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W

hen the United Nations
looked
at
Oman’s
transformation over the
past four decades, it
saw a model for developing countries
around the world. The Sultanate
of Oman has changed dramatically
in the last 44 years under the
leadership of His Majesty Sultan
Qaboos bin Said. Oman’s leader
has taken an ancient country with a
mercantile trading heritage and laid
a foundation of progressive, tolerant
values and economic prosperity while
implementing stable governance.
In 2010, the United Nations
Development Program (UNDP) ranked
Oman as the most improved country
among more than 130 in its Human
Development Report. Titled “The Real

Wealth of Nations: Pathway to Human
Development,” the report studied
health, education and income.
The more inclusive measures of
health, education and income was
launched 20 years ago as a more
humanistic way to look at national
growth. “The Human Development
Reports have changed the way we
see the world,” UN secretary general
Ban Ki-Moon said in a statement. “We
have learned that while economic
growth is very important, what
ultimately matters is using national
income to give all people a chance at a
longer, healthier and more productive
life,” he said.
Women’s empowerment and health
care have become significant elements
Continued on page 3

The Royal Opera House Muscat is Oman’s premier musical venue.
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His Majesty Sultan Qaboos bin Said has cultivated and overseen the
massive reforms and cultural renaissance of the past 44 years in Oman.

• NATURE RESERVES
• RARE TURTLES AND BIRDS
• CAMPING UNDER THE STARS
• BREAKFAST ON THE BEACH
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SULTAN QABOOS CULTURAL CENTER
ENGAGES AMERICANS IN THE HEART OF D.C.
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be open to the public, showcasing
traditional crafts, including silver,
basketry, pottery, textiles, dresses, and
models of Omani forts.
“The additional space will include
a lecture hall for public programs
and conferences, a library, as well as
classroom and workshop space for
visiting students, staff offices and
function space,” she told reporters.
“The center has witnessed an increase
in requests to host visiting schools,
professional and social organizations,
and teacher groups in recent years.
The new location will also allow us
to better accommodate such large
groups of visitors.”
Oman’s Ambassador to the United
States Hunaina Al Mughairy (see
page 2) chairs the board of SQCC,
and she spoke passionately about its
Arabic language and culture study
abroad program SALAM. “We are
tremendously proud of this program,
which currently offers 30 fully funded
scholarships per year to university level
Arabic students. We also offer generous
grants for scholarly research.”

A Tour of the Cultural Center
Ridolfo has given previews of
the expansive 16th Street Center
this autumn. She has overseen the
rehabilitation of the building, which
now features classrooms, lounges and
conference rooms as well as a roof
deck with a view of the Washington
Monument. Exhibition space will

Borderless Cultures: Connecting
the gems of the Indian Ocean
The Sultan Qaboos Cultural Center is
working with the Smithsonian National
Museum of African Art to promote the
“borderless character of the arts” said
H.E. Ambassador Al Mughairy.
The gift recognizes “the borderless
character of the arts,” Ambassador Al-

Mughairy told The Washington Post
in November 2013. “It is layered to
showcase the historical links between
the cultures and people of the Indian
Ocean rim.” She said the program will
be “fun, educational and profound.”
One component of the programming
is to tell the story of Oman’s Indian
Ocean Trade, from the Arabian
Peninsula to the East African coasts.
One collaborative effort in this
ongoing program is the creation of
a powerful modern ballet depicting
one man’s odyssey from Oman to East
Africa. Howard University’s Department
of Theatre Arts created “Hamdan:
Through the Gate of Tears,” with
choreography by Ray Mercer. The
theatrical dance powerfully depicts one
Omani, who takes a dhow and sails
to Zanzibar. His journey is revealed
through a contemporary Afro-Arabian
folk tale.
Tools for teachers and students
The Indian Ocean Basin has allowed
a vast number of cultures to interact
throughout history. Yet the area has
been relatively ignored in Western
scholarship until recent years. The
Indian Ocean is now a significant
topic in world history and geography
courses in U.S. schools. SQCC has
developed an interactive learning
website (indianoceanhistory.org), which
is used by teachers and students in
middle school and high schools.
The website not only offers lesson
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ounded in 2005, the Sultan
Qaboos Cultural Center (SQCC)
has sponsored outreach programs
and cultural partnerships to
promote the understanding of the
Sultanate of Oman in the United
States. This month, SQCC opens its
new home and steps up its inventive
engagement with communities in and
around the District as well as the rest of
the country.
The new building stands three
blocks north of the White House. The
five-story, nearly 30,000 square-foot
property at 1100 16th Street offers
an ambitious and hospitable presence
for Oman, a majestic country on the
Arabian Sea bordering Saudi Arabia,
Yemen and the United Arab Emirates.
SQCC executive director Kathleen
Ridolfo said in an interview that the
center’s mission is to encourage
learning between Americans and
Omanis on each other’s cultures. In
the coming years, she plans to expand
the Center’s programming and deepen
relationships with cultural organizations
and educational institutions.

