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Spanish visitors of the Marshes of Jabayesh in southern Iraq ride boats as they tour the area. — AFP photos 

A
n American tourist poses for a holi-
day snap in Iraq, in front of the 
blue-brick Ishtar Gate that was 

rebuilt at the ancient site of Babylon under 
dictator Saddam Hussein. Most foreigners 
here since Saddam’s ouster in a 2003 
US-led invasion have worn army fatigues 
and carried guns-but more recently there 
has been a trickle of camera-toting travel 
pioneers. “Iraq was in my top three coun-
tries,” said the visitor to Babylon, 50-year-
old Californian Ileana Ovalle, who was 
excited to see the millennia-old 
Mesopotamian site. 

“This is where civilization started,” said 
the passionate globetrotter with some 40 
countries under her belt. “I think too few 
people understand how important this 
region is.” Most Western governments still 
issue travel warnings for all or parts of 
Iraq, pointing to risks from kidnappings to 
jihadist bombings and unexploded ord-
nance from multiple wars. 

But for some explorers who are 
unafraid of the odd military roadblock, Iraq 
is a hot new destination with multiple 
World Heritage sites that is slowly reopen-
ing to the world. Retirees and YouTubers, 
on package tours or lugging backpacks, 
are braving Iraq’s still basic tourist infra-
structure to visit ancient sites that rival 
those of Egypt, Syria and Jordan. 

 
Scary travel warnings  
Whether in Baghdad or Mosul, the 

northern city that was a jihadist strong-
hold, they can be seen strolling through 

streets that still bear the scars of years of 
conflict. Blogs and vlogs have proliferated 
with names such as “American in 
Baghdad, Iraq”, “Two German guys alone 
in Iraq” and “Exploring Baghdad-how dan-
gerous is it?” The tourist mini-boom has 

gained momentum since Iraq started 
granting visas on arrival for dozens of 
nationalities a year ago. 

Ovalle, along with 14 other tourists, 
said she was happy to take part in a trip 
organized by a travel agency which offers 
cultural, sports and adventure trips. “The 
first thing that I noticed is the warmth, the 
generosity and the kindness of the Iraqi 
people,” she said. “They smile, they wel-
come you, they are very polite.” 

In Babylon, more than 4,000 years old, 
weeds grow among the old bricks and 

rubbish is strewn about. Not so long ago, 
a nearby base housed US and Polish 
coalition troops. “I think everyone has 
hesitations, especially coming from the 
United States,” said another visitor, 35-
year-old New Yorker Justin Gonzales. 

“If you go on our government website, 
they have a travel advisory saying: ‘Do 
not travel to Iraq, it’s dangerous, you can 
get kidnapped, there is often violence.’ 
“But I haven’t seen any of that, and I don’t 
think I will.” 

 
‘Happy and generous’  
Last year, Iraq attracted 107,000 

tourists including from Britain, France, the 
United States, Turkey and Norway. That 
was over three times more than the 
30,000 in 2020, according to Tourism 

Authority data. Apart from tourists, hun-
dreds of thousands of religious pilgrims-
especially Shiite Muslims, mostly from 
Iran-flock each year to the shrine cities of 
Karbala and Najaf, south of Baghdad. 

Elsewhere in Iraq, however, “we need 

infrastructure, private investment to have 
hotels, buses”, said the owner of the Bil 
Weekend agency, Ali al-Makhzoumi, who 
has 30 to 40 clients a month. There has 
been progress. 

Baghdad’s National Museum reopened 
earlier in March after three years of clo-
sure, and the city’s famed booksellers’ 
street Al-Mutanabi was given a facelift in 
December. Ur, the birthplace of Abraham, 
is attracting more Westerners following a 
much-publicized Iraq visit by Pope 
Francis in 2021. 

But industry trailblazers want to see 
more done-among them Aya Salih, who 
runs the Safraty travel agency with her 
husband. The government “has author-
ized visas on arrival, but everything else is 
still complicated,” she said. “Half of the trip 

is wasted at roadblocks even though we 
have the necessary permits.” Some visi-
tors love the more edgy, authentic travel 
experience. 

“I like to go to places that are not so 
touristy yet,” said Emma Witters, 54, who 
has over 70,000 subscribers on her 
YouTube channel. After so much war and 
isolation, she said, “you would think that 
they would be unhappy, miserable people. 
But they are so happy to see people and 
foreigners, they are so generous.”—AFP 

 

NFT of Mandela’s 
arrest warrant  
auctioned for $130,000 
 

A
n NFT version of an arrest warrant 
for anti-apartheid icon Nelson 
Mandela has raised $130,550 at 

auction, with proceeds going towards a 
museum preserving the history of South 
Africa’s anti-apartheid struggle. South 
Africa’s first democratic, black president 
was arrested on August 5, 1962, and later 
jailed for 27 years. The reserve price at 
the Saturday night auction in Cape Town 
was 900,000 rand ($61,800), but the non-
fungible tokens or NFT, “sold for 1.9 mil-
lion ($130,550) via a buyer online,” Ahren 
Posthumus, CEO of the digital auctioneer 
Momint said on Sunday. 

