadi

Yana'im in the North to Wadi Hababid in the South. 

Lower Paleolithic remains were found in the same year (1983) in the

plains of Dhamar, south of Mabar. Of  particular interest was the

discovery of  the first bifacial tools in North Yemen, which, by analogy with

those recorded by Doe in South Yemen, could be assigned an age of

400,000 - 200,000 years.   

In 1985 a survey was made in  four major wadis in the Tihama foothills

and lithic tools were found in the quaternary deposits of the water-beds.

Further research may clarify many aspects but there is already enough

evidence to confirm that, for hundreds  of millennia, paleolithic man lived

in the central mountain ridges, the eastern slopes and along the thalwegs

of the wadis  abutting the Tihama.

The Neolithic period - between c. 20,000 and 2,000 BC - is still obscure.

No evidence has yet been found as to how the transition was made

between the end of Paleolithic hunting and collecting and  Neolithic food

production. Since 1980, however,  indications of the existence of neolithic

settlements lead to subsequent research. 

According to Francesco Fedele5 the identification of a neolithic age in

Yemen rests on two factors: the occurrence of chip stone scatters without

pottery in surface conditions and their apparent association with simple

Introduction, page 11
HISTORY: PALEOLITHIC

3 In 1990  there were Italian, French, German and Canadian teams working in the Eastern and
Southern mountains and in the Tihama (Zabid).
4 Yemeni-Italian Archaeological Mission.
5Fedele:88.



stone structures, consisting of "enclosure" alignments and ovoid or

elliptical "huts". The lack of pottery and other artifacts such as polished

stone and bone tools may constitute an important characteristic feature of

the Neolithic in Yemen and south-central Arabia.

Neolithic sites identified so far predominate in the Eastern Plateau and

in the  Wadi  Tayylah, in Khawlan. Preliminary surveys point to neolithic

occupations in the easternmost foothills and in the plains south of Mabar.

Comparing these with findings in the rest of the Arabian Peninsula, the

Italian team made a preliminary identification of two neolithic aspects

possibly  applicable to the whole of  Yemen and Asir.  One aspect, called

Qutran or Al Hada, appears to be related to the tradition of Central Arabia

and the desert; the other, refered to as Tayylah or Khawlan, may be a

specific and probably later adaptation of the mountainous zone. The

differences between the two aspects lie in the quantity and type of tools, so

that Qutran Neolithic interacts with almost identical discoveries of the

same period   from the northeastern coast of the Peninsula, prior to  the

Ubaid pottery culture of  the fifth  millennium BC, suggesting "incipient

pastoralism"  in the mountains. Tayylah, on the other hand, may be a

derived form of the Arabian tradition, increasingly adapted to life on the

plateau. Fedele  suggests that it be viewed as part of an "Upland Neolithic

Tradition" and that its chipped-stone component may be at the origin of

the Bronze Age lithic industry.

Between 1981 and 1985 Bronze Age remains  were found for the first time

in South Arabia and  also in Khawlan. Along the A'rus/Urqub fault some

25 sites were discovered with characteristic, locally produced, pottery and

stone tools, evincing a proto-historic culture that covers the entire second

millennium B.C..

The alluvial sediments were the determinants  supporting  the high

population densities of those times. Settlements, invariably found above

the ancient sedimentary level, are situated high  in the valley, either

directly on the hill side itself or higher up, on the crest of a lateral

watershed or at the beginning of short secondary valleys. The structures

found on these sites are contemporary with the sedimentary level

producing most  of the agricultural activity.

De Maigret6 indicates three reasons for the siting of settlements around

these ecological units: 1-Need  to control a given area of farmland; 2-

Ready availability of building materials; 3-Defensibility  of the position.
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He  distinguishes two groups of sites:  small, less than 1000 m2  in area;

and large, more than 10,000 m2. The latter are located at well spaced

regular intervals along the valleys dominating clearly defined territories

over which the former are scattered. In the majority of  cases the

settlements are sited on slopes surmounted by dykes or built up against

the step formed by the head of a sedimentary layer. Thus the three

requisites are fulfilled:  control of the farm land by organized siting,

availability of material, since it can be easily quarried and rolled down the

slope, and defensibility, because by building against the ledge formed in

the process of quarrying, the rear of the settlement can be  protected.   

The smaller settlements consist of a free circular or ovoid area with a

perimeter  delimited by a row of loosely connected rooms; the large

settlements are formed by grouping several arrangements of this kind

together. Often the simple units appear only juxtaposed, whereas in other

cases the ground plan reveals a greater degree of integration and the

beginning of complex clusters representing the transition from exclusively

farming villages to multi-purpose nuclei. 

Domestic buildings consist of two adjoining oval or sub-rectangular

rooms, both facing onto a public space, one being used as a dwelling and

the other for storage and the processing of goods. The lower courses of the

buildings are rough squared granite blocks;  smaller stones, and perhaps

earth, were used to complete the walls. Roofs were thatched and

supported  by double central pillars of which the monolithic bases are still

visible.  The beaten earth floors were around 30 cms lower than the

natural ground level, suggesting that the site for the buildings was

excavated until the rock bed was reached. The weight of the external soil

was retained by the lower, thicker  part of the wall.

In the centre of more extensive settlements, isolated buildings,

constructed from longer stone blocks, indicate the public nature of some

activities.   Buildings for communal religious practices may explain  why

small villages, presumably representing separate family groups, came

together in the same place. 
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2.2 - Pre-Islamic

The South Arabian culture

The oldest known references to a South Arabian  culture are in the annals

of Sargon II (715 BC) and Senacherib (685 BC) in which two Sabaean

rulers are acknowledged for a tribute or good will gift to the Assyrian

kings. The Bible (I Kings, 10) gives an account of the visit made by the

legendary queen of Saba to  Solomon (10th century  BC).  Schmidt 7

considers  it likely  that  the South Arabian culture and its "architectonic

archetypes"  were originated, as far back as the third millenium B.C., in

the high valleys and interior mountains of Yemen and away from  the

towns that later  developed in the eastern mountain fringes of the desert. 