The nearly 30,000 square-foot Sultan
Qaboos Cultural Center is a short walk
from the White House.

plans, it allows teachers to develop
their own. It offers students the chance
to investigate primary sources, helping
them to become adept at the analytical
historical skills that are required under
state history standards today.
The website also makes an effort
to remedy what is often missing from
teaching tools. For instance, rarely can
teachers find maps showing the entire
region, much less maps that depict
connections among the societies
studied in the medieval period, such
as China, India, Southeast Asia,
East Africa and the Pacific Islands.
Interactive maps on the site show
the trade routes during different
epochs. This web-based resource helps
teachers incorporate the Indian Ocean
into world history studies. •

INFORMATION

Sultan Qaboos Cultural Center

Sultan Qaboos Cultural Center
1100 16th Street, NW
Washington, D.C. 20071
website: sqcc.org
email: info@sqcc.org.
202.677.3967
Open 10 a.m. - 4 p.m.
Programs, Events,
Scholarships, Fellowships,
Educational Resources
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TRANSFORMING THE
DIPLOMATIC CULTURE, AND
BILATERAL RELATIONS BETWEEN
OMAN AND THE U.S.
D.C. By 2010, there were 25,
and pundits acknowledged
that the culture of diplomacy
was experiencing a shift. The
Ambassador believes the recent
inclusion of women in senior
diplomatic positions “illustrates
a progressive and modernized
diplomatic society that takes
into account the opinions and
perspectives of women.”
During the past decade,
Ambassador Al Mughairy has
been recognized as a tireless
advocate for Omani culture
and educational outreach;
the architect of free trade and
bilateral business ties; and
promoter of Oman’s unique
role in encouraging peace and
stability. She is an economist
with a significant background in
business, working with Oman’s
Ministry of Commerce and
Industry and the Omani Center
for
Investment
Promotion
and Export Development. She
received her M.A. in economics
from New York University. •

EXCELLENCY
Q&A HER
HUNAINA SULTAN AL MUGHAIRY
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W

hen Her Excellency
Hunaina Sultan Al
Mughairy
takes
a meeting with members
of Congress, the American
politicians are, more often than
not, expecting a man.
“They
are
pleasantly
surprised. I’m enjoying every
moment of it,” the Ambassador
said, smiling as she takes a
seat in her receiving room in
the Oman Embassy close to
Massachusetts Avenue.
“As the first Arab woman
Ambassador in Washington,
one of my main objectives has
been to dispel misconceptions
and stereotypes in the United
States about Omani women
in particular and Arab women
in general,” she added. “And
that’s a great responsibility that
can be challenging at times.”
In 2005, when Ambassador
Al Mughairy was the first
Arab
woman
appointed,
there were just fifteen women
ambassadors in Washington,

WEDNESDAY, NOVEMBER 12, 2014

Ambassador Al Mughairy is the
first Arab woman appointed
ambassador to the United States.

Q: What would you like
Americans to know about
Omani culture?
A: There are a lot of
misconceptions about our
culture. For example, many
people think that Arab
civilization is backward, Arab
people are not friendly, women
are oppressed, and Arab people
are uneducated. Of course
none of these are true.
Americans will find that
Omani people are highly
educated, friendly, and treat

visitors from other countries
with kindness and respect.
Omani women are members
of the Cabinet, hold high
positions
in
government
offices, universities, aviation
and private companies. There
are also women working in the
police and security forces.
Like your country, we value
the contribution of each citizen,
regardless of gender. Omani
women enjoy great freedom
— women have their own
businesses, are politically active,
run for public office and vote.

