
Players compete during a National domino tournament in Valencia, Venezuela. — AFP photos Elderly people play dominoes in tables set up at the Plaza Bolivar of the Petare neighborhood in Caracas.
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Efren Rodriguez leaves the table
annoyed as his fellow players,
drunk and laughing, cry out

“Zapato! Get out!” The 32-year-old has
just suffered an embarrassing defeat in
a game of dominoes in the little fishing
village of Chichiriviche on Venezuelaʼs
Caribbean coast. Zapato means shoe in
Spanish and in dominoes is the equiva-
lent of a “duck” in cricket-a score of zero.
Dominoes “is the favorite past-time for
everyone ... in the rich peopleʼs clubs
just like poor neighborhoods, in urban
centers and rural areas,” wrote late for-
mer president Rafael Caldera in the pro-
logue for Alfredo Fernandez Porrasʼs
book “The Art of the 28 Pieces.” In
Venezuela it is played in pairs, like
Bridge, making it a more strategic game
than when played one-on-one.

ʻKilling timeʼ 
Efrain Velazquez, the president of the

Venezuelan Dominoes Federation, says
“70 to 75 percent” of the countryʼs 30
million people play the game. “You will
always find a dominoes set in any house
and whenever there is a family get
together.” Dominoes is often played in
bars while drinking alcohol and in many
places, like Chichiriviche, some 50 kilo-
meters north of Caracas, it is played

only by men. Far from the tourist beach-
es, young men play on old wooden
tables, sat on plastic chairs, tree stumps
or old beer barrels while the drink itself
flows, as does rum, whiskey and anise
liquor.

The Chichiriviche players even use a
dominoes set that was a freebie from a
whiskey manufacturer. “Take that!” says
one player as he slams his piece down
on the table theatrically, making the oth-
ers bounce. “I play to kill time ... itʼs
emotional. You win, you play another

game and you win again,” said fisher-
man Ruben Mayoral, 26. “I play football
and everything but I prefer dominoes.”
“They gave me a ʻshoeʼ, I didnʼt get one
point; Zero! And they were teasing me ...
itʼs always like this,” said Rodriguez.

Star brothers 
It is a completely different atmos-

phere in Valencia where one of the four
annual national titles is taking place in a
large hotel conference room. Some 300
seasoned players play in silence punctu-

ated only by the sound of the pieces
being shuffled after each game. Some
wear the jersey of the national team,
others their state shirt. And here, women
like Carlimar Aparicio are allowed to
play. She says men always tell her she
canʼt play but then”they always end up
calling me to play with them.”

“Itʼs a sport,” said Luis Marquina, 41,
a seven-time world champion whose
brother Carlos, 45, has also been
crowned six times as the best on the
planet. “We view it from a sporting per-

spective, itʼs not that you canʼt play
dominoes with a beer, but when weʼre in
a competition weʼre taking part in a
sport.” There are no winks, no shouts
and no theatrical gestures, referees
even walk around the room between the
tables. “We have national, Pan-
American, continental championships ...
it is played everywhere in the world. We
hope it will be an Olympic event one
day,” said federation president
Velazquez.

ʻPassing commentsʼ 
Far away from the world or even

national championships in the Petare
neighborhood of Caracas, which is often
described as the largest slum in the world,
a pensioners club hosts dominoes games
every afternoon. “Itʼs fun, you have to use
your brain. Itʼs mental agility, a mental
sport. You have to think like in chess,”
said Pedro Roberto Leon, a retired police
officer. “Sometimes there are arguments
but theyʼre quickly forgotten.” And while
some play, those waiting their turn delight
in pointing out mistakes. “Those that pass
comments are the only ones that never
make a mistake,” joked Enrique
Benavente, 48, a technician.—AFP

COS presents a limited-edition cap-
sule of ready-to-wear pieces creat-
ed in honour of the Holy Month of

Ramadan and Eid Al-Fitr. Designed for
the modern woman, the collection incor-
porates several Middle East exclusives
including elegant women wear designs,
classic wardrobe staples and kids wear
for mother-daughter styling. 

Paying particular attention to colour,
the collectionʼs palette features mood-lift-
ing hues of hot tangerine while bold prints
in fuchsia adorn sophisticated silhouettes.
From coordinated tonal sets to fluid,
loose-fitting dresses and trousers, COSʼ
craftsmanship is present in each piece,
building a unique wardrobe foundation.  

Elegant occasion wear focusing on

modernity in delicate pastel shades of
lilac, spearmint, and lemon transition the
collection seamlessly from Ramadan to
Eid celebrations. Crafted using several
sustainably sourced materials softly
draped breathable fabrics, such as linen,
move effortlessly from day to evening. In
addition, contemporary detailing brings a
sense of joy and luxury to the holiday
wardrobe through beautiful textures, knot-
ted details, and gentle pleating. The col-
lections are available on cos.com and in
selected COS stores in the Middle East.
The Ramadan collection launches mid-
March, and the Eid collection is available
from April.