Trade - particularly  the incense trade - seems to account for the

development of South Arabian societies from the first millennium BC . By

the third millennium BC the cultures of the Mediterranean and Fertile

Crescent had discovered South Arabia as a producer of  incense and

myrrh and, for almost 2000 years, they  controlled this trade. By the

beginning of the second millennium, descendants of Peninsula immigrants

in the  Fertile Crescent, attracted by the reports of wealth in SW Arabia,

migrated back, in two waves: circa 1400 BC and 1200 BC. They brought

with them the experience of prolonged exposure to urban life,  the

technology of metals and ceramics, artistic expression and a complex

religion, overwhelming   the local society of collectors, hunters and

herdsmen .

The incense tree grew in what is today the  Omani province of Dhofar,

in Socotora and in Somalia. The earliest rulers known to control the

incense trade were those of Hadhramawt who had it shipped to the port of

Qana and then carried overland  to  their capital, Shabwa. From there

northwards the incense road was  defined by two natural barriers - the

desert, to the east, and the Sarat mountain chain, to the west. Thus it was

in the irrigated gentler  slopes facing the desert that the South Arabian

states settled and competed for the control  of  trade .

Other products diversified this trade: myrrh and aromatics  grown

locally,  together with  imports such as ivory and ostrich feathers from

Africa, textiles, sandal wood and precious stones from India and raw silk

from China.  Monsoon winds facilitated maritime traffic between South

Arabia and Africa and the Indian subcontinent. But  the South Arabians

never mastered sailing in the Red Sea and preferred overland routes which

the domestication of the camel made possible.8
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Divergent time scales, especially for the earlier periods, and the problema

of areas remaining to  be researched make it difficult to  offer precise

dates. However,  archaeological research done in the 1980s  points to the

sixth century  BC as one of great change from which a fully developed

civilization emerged. 

The earliest reported kingdom is that of Saba, at the delta of Wadi

Adhana, with Marib  as the capital and Sirwah as another  important

town. By the fifth century BC Saba was ruling  a federation that

comprised the neighbouring  states of Ma 'in,  Awsan,  Qataban and

Hadhramawt. In Stokey's opinion, these states belonged to a linguistic

group different from that of Saba and its neighbours, the Hamdan, which

was closer to  that of Northern Arabia.9 Their social organizations,

however, were similarly based on the  tribal unit with animistic and

ancestral cults.  Larger tribal associations came to be  identified with

political units  and  shared beliefs of supreme deities associated with the

Sun, the Moon and the planet Venus.

In Saba, according to the earliest known inscriptions, authority was

ascribed to a trinity formed by the king, with administrative functions; the

tribal council, having legislative functions; and the god Almaqah, whose

priests administered the revenues from the taxation of  trade.

The importance of religion is well expressed in the remains of great

temples and in the recorded obligation of the subjugated peoples to build

to the gods of their conquerors.  In fact,  the relationship  of the

hegemonic state with its neighbours was of two kinds.  In the first, an

alliance was established, sometimes with some form of tribute paid to the

dominating state. Rulers were autonomous and local gods were

worshipped. In the second, the  annihilation of the vanquished state was

symbolised by the  destruction of the king's palace  and the effacement  of

inscriptions in temples and palaces.  The dominated state was required to

worship the gods of the conqueror and its population  was reduced to total

submission.

The most obvious expression of the development verified from the sixth

century onwards is, according to Audouin, Breton & Robin, the  change in

building materials. "From about that time onward the more prominent

buildings were constructed of dressed stone, while up to that point only

unfired bricks had been used ". 10 "Most of the earlier buildings (in the Marib

area)  were constructed of unburnt bricks, the later ones of stone. The use of
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wood increased; new types of buildings emerged with stone foundations,

wooden beams in the upper storeys and sanctuaries with majestic

gateways" .11

The solid agricultural base of both Saba and its neighbours  is

inextricably  linked  to the  development of  various aspects of stone

technology  and  the  ability to construct  the large sluices and reservoirs

needed to control the periodical floods and divert  water to irrigation

systems  for the large valleys opening out into the desert.  Sediments

found in the Marib oasis show that irrigation in this region started as early

as the third millennium BC. with "massive dams and sluices"12 built in

the second and third millennium .  Indeed, the symbol of the Sabaean

high level of technological and administrative skills is the Marib Dam,

built around  the year 500 BC, and which for a whole millennium,

irrigated an area large enough  to have supported a population of 300,000

people .

Towards the end of the fifth century  BC Karib'il Watar, son of Dhamar

Ali  and the first known expansionist monarch of Saba, ruled over his

neighbours,  dominated Awsan and extended  his influence as far as

Najran, in the Northwest. He took the title of mukarrib , meaning the

"covenant maker", which appears to denote the unifying and holding

together of numerous peoples, a title transmitted to his successors and

eventually transfered to those who defeated and replaced Saba in the

hegemony of South Arabia.

Two generations later Yada'il Darih consolidated Saba's power and was

credited with the building of great temples.  The most important were

those to the god Almaqah (the moon): the temples of Awwan (also known

as Mahram Bilqis) outside Marib together with Sirwah and Ma'rabun/Al

Masjid. His successors saw the  construction of the Marib Dam,  the

expansion of a commercial network across the Red Sea, and  the creation

of permanent colonies in Ethiopia. 

In the year 323 BC, an exploratory voyage around the Peninsula,

ordered by Alexander  the Great, reported Sabaean supremacy , with the

wealth from international trade  deposited  for taxing at the Awwan temple

in Marib. No  other independent states  were mentioned. 
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North of Saba, in the Wadi Jawf,  the state of  Ma'in coexisted with Saba

for several centuries, first as part of its territory, then as a tributary and,

finally, from the end of the third century to the first century BC, as an

independent and prosperous kingdom.  As such  it controlled the northern

part of the trade route along the Hijaz to the caravan terminal at Gaza.

Evidence of trade from  Ma'in has been found  from Ur, in Mesopotamia,

down  to the Mediterranean. The largest towns were the capital, Qarnaw

(also known as Ma'in), Nashq and Yathil, where the impressive remains

are known as Baraqish.