Q: What are the first three
places Americans should
see when they travel to
Oman?
A: Oman is renowned for
its hospitality. We are blessed
in that we have a wonderful
diversity of nature — the sea,
mountains, desert and lush
green areas in the South like
Salalah, which draws thousands
of tourists each year from all
over the world. For outdoor
enthusiasts, Oman is a paradise:
One can scuba dive during the
day and camp in the desert in

the same evening. Of course,
we have many historic gems as
well. Jabrin Fort and Muttrah
Market come to mind as mustsees in Oman. (see page 4)

how free people, determined to
maintain their territorial integrity
and political independence,
can and do cooperate for their
mutual interest.

Q: What do you feel are the
most important priorities for
bilateral relations between
the United States and
Oman today?
A: Oman and the United
States have maintained good
relations since the early years
of American Independence.
Relations with the U.S. have
been taken to a new level by
our conclusion of a bilateral Free
Trade agreement. We view the
United States as a valued friend
and partner in our interface
with the world at large.
For 44 years, Oman has
shown itself as a reliable
partner in fighting terror
around the globe. Today,
the United States and Oman
share common interests and
objectives in the Arabian Gulf,
including
peace,
regional
stability, security and economic
development. The relationship
between Oman and the United
States stands as a model of

Q: We noticed that the
Sultan Qaboos Annual
Conference of 2014 focused
on women. As a prominent
and successful leader, how
do you think leadership
skills can be fostered in
young girls? Do you have
advice for young women
today interested in a
career as an economist or
in international relations?
A: I believe the key component
is building confidence in a girl’s
life and this starts at an early
age and at home. Nurturing
creativity is another important
element. Leaders often think
outside the box to solve
problems and create new
directions.
The
Diplomatic
Service
certainly offers challenging and
exciting opportunities. I would
advise girls to be ambitious
and set their goals clearly and
believe that they can accomplish
anything they wish. •

HISTORY
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TREASURES AWAIT AT
UNESCO WORLD HERITAGE SITES

Dr. Johnnetta Cole with Oman’s Minister of Higher Education, students and performers
from Howard University

power. From the 8th to 18th
Centuries AD, it was known
as an intellectual center for
Islamic thought, attracting
students from as far away as
North Africa.
The archeological site of Bat
dates to 3000 BC and includes
tombs,
defensive
towers,
and a cemetery. The stone
towers resemble beehives.
Archeologists uncovered the
100 eight-meter tall stone
tombs, with red pottery shards
similar to pottery found in Iraq’s
Jamadt Nasr site, as well as
pottery with handles similar
to pottery commonly found
in the tombs and settlements
from the UMM Al Nar period
in Oman.
Archeological
discoveries
indicate that Bat witnessed
periods of economic prosperity
due to several factors including
an abundance of water
and fertile farmland, and its

SQCC supports and
nourishes the ongoing
scholarship on the history
of Oman, the Indian
Ocean and connections
with East Africa. William
Zimmerle, the 2012
SQCC Research Fellow,
just returned from a
year in Oman. Zimmerle
is an archaeologist
at the University of
Pennsylvania. He studies
the ancient frankincense
altar and its evolution
into the Omani majmars,
the handmade clay
containers we see today.

location at the crossroads of
trade connecting the Arabian
Peninsula to coastal Oman.
Nearby is Al Khutm, consisting
of an oval tower dating to 3000
BC while the Wadi Al Ain tower
Continued on page 7
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Since 1987 four zones
located across the Sultanate
of Oman have been added to
UNESCO’s World Heritage List:
Bahla Fort; the archeological
sites of Bat, Al Khutm and Al
Ayn; the Land of Frankincense;
and the Aflaj Irrigation Systems
of Oman.
Bahla Fort was the first
archeological site to make the
list in 1987. The site includes
the fort itself, as well as the
agricultural and residential
lands surrounded by a fortified
wall. Researchers estimate that
portions of the fort were built
in pre-Islamic times, with the
oldest part dating to 1000 BC.
But Bahla’s history dates to
3000 BC.
Bahla was designated the
second capital city (Nizwa was
the capital) of the Nabhani
Dynasty, which ruled Oman
from 1154 until 1624, when
the Yaruba Dynasty assumed

This interactive map can be used for lesson plans to follow the trade routes of the Indian Ocean from
ancient times.