Uncertainty for
Russian tourists
in Turkey hotspot
as war rages

With its shimmering azure waters,
secluded coves and golden
sands, Turkeyʼs Mediterranean

coast is a destination beloved by Russian
tourists, nearly five million of whom visit-
ed last year. But many visitors currently
on holiday in the area now fear they will
be unable to return home because of
extensive Western sanctions on Moscow
over its invasion of Ukraine.

Restrictions on card payments and
flight operations have also raised fears of
a slump in Russian tourism to Turkey, a
key source of revenues for Ankara.
Holidaymaker Margarita Sabatnikaya, 31,
says her vacation plans have been
thrown into doubt and that she fears
being stranded. “We have come here for
a holiday with our children. Itʼs unclear
when weʼll return to Russia, by which
plane,” she said.

Sabatnikaya said that she wanted to
continue her holiday but her bank cards
had stopped working. “Itʼs unclear how to
stay here and how to survive,” she said.
While flag carrier Turkish Airlines says
flights to and from Russia will “continue
for the moment”, no frills carrier Pegasus
has suspended its services leaving its
customers desperate to rebook else-
where.

Dozens of Western countries have
banned Russian planes from their air-
space while some carriers operating
flights to Russia have had their insurance

policies cancelled. Some Turkish holiday
operators have cited the impact of
Western sanctions when cancelling the
plans of their Russian clients.

US card giants MasterCard and Visa
have suspended their Russian opera-
tions, although Russian cardholders in
Turkey are able access to their funds
through Russiaʼs homegrown payments
system Mir. “We heard the company that
brought us here stopped flights but I am
not sure,” said Russian tourist Anton
Gavrilov, 34. “Of course I had a little bit of
cash but if Iʼd like to pay with my card I
donʼt know if it will be possible for me,” he
added having swapped the icy Moscow
winter for Turkeyʼs sun-kissed
Mediterranean coast.

ʻVery seriousʼ 
The damage wrought on Turkeyʼs cru-

cial travel industry will depend on how
long sanctions on Russia are enforced
for, industry experts say. But there is a
chance that Russians fleeing their home-
land could offset some of the losses, they
say. “We foresee that the impact of this
crisis on Antalya tourism will be very seri-
ous,” Anna Yigit, deputy general manager
of an Antalya resort hotel, told AFP.

“We are prepared for it, we have anti-
bodies!” Around 4.5 million Russian and
two million Ukrainian tourists descended
on Turkey last year. The government was
hoping for a post-COVID rebound this
year, with a target of almost $35 billion
(38 billion euros) in total tourism rev-
enues, back at pre-pandemic levels.

“Russians were among number one
arrivals for Turkey before the pandemic,
maybe this year Turkey was on course
for 10-15 million Russian tourists,” said
Washington Institute fellow Soner
Cagaptay. All this “will be lost if the sanc-
tions are so severe that the Russian mid-
dle class wonʼt be able to afford travel to
Turkey,” he said. Turkey has weathered a
drought of Russian tourists before when,

in the first half of 2016, Ankara shot down
a Russian warplane over Syria. In this
conflict Turkey has sought to avoid antag-
onizing the Kremlin despite Kyiv using
Turkish drones in the battlefield.

ʻDonʼt know what to doʼ 
Holidaymaker Gavrilov said he fears

this holiday will be his last as sanctions
have caused the ruble to reach all-time
lows against the dollar. “It will be really
hard to afford a trip for family,” he said.
Hoteliers in Turkeyʼs resorts have been
left guessing how many Russian guests
will pull out of their bookings, although
there has not yet been a wave of cancel-
lations. Russian tourists who paid a
deposit for holiday packages may not
now be able to afford to pay the differ-
ence after the ruble slumped in value.
Western restrictions on flights to and from
Russia have pushed up air fares for the
countries that continue to have services
to Russia, like Turkey.

Typical ticket prices have jumped from
180 euros to 400 euros. One Russian
family told AFP they paid 900 euros for a
one-way ticket from Russia to Antalya on
a “low-cost” airline. Anastasia
Zanolotnaya, 27, a diving instructor living
in Antalya for four years, said many
Russians who came to Turkey for holi-
days were now stranded.

“I have two Russian friends who stay
with me right now. They cannot get back
because (plane tickets) are very expen-
sive,” she told AFP. Ukrainian tourists are
also affected. “We came for holiday in early
February, now (me and my family) cannot
go back,” said Olga, who declined to give
her surname. “We should have returned
just two days after the war. No flight now.
We have a small amount of money now.
We donʼt know what to do.”— AFP

Prepared sunbeds are seen at a resort hotel in Antalya. A general view of Kaleici marina in Antalya.

A man takes part in a domino match during a National domino tourna-
ment in Valencia.

Elderly people play dominoes in tables set up at the Plaza Bolivar of the
Petare neighborhood in Caracas.