Ma'in was organized as a society of fairly autonomous city-states and

nomad herdsmen.  The population, except for slaves, was  part of the

same tribe - Ma'in  - and paid cult to the god Athar ( the planet Venus).

The  state had theocratic characteristics with the king ruling by divine

authority, although without priestly functions. A consultative council

consisted  of members of the landed aristocracy, providing officials and

magistrates, and a bureaucratic class of   priests  who collected and

administered  the temple revenues obtained  from the taxation of trade. A

similar pattern governed  the towns where  elected mayors  deliberated

with a council of elders. 

Unlike  Saba,  public works - such as fortifications - are  not usually

identified with the king;  but with clans who built  them in lieu of taxes.13

Some are dedicated to the god Almaqah , indicating   submission or

tribute to Saba.

The lack of a strong concentrated authority may explain the

fluctuations of its fortunes and the reason why Ma'in was never a military

power. At any rate,  in the second century BC, Ma'in was a vassal to

Qataban and  remained so until it was re-absorbed  into  the Sabaean

state, during the Himyarite expansion in the first century BC.

Qataban, whose capital, Timna, was also on the incense road, was the

state which, like Hadhramawt, maintained  a long-standing form of

alliance with Saba,  eventually challenging its supremacy. Thus, in the

third century BC, the title of mukarrib  passed from the kings of Saba to

the kings of Qataban. Throughout this and the following century,

Qataban extended southwards as far as the Indian Ocean and, in the

north, threatened  Marib  enough to force it to build fortifications.

The decline of Qataban started in the second century BC.  At the

beginning of the  first century  CE its capital was destroyed by
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Hadhramawt  and the kingdom  became divided between Hadhramawt and

Saba. By the end of the second century CE  it was completely absorbed by

Hadhramawt.

The Hadhramawt, whose capital Shabwa was " a march of 8 days away

from the incense producing region of Sariba" (Pliny) is referred to by Greek

historians from the fourth  century  BC.  At that time it was an ally or

vassal of Saba but in the third century BC, like Ma'in and Qataban, it was

fully independent and  of ascending economic importance due to its

possession of the incense producing territory of Dhofar.

In 25 BC the Romans invaded Southern Arabia through Ma'in and  laid

siege  to  Marib, but they departed defeated  by the impregnability of the

site and the harshness of the environment. This was  the only major

interruption  in the political status of Southern Arabia until  half a

century later  when Hadhramawt took Qataban.

With the first century CE  a new force emerged. The Himyarites, a warrior

branch of the greater Sabaen tribe,  having conquered parts of Saba and

Qataban territory, established  a capital in Dhofar, near  Yarim, in North

Yemen, and  by the end of the second century CE Himyar ranked  in

power  with Saba and Hadhramawt.

At about  this time, the discovery by Greek seamen of the  NW/SE

monsoon and the establishment of a regular sea route between Egypt and

India transfered the importance of the overland routes to  the shipping

lanes of the Indian Ocean and the Red Sea. In South Arabia trade  routes

moved to the Western mountains and the coast;  but  were never again

equal to  their importance in  the past.

Towards the end of the second century CE , Abyssinians and Axumites

took over most of  the Tihama. The kingdom of Saba returned to

campaign against the coastal Abyssinians,  the desert tribes of central

Arabia,  and Hadhramawt whose capital, Shabwa, they destroyed. By the

mid  third century the whole of Yemen was under Sabaean rule. Soon

afterwards  Saba was assimilated with Himyar who thereby  shared South

Arabia  with Hadhramawt whose control stretched between Qataban and

Dhofar. By 295  CE the Himyarite Shammar Yuhar'is was the sole ruler

with the title of "King of Saba and Dhu Raidan and Hadhramawt and

Yamanat" .14

In the fourth century CE Hadhramawt was subjected to Himyaritic rule;
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the first breach of the Marib dam was recorded;  the dedications to the god

Almaqah, in the Awwam temple, ceased; the cult of astral deities declined

and the first mention was made of "Rahmanan, Lord of Heavens and

Earth",  indicating  the adoption by the Himyarite state of a supreme, if

not sole, deity. Christianity  then made  its appearance, with a missionary,

Theophilus , sent by the Roman Emperor Constantius II to the Himyarite

court, and communities settled in Dhofar and the Roman emporium of

Aden. Jews, whose presence in Yemen  is legendarily associated with the

visit of the Queen of Saba to Solomon, were first mentioned at the end of

the fourth century  CE and Judaism was adopted  two centuries later by

some monarchs.

The  Sabaean-Himyarite hegemony reaches its peak in the first quarter

of the fifth  century CE,  with the king  taking the title of "King of Saba

and Dhu Raidan and Hadhramawt and Yamanat and his Arabs in the

Highlands and on the Coast".15 But by the middle of the century the Marib

dam  was breached again, repaired and damaged once more. Meanwhile  a

Christian community flourished in Najran and the Ethiopian presence and

influence expanded.

In 517  CE  the last Himyarite ruler, a Jewish convert, Yusuf As'ar Yat'ar,

(better known as Dhu Nawas ) came to power. He  expelled the Ethiopians

and fought the Christians culminating in the siege and massacre of Najran

(518) which ultimately caused  his downfall. Retaliation came in 523  by

way of an Abyssinian invasion supported by a Byzantine fleet. Dhu Nawas

was killed and Southern Arabia became a vassal of Ethiopia. 

In 542, the Marib dam  was breached yet  again.  The Ethiopian

governor, Abraha, styled himself king five years later and, at the end of his

reign, embarked on a disastrous expedition to Mecca.  The last inscription

dating the Himyarite era is from 554 CE and marks the collapse of the

South Arabian civilization, undermined by internal strife, incapable of

maintaining  the irrigation systems and impotent in the face of the

declining overland incense trade.