AFRICAN ART MUSEUM HEAD DR. JOHNNETTA COLE
TALKS ABOUT “CONNECTING THE GEMS OF THE INDIAN OCEAN”
Dr. Johnnetta Cole, longtime
director of the Smithsonian
National Museum of African
Art, is celebrating the museum’s
50th year. “I have a pretty
special wish during this 50th
anniversary year,” she said. “I
wish that every visitor, from an
extremely seasoned collector
of African art to someone 8 or
10 years old visiting for the first
time with a school tour, will walk
away knowing something they
didn’t know about Africa, and
that we challenge something
they thought they did know
about Africa.”
The mission of the museum
is to encourage visitors to
rethink a continent subject to
stereotypes. Likewise, Cole said
she believes that the museum’s
‘Connecting the Gems of the
Indian Ocean’ program will
inspire people to understand
and get excited about Arab
and
African
connections
throughout history.
“Of all of the educational
programs, exhibitions and
outreach activities that we
have done, it is my position
that ‘Connecting the Gems
of the Indian Ocean’ might
well be the most poignant
expression of this goal: our
mission of getting people to
rethink Africa,” Cole said.
“Let me be specific. When
people think about Africa
they don’t think of the Arab
peninsula.
They
certainly
don’t think there could be a

connection going back to the
9th century between Oman and
what we now call the Swahili
Coast, or how connected that
continent [Africa] was to other
parts of the world. An area of
that continent and I’ll use the
words — ‘dark, unknown etc’ —
had strong ties and connections.
The idea that this part of the
world was dark and unknown
is simply not true.”
African and Arab ties
After the Al Najoom dance
troupe of Oman performed
at the National Museum of
African Art in 2011, Cole
became fascinated with Arab
and African ties. In 2012, she

helps to dispel myths and
uncover new scholarship from
this part of the world. With
the generous gift of $1.8
million from the Sultan Qaboos
Cultural Center (SQCC) the
museum is telling this story.
“Hamdan: Through the Gate
of Tears,” a modern ballet
steeped in the history of Oman
and East Africa, and created by
award-winning choreographer
Ray Mercer, of The Lion King
on Broadway fame, played at
Howard University in spring.
This summer, the museum
hosted an Arabic summer
language and culture workshop
and Swahili music concerts.
Currently, a video documentary is

“Let me be specific. When people think about Africa
they don’t think of the Arab peninsula. They certainly
don’t think there could be a connection going back to
the 9th century between Oman and what we now call
the Swahili Coast, or how connected that continent
[Africa] was to other parts of the world.”
Dr. Johnnetta Cole, Director,
Smithsonian National Museum of African Art

visited Oman with education
specialist Nicole Shivers. “It
is an exceptional part of our
world, and it really flows from
the openness of the Sultan of
Oman…. what I witnessed was
a new interest in understanding
that relationship on the part of
Omanis,” she said of her visit.
The “Connecting the Gems
of the Indian Ocean: From
Oman to East Africa” program

being made on the collaborative
cultural work in Oman and the
influences connecting Oman
with East Africa.
In December, an original
opera will debut at Strathmore.
Composed by Tony Small and
featuring
Denyce
Graves,
the opera will tell the story
of friendship and cultural
connections between Omanis
and East Africans. •
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of Oman’s overall development. Sultan Qaboos
University (SQU) opened its doors to students in
1986; today there are dozens of institutions of
higher learning open to Omanis with fields of
study in every sector. Women in Oman are highly
educated and work in all sectors.
The entire health system has been overhauled,
including an expansion of health care facilities
and upgrading of these hospitals and clinics. And
as confirmed in the UNDP report, the result has
been a significant improvement in the health and
welfare of Omanis.
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Turning points for Oman
The national economy grew by 5 percent in
2013, benefiting from a rise in oil production,
the stability of oil prices and the Sultanate’s
monetary policies. State budget makers plan to