The buyer was a foreigner, based in 
the United Arab Emirates. “Proceeds for 
the Mandela NFT will go to Liliesleaf 
museum, to keep their doors open and 
stay afloat,” Posthumus told AFP. 
Liliesleaf shuttered its doors in 
September 2021 due to financial difficul-
ties. Selling art as non-fungible tokens, or 
NFTs, uses the same technology as cryp-
to-currencies such as Bitcoin. The buyer 
receives a verified digital token, which 
proves the artwork is an original.—AFP 

P
reliminary toxicology tests found 
that Foo Fighters drummer Taylor 
Hawkins had marijuana, opioids 

and other drugs in his system before he 
died, Colombian investigators said 
Saturday. Hawkins, the 50-year-old drum-
mer for the Grammy award-winning rock 
group, passed away in a hotel in Bogota 
shortly before the group was set to per-
form at the Festival Estereo Picnic on the 
city’s outskirts, according to a statement 
Saturday from the mayor’s office. 

Colombian investigators said prelimi-
nary post-mortem tests found several 
drugs in the musician’s system, but did 
not specify whether the mix caused his 
death. “The urine toxicology tests per-
formed on Taylor Hawkins’ body prelimi-
narily found 10 types of substances,” 
including THC-which is found in marijua-
na-tricyclic anti-depressants, benzodi-
azepines and opioids, investigators said 
in a statement. 

Forensic doctors were working “to 
achieve full clarity of the facts that led 
to (Hawkins’) death,” they added. The 
mayor’s office said a local emergency 
line received a call late Friday about a 
“patient complaining of chest pains.” A 
doctor “performed the respect ive 
resuscitation maneuvers, but there 
was no response and the patient was 
declared deceased,” it added, giving 
no cause of death. 

The festival announced the cancella-
tion of the group’s show, as well as 
another one set for Sunday in Sao Paulo. 
Thousands of shocked and tearful fans at 

the Bogota venue lit candles and held a 
minute of silence after the news broke. 
“The Foo Fighters family is devastated by 
the tragic and untimely loss of our 
beloved Taylor Hawkins,” the band said in 
a statement on Twitter. “His musical spirit 
and infectious laughter will live on with all 
of us forever.” 

 
‘Amazing drummer’  
As part of one of the world’s most 

influential and critically lauded alternative 
rock bands, Hawkins was known for his 
on-stage charisma and classic rock-
inspired beats, which he once said were 
influenced by legends like Phil Collins 
and Queen’s Roger Taylor. He had 

played with Foo Fighters since 1997, 
when he was taken on by lead singer and 
former Nirvana drummer Dave Grohl, 
providing percussion on some of the 
group’s biggest hits, including “Learn to 
Fly” and “Best of You.” 

Prior to joining Foo Fighters, Hawkins 
drummed for Canadian indie songstress 
Alanis Morissette. In an interview with 
95.5 KLOS last year, Grohl described his 
first meeting with Hawkins and how he 
convinced him to join his band. “I was 
like, ‘Wow, you’re either my twin or my 
spirit animal, or my best friend!’ in the first 
10 seconds of meeting him,” he said. 

“And, of course, I’d seen him play the 
drums and I thought he was an amazing 

drummer,” he added. “When I called him 
and said, ‘Hey, I’m looking for a drum-
mer,’ he said, ‘You know I’m your guy.’ 
And I think it had more to do with our per-
sonal relationship than anything musical.” 
Foo Fighters celebrated their 25th 
anniversary last year in a pandemic-
delayed tour and had most recently pro-
duced “Studio 666,” a rock-and-roll horror 
movie. Tributes poured in from across the 
music world, with Black Sabbath front-
man Ozzy Osbourne hailing Hawkins as 
a “great person and an amazing musi-
cian,” and punk rocker Billy Idol describ-
ing the news as “tragic.” 

Rage Against the Machine guitarist 
Tom Morello praised Hawkins’ “unstop-
pable rock power.” “In utter disbelief at 
the news of Taylor Hawkins,” rockers 
Nickelback said in a statement on Twitter. 

“Our deepest condolences to his fam-
ily, his bandmates, his team, his friends 
and everyone that was ever touched by 
the music he created with @foofighters 
@Alanis and so many others.” “Long 
live Taylor Hawkins,” rock band Pearl 
Jam said on Twitter. “He brought so 
much joy to the world of music, he will 
be forever missed,” they said, offering 
condolences to Hawkins’ family and 
bandmates. — AFP 

 

Foreign tourists visit the ancient city of Babylon, some 100 km south of the Iraqi capital Baghdad. 

Foreign tourists visit the ancient city of Babylon. Emma Witters, 54, a Scottish Youtuber visits the National Museum of Baghdad, in the Iraqi capital. 

In this file photo musician Taylor 
Hawkins attends the Open Road’s 
premiere of “Studio 666” at the 
TCL Chinese Theater in 
Hollywood, California. — AFP  
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An aerial picture shows the Great Ziggurat temple (back) in the ancient city of Ur in Iraq’s south-
ern province of Dhi Qar near the city of Nasiriyah. 

Foreign tourists visit the Ishtar Gate, the eighth gate to the ancient city of Babylon. 