In the last quarter of the  sixth century the Persians sent an army of

800 convicts to help the Himyarites drive the Abyssinians out of Yemen -

and in consequence  the century  ended with Yemen as  a  Sassanid

satrapy. The Marib dam was by then finally ruined for ever and the oases

it irrigated  began reverting  to desert. 
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2.3 - Pre-industrial

Yemen and Islam

In 628  CE,  six  years after the Hijra, the satrap Badhan converted to

Islam. At about  the same time  a clan from the Tihama joined the Prophet

in Madina. Two years later, mosques were erected at Al Janad and in

Sana'a, by envoys of Muhammad. Despite  a period of revolt against both

Persians and Hijazis, aimed at  local political and religious autonomy, the

process of Islamisation was irreversible. A generation later,  under the first

Caliph, Abu Bakr, the consolidation of Islam in Yemen  was complete.

Yemen began by being divided into two religious provinces, centered on

Sana'a and Al Janad, followed by Aden and Zabid. Until the early

Abbasids  (mid eight century) governors were appointed by the Caliph and

posted in Sana'a, Al Janad and the Hadhramawt. However, as the

caliphate moved northwards, central control became increasingly

ineffectual. Yemen, with its rugged geography and turbulent tribes, was a

fertile ground  for the development of separatist dynasties, both colonial

and indigenous  as well as  of sectarian versions of both the Sunni and the

Shiite adoptions.

After the early centuries of Islamic rule, Sunnism in Yemen took the

form of the Shafi' school,  being introduced to the country early in the10th

century CE.  Notwithstanding  territorial occupation by other factions, the

Shafi' school was fully vigorous  from the  11th century onwards,

particularly in the southern half of the country and later in the Tihama. 

Shiism, whose main branch did not persist for long,  took two

predominant forms. One was Zaydism, whose first imam in Yemen  arrived

at  Sa'da towards  the end of the ninth century  (897) to found a rule that

was to last continuously through extreme variations of power and

territory, until 1962. The other was Ismailism whose missionaries reached

Yemen at about the same time and eventually created the conditions for

the emergence of the local Fatimid dynasties. The Fatimids  gained

importance during  the  11th century but after the end of the 12th century

they were decimated by both Sha'fis and Zaydis and reduced to the small

pockets that remain today, in the mountains of Haraz and Manakha. 

Thus  Zaydi and Shafi' survived as the major sects, associated

geographically with  the  political and social distinctions between "North"

and "South".16

Introduction, page 20
ISLAMISATION

16Golvin:84 estimates the proportion of Zaydi, Shafi' and Isma'ili  in the early 'eighties at 55%, 45%
and 5% of the population.



Colonisations and Autonomy 

The earliest separatist moves in Islamic Yemen can be traced to the years

822 , when  a  state  with the capital in the coast and  led by a colonial

ruler was formed;  and    847  which saw the creation  of a  highland  state

under  an indigenous  leader.

Earlier in 818 the caliph in Baghdad had sent an army under the

command of Muhammad b. Ziyad to supress a revolt in the Tihama and

create an Abbasid stronghold  to  sustain that  in Sana'a.  Ibn Ziyad

founded the city of Zabid; but  ceased to pay more than nominal allegiance

to the caliph and  instead  proceeded  to carve a realm for himself and his

descendants which briefly held most of Southern Arabia. At the turn of the

millennium, the Zyadi dynasty eventually controlled only the Tihama and

the foothills. Thereafter for almost two centuries this area was  occupied

by  locally developed  dynasties, first  the Najahids, and  then the

Sulaymanis  in Northern Tihama and the Mahdis  in Southern  Tihama.

In 847, a family from nearby Shibam (Kawkaban), led by Yufir b. Abd Al

Rahman Al Hiwali, overthrew the Abbasid governor in Sana'a thus ending

what was but nominal foreign rule in Yemen. The Yufirids  fought the

Banu Ziyad and at times dominated   much of the mountain territory,

from Sa'da to Al Janad. The 150 year span of their history was constantly

troubled, first by internecine fighting and later by the pressures of

emerging neighbouring powers: the Zaydis, from the North and the

Isma'ilis from the South.

The Northern tribes of Najran and Sa'da had always repelled any external

interference in their frequent and long lasting quarrels. Finally, in 897,

they called  in an outside mediator. The choice fell on  Yahya b. Husayn Al

Hadi ila'l Haqq.  He was originally a shariff from Madina, descended from

'Ali and Fatima's son, Husayn, through his grandson, Zayd  b. Ali,

considered to be the first imam of the Shiite sect that bears his name.  Al

Hadi, as he is  commonly known, settled in Sa'da and founded a Zaydi

imammate.

From time to time his rule  was extended from Najran to Sana'a, which

he disputed with both Yufirids and Isma'ilis. Later, Zaydism became firmly

rooted in the Upper Yemen, north of Dhamar, from where,  for short

periods, it ruled most of Southern Arabia, consolidating, eleven  centuries

later, on the territory  that  became the Yemen Arab Republic.
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One of the constitutional problems of Zaydism derived  from the fact

that the imamate was not necessarily a hereditary position but could be

claimed by any male descendant of Ali and Fatima, so long as he fullfilled

the requisites  of superior religious knowledge, soundness of limb and

readiness to wage jihad (holy war). Problems of succession were  therefore

frequent, either because candidates entered into self defeating

competition or because none appeared,  leaving  the  power void  to be

filled  by  a tribal  leader.

In 881  two  Ismaili missionaries arrived in Yemen from Iraq, in search of

territory for the establishment of a Fatimid  state. One, Ibn Hawshab, later

called  "Mansur Al Yemen", found quarters in the Miswar mountains,

west of Sana'a; and the other, Ali b. Al Fadhl Al Jayshani - a Yemeni

convert - went southeast, to Yafi country. They soon rallied support and

dominated  enough territory to threaten the ruling dynasties, particularly

the Yufirids whose control of Sana'a they challenged at various times.

Although Mansur Al Yemen continued loyal to the Fatimid imam, Ali Al

Fadhl set himself  up independently,  after 20 years of conquest. 