“Under the influence of His
Majesty Sultan Qaboos, Oman
has become a modern, peaceful
Sultanate which fosters openminded attitudes, while
preserving its cultural integrity.”
— Ambassador Hunaina Al Mughairy
realize several goals in 2014, including support
for economic growth through government
spending, a sustained rate of development
of public services, infrastructure, support for
small business, higher employment rates and a
manageable level of general debt.
The establishment of the Council of Oman,
with its bicameral system of governance has
been a turning point in the country’s history.
Citizens participate in their government more
than ever before. The independence of the

judiciary and the public prosecution service has
also been reinforced under Sultan Qaboos.
Fostering co-existence and tolerance
The U.S. Department of State’s most recent
annual report on religious freedoms hailed
the level of tolerance in Oman towards other
faiths. The report underscores Oman’s sense
of itself: Tolerance is a tradition that stems
from the Omani culture, which rejects religious
fanaticism and sectarian extremism.

THE ENDLESS POSSIBILITIES OF
DUQM PORT AND RESORTS
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Transforming Oman’s Economy
The export hub is among many steps Oman
is taking to shift the country from an economy
structured around oil reserves to a regional
trading powerhouse — paying tribute to Oman’s
historical legacy as an ancient maritime trading
center. Oman, where the Arabian Sea meets
the Indian Ocean, served as the epicenter for
regional trade for hundreds of years. Duqm
continues that legacy, providing easy access to
ships traveling from the South China Sea, Bay of
Bengal, Arabian Gulf, the Gulf of Aden and the
Red Sea, to the Mediterranean and beyond.
Oman’s neighbors, near and far, are becoming
more aware of its strategic importance in the 21st
century; the country offers peaceful and secure
routes to get around the current bottleneck in
the Persian Gulf.
Peter Broers, head of the Duqm Port Company,
told The Economist Magazine that shippers will

RIDOLFO, EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR
Q&A KATHLEEN
OF THE SULTAN QABOOS CULTURAL CENTER

be attracted to hugging Oman’s coast from Asia
to Europe, avoiding “choke-points.”
At the same time, the Special Economic Zone
will offer more than logistics and transportation
services. It is also a safe haven for investments
in export processing industries that involve
petrochemicals, mineral resources and fisheries.
And finally, it is a hidden jewel on the Arabian
Sea, and a center of rising importance for
tourism potential that will enhance the quality
of life of local communities.
A Sustainable Business
The core values of the project include a
transparent and proactive business environment;
sustainable use of financial, natural and
environmental resources; and equal treatment
for foreign and local investors. The Port Company
is maximizing private sector participation
in the economic zone combined with good
governance of its people. Two hundred and fifty
miles south of Muscat, Duqm is buzzing with
the construction of new infrastructure.
Duqm will be connected to the Oman
National Railway network, running from the
port city of Sohar to Muscat, the capital city, and
on southeast to Duqm. The high-speed, doubletrack system will allow for fast and efficient
transport of containers, bulk commodities and
all general cargo.
The Economist Magazine gave the entire
project a nod, with the headline, “Oman’s new
port: Sleepy no more.” Duqm will no doubt
serve as the new nexus of international trade
and a hub for regional markets East Africa,
Pakistan and the Indian Subcontinent. •

The Duqm Port represents a shift to a regional trading powerhouse.

integrity. Our culture is built around Islam and our
profound respect for human relationships.”
In his Royal address opening the Council of
Oman’s 5th term in 2012, His Majesty Sultan
Qaboos said that his foreign policy is a “call for
peace, harmony and close cooperation among all
nations, as well as commitment to principles of
justice, fairness, non-interference in the internal
affairs of others and the settlement of disputes by
peaceful means in a manner that safeguards to
humanity its security stability and prosperity.” •
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The Sultanate of Oman is transforming the port
city of Duqm, an erstwhile fishing settlement and
oil boom industrial town, into an international
hub and port, placing it as one of the largest
economic zones in the region. The centerpiece
is a $1.5 billion dry dock with quays stretching
for more than two miles. The country has also
created a tourism company to build state-of-theart resorts, to take advantage of the blue pristine
waters and soft pure sand. Duqm’s special
economic zone continues to attract international
investment. In fact the special economic zone
will be surrounded by an international airport,
beachfront hotels and luxury apartments — as
well as refineries and factories.

