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The cries of camel herder Hamad
Al-Marri mean nothing to the
untrained ear, but his animals

respond instantly, gathering behind him
to walk together across the Saudi
desert. The mode of communication,
known as Alheda’a, was inscribed last
month on UNESCO’s list of intangible
cultural heritage, highlighting the deep
traditional connection between camels
and inhabitants of the Arabian
Peninsula.

A skilled camel herder can use his
voice alone to soothe an animal, make it
kneel and even signal a change in direc-
tion as they trudge together through the
desert sands, said the UN cultural
agency. “There is a special language
between the owner of a camel and his
camel,” explained 36-year-old Marri, a
civil servant who owns 100 camels,
grazing them 150 kilometers (about 90
miles) northeast of the capital Riyadh.

“The camels know the tone of their

owner’s voice and respond to him imme-
diately, and if someone else calls them,
they will not respond to him.” Dubbed
the “ships of the desert”, camels have
long been a crucial mode of transporta-
tion in Saudi Arabia, conferring status on
their owners and fuelling the rise of a
lucrative camel-breeding industry.

There are “many rock carvings that
show painted camels and tell the story of
the camel, whether they have been used
in war or trade,” said Jasser Al-Harbash,
CEO of the Saudi Heritage Commission.
The point of pursuing the UNESCO list-
ing was to “protect” Alheda’a and “pro-
vide an opportunity for its development”,
he said, without elaborating. The bid
was submitted jointly with neighboring

Oman and the United Arab Emirates.

‘They know their name’ 
Alheda’a can be deployed for a range

of tasks: bringing together a scattered
herd threatened by a coming sandstorm,
for example, or soothing camels as they
drink water. “Herders train their camels
to recognize the difference between right
and left, to open their mouths when
asked, and to kneel down to be ridden,”
according to UNESCO’s description of
the practice. “It is transmitted within fam-
ilies and communities, with children
accompanying adult family members on
daily trips.”

Saudi herder Mansour Al-Qatula
learned about Alheda’a in just this way,

watching his father and grandfathers
while he was a young boy. He told AFP
he intended to pass it on to his three
children. “We have inherited the care of
camels (in my family) for more than 200
years,” he said. “Now my children love it,
and they constantly ask to come here,
and their voices are known as well.”

Earlier this month, Qatula brought his
camels to the seventh edition of the King
Abdulaziz Camel Festival, which aims to
promote the camel as an essential com-
ponent of Saudi heritage. Participants in
the beauty contest competed for prizes
totaling 350 million riyals ($93 million).

The dromedaries were judged on
attributes including their lips, necks,
humps and coloring. During a break in
the action, Qatula explained how
Alheda’a allows herders to bond with
their charges. “The owner of the camels
calls his camels with special names, and
through repetition, they know their name
and respond to it,” he said, as one of his
camels let out a cry of her own. “Look,”
he said, laughing as he stroked the ani-
mal. “She feels the same way.” — AFP

Saudi herder Mansour Al-Qatula is pictured next to his animals during the annual King
Abdulaziz Camel Festival in Rumah desert, northeast of the Saudi capital Riyadh.—AFP photos 

Tiny beetle causes
‘Christmas Eye’
agony in Australia

Arare and agonizing affliction
dubbed “Christmas Eye”, caused
by the toxic secretions of a tiny

native beetle, has re-emerged to torment
residents in a remote part of southeastern
Australia. The poorly researched eye con-
dition sounds like a minor symptom of hol-
iday season excess, but experts have
said the excruciating pain was often
likened to giving birth. One of the most
unusual aspects of Christmas Eye is that
it is typically only found in Australia’s
Albury-Wodonga region, about 300 kilo-

meters (186 miles) northeast of
Melbourne.