After the death of both men, their followers were defeated and

dispersed; but in the early 11th century, another  missionary befriended

and endoctrinated Ali b. Muhammad Al Sulayhi, the son of an orthodox

judge in Haraz. Al Sulahy rose to arms and soon dominated the Northern

half of the country, including  Sana'a, which he made his capital. He

reigned over most of Yemen, but acknowledged vassalage to the Fatimid

caliph in Cairo.  His son  later succeded him but soon abdicated in favour

of his wife, Queen Arwa bint Ahmad.  In about 1087 she transfered the

capital to Dhu Jibla which had  recently  been established in  the

southern mountains, near Ibb.  Queen Arwa became one of the legendary

figures of Yemeni political folklore , having  her name associated  with

major works such as the Friday mosque at Jibla. She had no descendants

and the Sulayhid dynasty, died with her, in 1138. 

The end of the Fatimids in the Southern Highlands was accelerated by

the intense proselytising of the Shafi', whose doctrinal structure was  more

acceptable  to the peasants than either Isma'ilism or Zaydism. The

Fatimids continued in the Zurayid dynasty in Aden,  which came to power

at the same time as Queen Arwa, and ended with the arrival of the

Ayyubids, less than a century later.

Part of Sulahyd territory went to the hands of Hatim b. Al Ghashim a

leader of the Hamdan tribes north of Sana'a, said to have Fatimid

sympathies. After the death of Queen Arwa's representative in Sana'a,  he
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took the city and styled himself sultan. The Hamdani or Hatim sultans

secured part of North Yemen for most of the 12th century remaining  in

permanent dispute with the Zaydi imam,  until the Ayybid  invasion.

Thus, in the last quarter of the 12th century, the situation in Yemen could

be described as an unstable  patchwork of petty states  fighting against

each other for territory and the imposition of their individual doctrinal

principles . 

Then,  in 1173,  a large Ayyubid army,  mainly composed of Kurds and

Turks and commanded by Saladin's brother, Turanshah, came from Egypt

and invaded Yemen. With the initial support of the Sulaymani they

proceeded to defeat the Mahdis in the Tihama, then the Zurahids of Aden,

and  finally ocupied all the former Fatimid territory  as far as Dhamar

where they met  strong resistance from the north. The control of Sana'a

continued to be disputed  not only  between Zaydis  and  Hamdanis but

now  also by  Ayyubids.

In the century and a half that followed, the  strong administration  of   the

Ayyubids managed  to unify and rule a territory  extending from the

Tihama to the southern half of the country which was also the area where

Sunnism had prevailed under the  adopted  Shafi' school. Only the

northern mountains including the area of influence around Sana'a, were

dominated  by  Zaydism and its solid ly supportive  tribes. The way was

thereby paved for the development of  a "golden age",  the  first in more

than a millennium since pre-islamic times. 

In the first quarter of the 13th century  the Ayybid ruler in Yemen

appointed  a Rasulid emir, Nur Al Din 'Umar, as his deputy  and left for

Egypt, dying on his way  there. In  a few years Nur Al Din was ruling

independently of the  Cairo Ayybids,  thus  originating  the dynasty known

as the Rasulids.  

The Rasulids set  up their capital in Taiz and extended their control  for

a time to Sana'a, but not for long, and never farther north. Instead, their

unified rule developped  eastwards through Hadhramawt to Dhofar and

contributed to a large extent to the  country's polarisation  later described

by such terminologies as "Upper Yemen" and "Lower Yemen".17

It could also be said that they were favoured by the world  political

climate. The forces that had intervened in the area, from Baghdad and

Egypt were now too busy fighting the Crusaders and then the Mongols.
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Those that would appear later -  the Portuguese and the Turks - were still

in formation, and their arrival was to be well past the end of the Rasulid

state.

Under Rasulid rule, trade revived and agriculture improved but  taxes on

the peasants were heavy. The Rasulid house is identified with prosperity

and cultural brilliance, and, for the first time in Islamic Yemen, significant

buildings appear systematically associated with the name of the rulers.

Although much has been destroyed, what remains offers  eloquent

testimony  to the quality of their achievements,  the mosques in Taiz

being a typical example. 

The decline of the Rasulids follows a familiar pattern: restless Zaydis,

revolting Mamluks, internal  power struggles  and plague. Their end came

formally in 1454 when the emir in Aden surrendered to the Tahirids.

The  Tahirids were originally tribesmen  from the area of Juban and Al

Miqranah, south of Rada',  of the Shafi' school of Sunnism. They  took

over the territory left by the Rasulids with whom they had previously been

in tutelage and continued similar policies, apparently being more

interested in consolidating their positions in the Tihama and the South

than in confronting the Zaydis. Their capital was seasonally in Rada' and

Zabid. They are   also  associated    with the development of agriculture

and of major  constructions  in Rada' and  Juban.

The end of Tahirid rule was due to the arrival of the Portuguese in the

Indian Ocean, and the pretext it provided for  the Circassian Mamluks to

invade from the North through the Hijaz and create  an  operational base

in Yemen.  It is generally agreed that the refusal of the last Tahirid ruler to

supply the Mamluk fleet which arrived at Kamaran in 1515 precipitated

his downfall. Supplied instead by the Zaydi in the North, the Mamluks

defeated the Tahirids in Zabid with a combined force that included

Ottoman soldiers with muskets and cannons,  It was the first time  that

firearms were used in Yemen.  The Mamluks followed the Tahirid  sultan

through Taiz and Al Miqranah, taking each in their  sweep  and eventually

conquering  Sana'a  where he was captured and killed.

The Zaydis, however, once the Tahirids were defeated, turned against

the Mamluks who now  threatened  in closer ground.The following  twenty

years saw the Zaydi Immamate consolidating  in the north and expanding

in the   Sunni south, where no leadership existed.

The Ottoman Turks who,  meanwhile, had defeated the Mamluks of Egypt
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and proclaimed themselves inheritors of the Islamic Caliphate, sent a fleet

against the Portuguese which arrived at Kamaran in 1538. In the ensuing

decade it captured the eastern and southeastern coast of the Peninsula,

Aden, Taiz and Sana'a.  The Zaydis were unable to  oppose their advance,

entangled as they were in  the usual  succession problems.