Oman has also become known as an advocate
for dialogue in foreign policy matters, and a haven
of peace and stability. According to Ambassador
Hunaina Al Mughairy, “a strong sense of belonging
— to nation, tribe and family — is something that
Omanis prize very highly. It is expressed through
the respect and hospitality we extend to those
around us,” she said. “Under the influence of
His Majesty Sultan Qaboos, Oman has become a
modern, peaceful Sultanate which fosters openminded attitudes, while preserving its cultural

Kathleen Ridolfo, a Middle East Affairs
specialist, is the Executive Director of the Sultan
Qaboos Cultural Center overseeing its current
expansion of education, research and outreach.
The Washington Post Special Sections caught
up with Ms. Ridolfo as the Center prepares
for its new location opening in the nearly
30,000-square-foot space at 1100 16th Street
NW, not far from The White House.
Q: We recently toured the new cultural
center; it’s an impressive, and inspiring
presence. What do you hope this building
will represent for Oman? Why did Oman
decide to put this kind of investment
into outreach in Washington, D.C.?
A: His Majesty Sultan Qaboos bin Said has
always supported and encouraged investment
in the fields of education and cultural exchange.
The Sultan Qaboos Cultural Center’s mission
is to inspire Americans and Omanis to learn
about each other’s culture.
We began this work in 2005, and since
that time have continuously expanded our
outreach across the United States, and quite
successfully I might add. So, although SQCC
is headquartered in Washington, we hold
programs and events across the U.S.
It is my hope that this building will be a
showcase for Omani culture, and that visitors
will want to learn more. As someone who has
traveled all over the region, Oman stands as a
shining symbol of all that is wonderful about
Arab and Islamic culture.
Q: Tell us about Sultan Qaboos Cultural
Center’s programming.
A: SQCC has developed a variety of programs
that include awarding 30 fully-funded Arabic
study-abroad scholarships to Oman each
summer to U.S. university students. We
also offer a generous annual post-graduate

fellowship for scholars. Visitors to SQCC can
learn about Omani culture by touring our
exhibition space, displaying traditional Omani
handicrafts, models of Omani forts and an
interactive falaj (ancient water system) model,
clothing, textiles, and more. SQCC also hosts
conferences, lectures, and workshops.
SQCC retains the largest collection of
books on Oman offered in the United States,
conference space for 125 people, classrooms,
and events for students of all ages. Through
our Indian Ocean in World History website
(indianoceanhistory.org) we offer information
and 10,000 years of interactive maps on the
region, with lesson plans for teachers and
students of all ages.
This month, we are proud to host two
renowned Omani groups, the Al Najoom Dance
Troupe and the Oud Hobbyists Association. We
will also host a photography exhibit featuring
the work of international award-winning
Omani photographers.
Q: Why is Oman both intriguing and
significant to Americans?
A: Oman truly is the gem of the Middle East. It
offers the best of Arab hospitality, and visitors
will find Omanis warm and friendly. And yet it
is more culturally diverse than other countries
in the region.
As a seafaring nation, Oman was trading
with China when Europe was still in the Dark
Ages. This interaction with other cultures is
reflected in Oman’s tolerant society.
It is also one of the most peaceful countries
in the region, and offers amazing travel
opportunities: sailing, scuba diving, hiking,
desert trekking, camping, and more. For a
more pampered visit, there are five-star resorts
in every region of the country. Oman’s natural
beauty and serene atmosphere make it one of
the most unique places on earth. •
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stand guard over the landscape, each bearing
witness to a proud past. Oman has hundreds
of fortresses – but if you only have time to visit
one, make it Jabrin. Built in 1670, it is a jewel
box of a castle. Every ceiling is a work of art.
A remarkable blend of defensive architecture
and sophisticated artistry, the Jabrin palace
was built in 1670 at the height of the Ya’aruba
dynasty – a period of peace and prosperity.
Today, majestic in its solitude, Jabreen continues
to dominate the local landscape, projecting an
aura of power and solidity.
Other fortresses include Nizwa, Bahla and the
Rustaq. Nizwa Fort, a large, earth-filled circular

Jabrin, the jewel-box castle
Much of Oman’s history is echoed in its stucco
and stone architecture. Over one thousand
forts, castles and watchtowers continue to

Muscat’s breathtaking Sultan Qaboos Grand Mosque.

