
Thursday, December 19, 2019
Fe a t u r e s

Established 1961 22
L i f e s t y l e

Women play billiards during a local championship at a sports hall in Yemen’s capital Sanaa on Dec 16, 2019. — AFP photos

Worshippers light candles as they celebrate Saint Barbara’s Day
at the Greek Orthodox Church of Saint Barbara.

A Greek Orthodox Christian woman prepares a pot of
“Barbara”.

Stirring a giant vat in a village in the Israeli-occupied
West Bank, Palestinian Christian Maryam Salem
prepares a special festive dish - not for Christmas,

but the St Barbara’s Day festival. It is celebrated every
Dec 17 in Aboud, which residents believe is the last resting
place of Saint Barbara, a third century woman killed for
refusing to renounce her Christian faith. The special
dessert, named after Barbara and given to hundreds of
people, looks a little like rice pudding but includes wheat,
anise, fennel, cinnamon, almonds, raisins and sugar.

Salem says it takes several days to prepare, starting
with soaking the wheat for 24 hours.  “We cook it and
gradually add the rest of the ingredients and keep stirring
until the ingredients are well mixed,” said Salem, who has
been preparing the dish for the festivities for 12 years. The
exact details of Barbara’s story are disputed but the leg-
end of the story is well-known.

The beautiful daughter of a pagan born in the third
century, she secretly converted to Christianity. Once her
father found out she fled but was eventually caught. Her

furious father murdered her but was struck by lightning
and died shortly after. The pastor of Aboud’s Greek
Orthodox Church, Father Emmanuel Awwad, said some
accounts suggest the final scenes took place in the village,
while others placed them in the city of Baalbek in modern
day Lebanon.

Bagpipes 
Celebrations began before sunset on Monday, with a

special prayer held in the church in the village center.
Afterwards the clergy and local residents, both Christian
and Muslim, marched through the village down streets
flanked by olive trees and cactuses, while a group of
scouts played bagpipes and drums. The march culminated
at the saint’s tomb, located on a rocky hill where on a clear
day you can see through Israeli territory to the
Mediterranean Sea.

There families and visitors lit candles in the darkened
room in honor of the saint. “We ascend to the tomb with a
march befitting the saint’s standing and greatness as a
martyr,” Awwad said. He said the march was “affirming
their affiliation to the land,” referencing Israeli attempts to
take control of the area.

More than 400,000 Israelis live in West Bank settle-
ments, considered illegal under international law, alongside
2.7 million Palestinians. Hanna Khoury, head of the village
council, recalled how in 2002 during the Palestinian intifa-
da, or uprising, Israeli forces blew up the site under the
pretext it was being “used to prepare for commando oper-
ations”. The army later apologized, saying it had not real-
ized the religious significance of the site.

Muslims also eat the Barbara dish after a six-day fast
and on other occasions, noted Hamzah Al-Aqrabawi, a
researcher in Palestinian heritage. “Barbara is a popular
ritual that Palestinian peasants have had for 2,000 years,”
he said. Eight-year-old Riad Zaarour was wrapped in a
traditional Palestinian kuffiyeh, or scarf, as he waited for
the dish. “The best thing in the festival is Barbara. We eat it
and celebrate. I feel happy.” — AFP 

The Yemeni capital Sanaa hosted its first women’s
pool tournament this week since its takeover by
Shiite rebels plunged the country into a devastating

war. Organized by the women’s section of the Yemeni bil-
liard sports federation, the tournament drew 16 partici-
pants, most of them in their 20s, ready to challenge the
taboos of a deeply patriarchal society. Some wore the
niqab, a black veil showing only the eyes, others wore a

headscarf over their hair. 
“Hail to the women that have taken this step despite

the circumstances that we are in because of the war,”
said women’s section head Balqees Husein Rifaat. She
said the rebel administration had not opposed the tour-
nament but rather “encourages” women to take part “in
all fields, including sports and politics”. Balqees said
Yemeni society had opened up a little but acknowledged

there were still many families that refused to allow their
women to take part in sports. “Everyone knows that
women are half of society. How am I half a society if I’m
hiding at home?” 

Even before the war, Yemen was by far the Arab
world’s poorest country. The United Nations says the
conflict between the rebels and a Saudi-led coalition
supporting the beleaguered government has since creat-

ed the world’s worst humanitarian crisis. According to the
UN children’s organization UNICEF, more than 40 per-
cent of Yemeni girls are married before the age of 15 and
three-quarters by 18. The UN Population Fund says the
incidence of child marriage has risen since the war erupt-
ed in 2014. — AFP 

Ayear since bread prices tripled overnight, sparking
protests in the Sudanese town of Atbara, residents
say bakeries are producing more loaves than the

town can eat. In was in the dusty streets of the central
town on the banks of the River Nile that Sudanese demon-
strators held their first rallies against the government’s
decision. The authorities quickly reversed the move, but it
was too late.