The Ottoman  rule has been described as  brutal and harsh  and it

eventually created sufficient  motivation to  unite Zaydis and Sha'fis in

common cause. The resistance began in 1590  led  by Al Mansur Billah Al

Qasim, who, seven years later was to be elected imam. In 1608 Qassim

installed himself in Sana'a - the first imam to make the city his capital -

and from it he  waged the war against the Ottomans, continued  by

Muayyad, his son and successor.

In 1636, the   Ottoman Turks, afflicted also by  attacks in the Balkans

and the Mediterranean, withdrew from Yemen and in twenty years

Muayyad was able to extend his sovereignity to virtually  all the former

Himyarite territory, as far east as Dhofar.

However, in the century that followed, the imams  again lost  control of

theTihama - which had fallen into  the hands of the shariff of Abu Arish -

and the  eastern regions including Lahij  and Aden which declared

themselves independent .

The British, who had first visited the area  in Imam Qassim's days, (1608),

had, throughout the 18th century established trading posts on the coast

along with the Dutch, and  by the last quarter of the 18th century were in

firm control of the coffee trade.18

After  the  arrival  of Napoleon in Egypt and his victory over the

Mamluk sultans, the British  occupied    the  Perim island in the Bab Al

Mandab and installed  themselves in  Aden, at the invitation of its sultan

to prevent   the French reaching the Indian Ocean.  Treaties of friendship

and commerce were thereafter made   with the sultan of Aden for the

following 40 years. The Zaydi imam also supported the British in Mocha,

where they were permitted  to build a hospital.

At the beginning  of the 19th century a new force emerged. The Wahhabis,

led by the Saud family, swept through North and Central Arabia and

entered Yemen from Northern Tihama.  Supported by the Abu Arish

shariffs and the Hashid and Bakil tribes, they took Hodeida and  marched

on Sana'a which they successfully attacked.
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The Wahhabi threat resulted in the sending of an expedition by

Muhammad Ali, the viceroy of the Ottomans in Egypt, under the command

of his son, Ibrahim Pasha (1818). In the course of the following 15 years

the Wahhabis were defeated, Mocha  was taken. and the Imam was

restored to power under promise of tribute.

In 1839 the British, pressured by the need to install a  steamship

coaling station and unable to  negotiate to this effect with the sultan, took

over Aden and  began their political control of the area. 

By the middle of the century the situation in the interior was utterly

chaotic.  Ibrahim Pasha's troops left Yemen in 1840, tribal leaders fought

for independence and the Imam fought with the shariff of Abu Arish for

the Tihama,  asking in vain for  help from the British.

In 1849  the Turks re-entered the scene. They expelled the Abu Arish, re-

installed the Imam to rule as their vassal over the highlands  and

remained, for  seventy years, in shared control of South Arabia with the

British.

The Turks  laid  the rudiments of a civil and military administration

but they were just as unpopular  this time as before and soon they had  to

deal with rebellious tribes. In the south, these  were allied with the

British; in the north, the imam  Muhammad  b. Yahya Hamid Ad Din,

elected  in 1891 with the name of Mansur Al Yemen,  started an uprising

that, once again, united  Zaydis and  coastal  Shafis in common cause.

Nevertheless,  between 1902 and 1904 the Turks and the British defined

territories, establishing a boundary that remained for nearly ninety years

as evidence of  political separation based on foreign interests. 

In 1904, Yahya, son of Mansur Al Yemen and married  to the sister of the

powerful shaykh of the Hashid tribes, defeated internal opposition,

became Imam and continued to fight the Turks until  peace was made in

the  1913  Treaty of Da'an.  The agreement  was that the Imam ruled freely

over Zaydi areas, the Ottomans retained control of the Tihama, and an

intermediate area remained  under shared administration.

This treaty legitimized the Zaydi claim to rule after the Ottomans left in

1919, but it also ratified the division of the country in two and emphasised

what were  mostly nominal differences between Zaydis and Sha'fis thus

undoing  the unifying  results of the shared liberation struggle.19 Yet   the

Imam's efforts to unify the country represented not only  the proclamation

of the Imamate  but  the foundation of a nation,  the first fully

independent country among the modern Arab states.
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During  the first World War the confrontation between the Turks and the

British  resulted in the former's invasion of the areas of Lahij and Aden. In

reaction to the Yemenis' support of the Turks, the British assisted   the

Idrisi  in the capture of Asir and the possession of Hodeida.After the war

the British accord with the sultan of Aden was renewed   and  continued

until 1954.

Between 1920 and 1930 Yahya fought to extend his borders into territory

occupied by the British and the Saudi. By 1930 he had managed to secure

his position in the Tihama against rebellious local tribes and the Idrisi

shaykhs who were now suppported by the Saudis.His efforts to expand

southwards were  however checked by the British with whom he

eventually  signied  the  1934  Treaty of Sana'a . In the same year he lost

the war against the Saudis for the possession of Asir and Najran  to which

he laid  claim as part of the first Imam's realm, and .was forced to sign

the Treaty of Taif, according to which those territories would continue

under Saudi control for  the next  40 years.

These two treaties curtailed the imam's pretension to control the whole

of South Arabia and established  the borders of the nation that entered

the modern international scene, notwithstanding his own conviction that

historical injustice had been done.20

Yahya relied on a system of hostages to ensure the support of the

tribes; and  imposed Zaydi officials on the Shafi' areas. But as much as he

could  he ruled  without  foreign influence and help.  Unlike  the other

countries of Arabia, which, before the discovery of oil, had to rely on

British support, Yemen was self sufficient.  Yahya was suspicious of the

price to be paid,  in terms of his country 's independence, for the

assistance  of the major powers.21 He did, nevertheless, sign pacts and

treaties with both western and Arab countries (Yemen was a founding

member of the League of the Arab States in 1945 and joined the UN in

1947). In doing so he  was  seeking  mainly  military help and training to

secure  his tenuous hold on his own territory,  now compressed between

the growing power of the Saudis in the North and the British in the South.