tower, is unique. Connected to a labyrinthine
castle, is also features Nizwa’s traditional souq.
Some,likeRustaq,aremassive,turretedstructures
with endless staircases and secret passages; others,
such as Nakhal, are almost homey. The oldest
were built during the 13th century, a time of fierce
invasions and tribal rivalries. Over time, they have
housed sultans, acted as lookouts and withstood
devastating sieges.
In towns like Mutrah, Nizwa, Rustaq and Salalah,
trading is a way of life. The aim is not just to buy
and sell, but also to pour coffee, share it with
friends and catch up on the news. Visitors, too,
can take the pulse of an Omani town by exploring
its souqs or covered markets, stalls stacked with
incense, produce, spices and antiques.
At Nizwa’s famous Friday souq, cows, sheep
and goats are paraded before an attentive crowd
of potential bidders. Trading kicks off in the early
morning and finishes before midday prayers.
Omanis like to shop in the cool of the evening.
To enjoy the souqs when they are the most lively
and atmospheric, visit after sunset.
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Continued on page 6

Muscat’s breathtaking Sultan
Qaboos Grand Mosque is open
to all, except during Friday
prayers. Completed in 2001, this
is considered one of the most
impressive and beautiful places of
worship in the Gulf.

PHOTO COURTESY OMAN MINISTRY OF TOURISM

near Salalah on the coast, was a first century
fortified town, built to defend the priceless
frankincense trees in the region.

PHOTO COURTESY OMAN MINISTRY OF TOURISM

Bandar Kharan

PHOTO COURTESY OF HAMAD BIN SALAM AL SULAIMI

PHOTO COURTESY OF HAMAD BIN SALAM AL SULAIMI

rom desert camps at night under a
sheltering, jeweled sky to relaxing days
on a pristine coastline, the Sultanate
of Oman is the quintessential oasis for
American travelers.
Americans who travel to Oman delight in
recalling the easygoing, generous hospitality of
Omanis, and the joys of experiencing the relics of
antiquity adjacent to contemporary resorts, sea
and desert.
What truly sets the nation apart as a tourist
destination is its singular and beguiling blend
of ancient and modern. Architectural treasures
abound, from Bronze Age burial sites and historic
forts to the glittering contemporary Sultan
Qaboos Grand Mosque and the Royal Opera
House. Frankincense is still sold in labyrinthine
“souqs” while high-speed catamarans take
visitors from the capital Muscat — which is also
the main port for cruise liners.

PHOTO COURTESY OF SALIM BIN HAMAD AL WARDI
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Wander through time
in the souqs and forts
While other capitals bristle with towering
steel and glass, Oman’s capital Muscat
remains refreshingly low-rise and low-key, its
whitewashed buildings watched over by 16th
century forts. This beautiful, progressive city is
packed with historical echoes. Archaeological
sites hint at a dynamic past, and souqs hum with
the energy of the marketplace that has been
handed down the centuries.
Many tourists spend time in Muscat, the
capital. The next favorite stop is Salalah, the most
charming coastal city in the South, known for its
mild temperatures, beaches, and frankincense
souqs. Salalah has another trick up its sleeve:
During the summer “khareef” or monsoon from
June to August, the place is transformed to a
lush and verdant green.
Inland, there are rural oases to explore,
replete with traditional mudbrick villages. Their
gardens of roses, apricots and pomegranates
are watered by the centuries-old falaj irrigation
system of communal underground channels
(aflaj), designed to minimize evaporation.
Oman’s oldest known structures were built
around 3000 BC. The remote drystone tombs
and settlements of Bat, Al Khutm and Al Ayn,
a World Heritage Site, are the most complete
collection of their type in the world. Khor Rori,
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Top Left: Omani girl in ceremonial dress
Top Right: Oman is the place to go birdwatching —
especially Flamingos, spoonbills and eagles.
Right: Some of Oman’s Frankincense trees are
thousands of years old.

SIX OF THE BEST

1

HERITAGE SITES
Sultan Qaboos
Grand Mosque
Opulent, spacious and
serene,Muscat’s magnificent
centerpiece is the
only Omani mosque
that is routinely open
to both Muslim and
non-Muslim visitors.