The protests swept across the African nation and by
April, they had toppled veteran autocrat Omar Al-Bashir,
in power for three decades. Four months later, after pro-
tracted talks with the country’s military rulers, protesters
and activists won a deal to set up a transitional govern-
ment and pave the way for civilian rule. 

This week in Atbara, residents will celebrate the gains
of their revolution. “There are no problems concerning
bread anymore,” said 45-year-old Magdy Mohammed
Ahmed. He blamed the crisis on “mismanagement during
the previous regime”. “Now every family can get the
amount of bread they want and bakeries in town produce
more than the citizens of the town need,” he said.

To mark the anniversary, the Alliance for Freedom and
Change protest umbrella group will send a train from
Khartoum, recalling those that carried thousands of pro-
testers to the capital at key moments during the uprising.
Bashir’s government had long subsidized fuel, bread and
several other staples. But this was a heavy burden on pub-
lic finances in a country hit by US sanctions and the loss of
oil revenues since South Sudan gained its independence.
In Dec 2018, authorities raised the official price of a 70-

gram loaf from one Sudanese pound to three, prompting a
rush on bakeries and long queues for bread - sparking the
rallies that marked the beginning of the end for Bashir.

‘Proud of our government’ 
Today in Atbara, bread is no longer a hot topic and

there are no more queues outside the bakeries. “Before the
revolution we suffered a lot. Our revolution solved the
(bread) problem for our town,” Noujd el-Shelali, a 35-
year-old agricultural engineer. “We are proud of this gov-
ernment. This is our government.” Bread is so plentiful that
to ensure that everyone gets their fill, residents have set up
a citizens’ committee to distribute it.

“Now we monitor everything, the distribution of flour,
the bakeries, the manufacturing of bread inside the bak-
eries and the selling of bread to the citizens,” said commit-
tee member Imad Abdel Hafez. He said a member of the
committee is present round the clock at bakeries to ensure
that everything runs smoothly. Thanks to this system, said
Heba Alaa Allah, “we said goodbye to the bread crisis in
Atbara”. 

But the young woman, wearing a traditional veil, said
prices of other food items such as meat, fruit and veg-
etable are still too high. Protest leader Said Ahmed
Mokhtar said he hoped this would be resolved soon. “The
people are still suffering,” said the 60-year-old. “But still
there is a possibility to solve all these problems because
we have the revolution.” — AFP 

Greek Orthodox Christians prepare “Barbara” dishes, a sweet
rice pudding made of whole grain wheat and fruit, as they com-
memorate Saint Barbara’s Day in the village of Aboud in the
Israeli-occupied West Bank on Dec 16, 2019. — AFP photos

Sudanese bakers prepare bread at the bakery.

Sudanese bakers prepare bread at a bakery in the town of
Atbara, an industrial town 350 km northeast of Sudan’s capital
Khartoum, on Dec 16, 2019. — AFP photos Sudanese people buy bread at the bakery.

Tourists trampling 
on NZ tranquility
Ever-increasing numbers of tourists are harming

New Zealand’s environment and destroying the
very qualities that make the country an attractive

destination, a parliamentary report warned yesterday.
The South Pacific nation has long marketed itself as
“100 percent Pure” and “clean and green”, but has seen
a huge growth in visitors in recent years, from millenials
snapping selfies at “Lord of the Rings” filming loca-
tions, to climbers, hikers and wildlife enthusiasts.   

The report from parliamentary commissioner for the
environment Simon Upton comes as New Zealand’s
adventure tourism industry is already under intense
scrutiny over last week’s White Island volcanic erup-
tion, which killed 16 international travellers and two tour
guides. Upton said New Zealand - with a population of

4.9 million - attracted almost four million international
visitors annually and the number could treble by 2050.

He said infrastructure was already strained, the envi-
ronment was under pressure and many of the qualities
associated with New Zealand were disappearing. “The
sheer numbers of people are eroding the sense of isola-
tion, tranquility and access to nature that many over-
seas tourists seek when visiting New Zealand,” he said.
“We need to ask: ‘Are we in danger of killing the goose
that laid the golden egg’?”

Upton said New Zealanders were also part of the
problem, pointing out that Kiwis on domestic holi-
days outnumbered overseas tourists at major holiday
spots. He said New Zealanders had become accus-
tomed to the sight of renowned attractions such as
the Tongariro Crossing being “besieged with visitors”
and the problem would only intensify. Upton said for
too long the tourism industry had escaped the envi-
ronmental scrutiny imposed on other sectors such
agriculture and mining.—AFP