Towards the end of his rule, he faced opposition both  from  Yemenis

educated abroad  who voiced  their desire for modernisation and  the

conservative Zaydis  who reacted  to his  declared intention of securing

Introduction, page 27
IMAM YAHYA

20 Wenner :67  reports that a 1940 Yemeni school textbook divided Yemen into three areas:
Independent Yemen; Asir (under Saudi occupation); and Hadhramawt and Oman (under British
occupation).
21 Burrowes:87 quotes Yahya´s legendary statement that he'd "rather eat straw" than compromise
Yemen´s independence.



succession  through his son, Ahmad,  rather than by the operation of

traditional  electoral procedures. 

Yahya was murdered  in 1948 following a blundered coup  led  by the

Free Yemenis, a group of the Zaydi and Shafi' elites, exiled in Aden, who,

although not radical revolutionaries, wanted a more liberal form of

government.

Ahmad, Yahya's son was warned , left  Taiz, where he was governor, and

went to the family stronghold,  Hajja, from where  he rallied the support of

the tribes.  The coup was crushed, Sana'a  was sacked  and Ahmad

became the Imam, setting  up his capital in Taiz.

Ahmad  had better relations  with the Shafi' than had his father.  He

appointed some  to high positions and even led prayers in the Shafi' way.

In other respects  he  insulated himself  from his subjects even more than

Yahya had  done but,   on the other hand,  he was more open to contacts

with the foreign world. Machinery and technical assistance were imported

(the Soviets built the harbour in Hodeida and the Chinese the Hodeida-

Sana'a road), and more students were sent abroad.  The consequences  of

these  timid overtures  were those  that both he and his father feared,

namely  growing  dissatisfaction with the regime and attempts at radical

change. In 1955 there was a tentative coup,  supported by his brothers

and led by his chief of staff whose failure  mirrored that of  his  own

father's time. The swift help of his son,  Muhammad Al Badr, determined

the outcome  and confirmed Ahmad's decision to make  Al Badr his

successor. However  the Zaydi conservative faction considered that he was

not qualified and remained  averse to the notion of hereditary rather than

elected leadership.

In 1962 Ahmad died and, for a week,  Al Badr succeeded him. On 26

September, general Abd Allah Al Sallal, who had been trained in Iraq in

Yahya's time, led a coup and proclaimed the Republic. Al Badr managed to

escape and organize resistance based on the northern tribes and the

support of Saudi Arabia. The republicans were supported by Egypt. In this

way a civil war  began that lasted until 1970 and  made  Yemen  the battle

ground  for  wider  interests elsewhere in the modern Arab world. 

The Republican Revolution in Yemen affected events south of the border.

The British had been consolidating  their position there  since the 1930s

in the expectation  of governing by some form of local power  under their

protection and control. Their efforts to impose an administrative system
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over the fragile,  but functional, local structure, were, according to some

commentators,22 responsible, together with the expectations brought by

the development of trade and communications, for the social and political

unrest that occurred   during the fifties. In the interior regions, British

efforts to make a federation of the various local rulers met with resistance

openly  supported  by Imam Ahmad in  North Yemen, who continued  his

old claim on a territory governed by the Imams two centuries earlier, and

by Egypt and the Arab League who did not  favour a possible increase of

British influence in the region.

In Aden the fifties were years of strikes and industrial unrest. By then, a

labouring  class had  been formed, based on workers  at the harbour and

the refinery.  Two major anti-British groups appeared - the South Arabian

League  and the Trades Union Congress (TUC) with a political wing  in the

People's Socialist Party. 

Coincidentally, on the  day of the Republican Revolution  in North

Yemen the  British made  the agreement to have Aden join the Federation

of South Arabia, but the situation in  the North  changed the  possible

outcome of these plans. On 14 October 1963, the National Liberation

Front (NLF), which had been working underground, moved into  the open

declaring their intention of expelling the British by force.

Violence increased  both in Aden and in the interior, as  the

negotiations for  independence were made   conditional on  a defence

agreement  securing British bases in Aden. The intensification of political

assassination and the strenghtening of the position of the NLF forced the

British  to let the Federation collapse  and they left  without finalising any

agreements on 29 November 1967 . At midnight the People's Republic of

South Yemen was declared  by the  Marxist/Leninist National Front.

In North Yemen, the Egyptians  had left a month earlier, in the

aftermath of the June 1967 War with Israel, demoralized  by a fight where

losses seemed to outweight gains .
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2.4 - Post Revolution

The year 1970  was a milestone for  both North and South Yemen. In the

South, the National Front government adopted a radical stance

promulgating a new constitution and changing the name of the country  to

the "People's Democratic Republic of Yemen." In the North, the Civil War

was ended by the terms of a  "Reconciliation" upon which  Royalists and

Republicans formed a government and issued a Constitution for the

Yemen Arab Republic.

In the Y.A.R. government control of the territory was both partial and

precarious  for a few years,  due, in the north,  to pockets of tribal

resistance to the Republican Government and,  in the south,  to

continuous disputes along the southern border, involving the governments

and dissidents of  both countries thereby opening the way for profound

changes.

Referring to the period before the Revolution, one commentator

reported  " The lack of a school system meant that there were few literate

people and almost none with a secular, modern education. A government

and public administration in the usual sense did not exist. There was no

local currency or banking system, almost no health facilities, electricity,

potable water & sewage systems, as modern communications.

Transportation was largely on the backs of people and animals; many parts

of the country were isolated from the rest ".23

The first indications  of western techology  had appeared just a few  years

before the Revolution. In 1955  there was a limited number of  official

radio posts; a public electricity  supply had    begun in Taiz two years after

being installed in the Imam's palace; but the number of motor vehicles

totalled three jeeps left by the Turks and owned by the Imam.24 There

were practicaly no roads except  what remained of the Turkish military

network.  In  1960  the first electricity bills  appeared in  Sana'a;  the

Sana'a-Hodeida road., built by the Chinese, opened in 1961. At the

outbreak of the Civil War the situation was not  very  different. In 1962

two additional electricity generators had been installed in  Sana'a and by

1963 Taiz  had  piped water.

The Egyptians were the agents  for the widespread introduction of,
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among other things, radios, cars and reinforced concrete construction -

particularly  in the Hodeida/ Taiz/ Sana'a triangle.  In other spheres they

contributed to  the organisation of  the government into   ministries and

prepared  the first  physical planning  layouts and public works projects.