It is also known as “Albury-Wodonga
syndrome” and “Harvester’s Keratitis”
because of its link to farming work. Rob
Holloway, an optometrist in the region,
said Christmas Eye appeared in the
Australian summer, “hence the name”,
and was often easy to diagnose. “The
pain level is generally what diagnoses it
straight away,” he told AFP. “It’s etched in
their memory. The common response is
‘You poor bastard’.” Wodonga optometrist
Kelly Gibbons said she had heard people
“compare it to childbirth”.

“These people are in abject misery,”
she told national broadcaster ABC.
Holloway said Christmas Eye was caused
by the native species of orthoperus bee-
tles, which measure less than 1 millimeter
in length. The beetles squirt a toxic com-
pound when crushed-for example, by
someone rubbing their eye. “The insect
has a component called pederin, which is
a blistering agent,” Holloway said.

“This gets secreted on to the eye sur-
face, and it makes the surface of the eye
blister and fall off.” There has been a
recent spike in cases throughout Albury-
Wodonga, Holloway said, which was pos-
sibly linked to heavy downpours in winter
and spring. “This year has been weird.
We had none at all until the week before
Christmas, but since then we were inun-
dated for probably a fortnight,” he said.
“Since Christmas we’ve seen 25 to 30
cases. In a normal year you might get
10.—AFP

ASpanish great-grandmother who
was born in the United States has
likely become the world’s oldest liv-

ing person at 115, a Guinness World
Records consultant said Wednesday.
Maria Branyas Morera is believed to have
assumed the title following the death on
Tuesday of French nun Lucile Randon
aged 118, senior consultant for gerontol-
ogy Robert D. Young said. Guinness
World Records must still make the official
decision after carrying out document
checks and interviewing Branyas
Morera’s family, added Young, who is also
the director of the Gerontology Research
Group’s supercentenarian research data-
base.

“We know what is likely, but it’s not
confirmed at this time,” he wrote in an
email sent to AFP. Branyas Morera, who
has lived through the 1918 flu, two world
wars and Spain’s civil war, was not avail-
able for interviews. The Santa Maria del
Tura nursing home in the town of Olot in
northeastern Spain, where Branyas
Morera has lived for the past two
decades, said it would hold a “small cele-
bration” behind closed doors in the com-
ing days to mark “this very special event”.

“She is in good health and remains
surprised and grateful for the interest that
has been generated,” it added in a state-
ment. Branyas Morera’s youngest daugh-
ter, 78-year-old Rosa Moret, attributed her
mother’s longevity to “genetics”. “She has
never gone to the hospital, she has never
broken any bones, she is fine, she has no
pain,” Moret told regional Catalan televi-
sion on Wednesday.

Branyas Morera was born in San

Francisco on March 4, 1907 shortly after
her family moved to the United States
from Mexico. The entire family decided to
return to their native Spain in 1915 as
World War I was under way, which com-
plicated the ship voyage across the
Atlantic. The crossing was also marked by
tragedy-her father died from tuberculosis
towards the end of the voyage, and his
coffin was thrown into the sea.

Branyas Morera and her mother set-
tled in Barcelona. In 1931 — five years
before the start of Spain’s 1936-39 civil
war-she married a doctor. The couple
lived together for four decades until her
husband died aged 72. She has had three
children, including one who has already
died, 11 grandchildren and 11 great-
grandchildren.

Just weeks after ringing in her 113th
birthday, Branyas Morera got COVID-19
and was confined to her room at her care
home in Olot but made a full recovery. “I
haven’t done anything extraordinary, the
only thing I did was live,” she told
Barcelona-based daily newspaper La
Vanguardia in 2019. — AFP

This undated handout shows a sample of a
native species of orthoperus beetle is typical-
ly only found in Australia’s Albury-Wodonga
region about 300 kilometers (186 miles)
northeast of Melbourne. — AFP Maria Branyas Morera 

Camels are pictured during the annual King
Abdulaziz Camel Festival in Rumah desert,
northeast of the Saudi capital Riyadh.

A Saudi camel herder leads his animals during the annual King Abdulaziz Camel
Festival in Rumah desert, northeast of the Saudi capital Riyadh.
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