Even during the troubled times of the Civil War  the measures taken by

the Republican Government gradually   opened  the way for the changes

that followed   the Reconciliation  particularly after the mid seventies.  In

1964 a national currency (the Yemeni Ryial) was introduced  to replace the

old Maria Theresa thaler and the first National Budget was  set.  In 1966

the Central Planning Organization was  created as a national planning

agency and in  1968 the first textile factory was opened by the Chinese in

Sana'a. In 1970 the University of Sana'a was officially inaugurated; 1973

saw the opening of the  Russian built cement factory in Bajil and the

begining of the construction of Sana'a International Airport. Between 1971

and 1986 the generation of electricity increased  from 19 MW, and limited

to  the three main cities,  to a 435 MW  nominal nationwide coverage.25 A

thermal  generating plant began production in Hodeida in 1981 and, three

years later, in Mocha. At the end of the  eighties electricity was being

exported to South Yemen.  

The increase  in motor vehicles  is indicated  by the annual number of

licence plates issued for private cars:26 from 736 plates in 1971,  to  nearly

5000 new plates in 1976,    peaking  in 1986  with 20,300 plates   of

which more than 9000  were in Sana'a alone.  

The road network  expanded accordingly.  In 1961 the only motor road

was the asphalted Sana'a - Hodeida road (226 kms). In 1973, there were

1016 kms of roads 430 of which asphalted;  in 1988  the figures were

3900 km and 2370 km, respectively.  Furthermore, many tracks were

opened by local initiative giving motorized access to most  villages. 

Other indicators could be quoted, such as the use of telephones  (800

subscribers in 1962; 3,810 in 1971; 87,500 in 1988; and 120,000

estimated in 1993) and television (experimental broadcasts limited to

Sana'a began in 1976;  countrywide colour coverage, ten years later). The

evolution of the economic profile,expressed in terms of contributions to the

GDP  evinces the radical shift from a society solely based on agriculture to

one where, more than  manufacturing , it  was  service industry  that

achieved the most representative growth.

Foreign aid, whether in terms of money, expertise or labour was
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conspicuous in this process. The Chinese and the Eastern block had a

pionneer role but were immediately followed by a multitude  of bilateral

aid programmes from Western European countries, the U.N., World Bank

and the Arab neighbours - particularly  the Saudis and Kuwaitis who

played a major  role .

In June 1974 a bloodless coup -  popularly known as the "Correction

Coup" - took place, and its leader, Colonel Ibrahim Al

Hamdi became President of a new  government introducing a form of

"correction" from the heavy dependence on Saudi Arabia favoured  by the

previous  government.27

Al Hamdi soon became a popular figure. He appeared as a skillful

dealer both  with domestic forces and the pressures of Yemen's

neighbours. His image was  that of a leader genuinely interested in

national independence without isolation. He also encouraged  issues such

as development planning and the strenghening of the economy, and

contributed to  the  notion of  Central Government  being associated with

the intention of producing some social benefit rather than being  merely

an instrument  for taxation and military mobilization.  He was also

credited with the  impetus given to the Local Development Associations,

which were instrumental for infrastructural development in the

countryside. 

In 1977, the day before he was to leave for talks with the government of

South Yemen, Al Hamdi was killed in mysterious circumstances. His

successor, Ahmad Al Ghashmi, whom many suspected  of being  involved

in the murder plot and who sympathised  with Saudi Arabia, was also

assassinated, less than a year later, by a letterbomb, allegedly of South

Yemeni origin. The next president, Ali Abdallah Salih, a protege of Al

Ghashmi's, started his mandate in 1978  in very unfavourable  terms.

Yet, according to early indicators, the decade or more that followed

proved to be  the most constructive period since the Civil War. The

government  promoted public works and  public services. Salih survived

plots and managed to balance conflicting internal forces and external

pressures and create some kind of national conscience, from the

traditional  contradictory influences.

The rest of Arabia had gained  greater wealth due to the mid 'seventies

increase in oil prices. This meant  increased Yemeni migrant labour  so

that the  receipts from emigrants grew considerably and became an

accountable national resource. The discovery of oil was officially
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announced in 1984, the first refinery started in 1986, with a  pipeline to

the coast  two years later. Although modest by its neighbours standards,

the production of oil in Yemen was sufficient to promise a radical shift

towards the future prosperity  of the country.

At the international level, contacts were being diversified and  the

'eighties ended  with Yemen joined  to Iraq, Jordan and Egypt in an

economic and defence alliance, The Arab Cooperation Council.28

The negotiations with South Yemen were resumed and  North  Yemen

acted as a mediator in the aftermath of the internecine struggle that had

affected that country since1986. Finally, the USSR having withdrawn from

South Yemen following perestroika, the way was clear for the Unification

of North with South Yemen wich was formalised  on 22 May 1990. This

culminated  the resolution  of  a political  problem wich many observers

considered  difficult if not  impossible. Salih became the president and   Ali

Salim Al Baydh,  the president of  South Yemen, the vice-president of the

Yemen Republic.  Sana'a  remained the capital, with Aden the main  port.

In June 1991  a referendum on the new constitution  of  the Yemen

Republic   was passed  by  an overwhelming majority.  Elections were

scheduled for November 1992 but  took place only in April 1993

apparently due to need of preparation in polling procedures. The elections,

considered exemplary notwithstanding isolated incidents, voted a multi-

party democracy  where the current presidential leadership was confirmed

although balanced by a significant representation of the opposition parties

involved.29 Subsequent events, however, contradicted the optimistic

outlook of this time and, one year later, violent confrontations between

adepts of Sa´lih and Al Baydh  brought another civil war to the country.30
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