3

Al Aflaj Irrigation
Systems
Dating back to AD
500, this spectacular
system uses gravity to
channel water from
underground sources
or springs to support
agriculture and
domestic use.

5

Frankincense Trail
Get an overview of
local history at Salalah’s
Museum of the
Frankincense Land,
then head out to
explore the surrounding
Boswellia groves and
archaeological sites.

2

Mutrah Souq
Haggle your heart out
at Oman’s most famous
souq, near Port Sultan
Qaboos. This maze of
indoor stalls offers
silverware, antiques,
frankincense, garments
and spices galore.

4

Forts
Oman’s forts offer a
powerful culture with
stunning views of
historic towns. Built in
the third millennium
BC, Bahla fort is a
must-see. Experience
its old alleys, its 8 miles
extended wall and its
picturesque terraces.

6

Al Ayn Beehive Tombs
These fascinating
Bronze Age burial
chambers date back
to a time when local
communities were
becoming sophisticated
and hierarchical
through trade.

AN EASY JOURNEY TO, AND WITHIN, OMAN

q

#

FLIGHTS

MONEY

Oman is about a seven-hour flight from Heathrow (Oman

The Omani Rial (OMR) is

Air) and a 15-hour flight from Washington, D.C. Over 20

pegged to the U.S. dollar

airlines fly direct to Oman. Oman Air offers direct flights from

at RO1 = US$2.6. There are

over 40 cities around the globe.

1,000 Baisas in an Omani

N

KEEPING
IN TOUCH

a

Rial. ATMs are widely

VISAS

Citizens of most countries

Oman has a good mobile

require a visa to enter Oman.

network. Visitors can avoid

For more information, visit

roaming charges by buying

rop.gov.om.

a local SIM from outlets at
the airports or shops. Free

v

available and major credit
cards are accepted in larger
hotels, restaurants and
shops. In markets and small
businesses, cash is preferred.

DRIVING

Wi-Fi is available at Omani

You can drive into northern Oman from the United Arab

airports and a growing

Emirates. By car, the journey from Dubai to Muscat takes about

number of hotels, banks

four hours. Oman taxis are handy for short trips. Drivers and

and urban cafés.

organized tours are available for longer trips.

)

,

WHAT’S THE WEATHER LIKE?

WHAT
TO WEAR

Oman is pleasantly warm for eight months of the year. From

Oman is a Muslim country

October to April, temperatures rarely dip below 68°F or

and respect for local
customs is recommended.
Omanis don’t have to
cover up in public, but

exceed 86°F. The hottest months are from May to September,
and it can soar to 100 in July. The exception is Salalah in the
south, where the khareef, or monsoon, brings cooling rain

most wear long, loose,

between June and August.

modest clothing and

w

visitors are advised do
the same. Women should
cover their heads with a
light shawl when visiting

WHEN SHOULD WE TRAVEL?

The most popular months to visit Oman are November to March.
There are good reasons to visit in summer, too. The turtle-

the Sultan Qaboos Grand

watching season in Sharqiya lasts from June to August. From late

Mosque or traditional rural

June, locals converge on southern Dhofar to enjoy its temperate

communities. Bathing

climate and lush scenery. Jebel Shams, Al Ashkhara and Al Wusta

suits are worn on boats, at

coastline are among the cooler places to visit in the summer.

the beach and the pool.

Information courtesy of Oman Ministry of Tourism omantourism.gov.om.
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AND MYSTERY
Continued from page 4

The graceful mosques of Oman
The soulful call to prayer is
an essential part of the Omani
soundscape, and the minarets and
domes of mosques add grace and
beauty to the skylines. Muscat’s
breathtaking Sultan Qaboos Grand
Mosque is open to all, except during
Friday prayers. Completed in 2001,
this is considered one of the most
impressive and beautiful places of
worship in the Gulf.
Wind and waves
With sparkling seas and state-ofthe-art marinas, Oman is a great place
to catch the breeze. To make the
most of the fine sailing near Muscat,
most visit the marinas, where dinghy,
yacht and powerboat instruction and
skippered charters are all available.
The new Almouj Marina is Oman’s
largest private yachting hub and
home to Oman Sail’s sailing school,
at The Wave, Muscat. There are also
superb sailing schools at Marina
Bandar al Rowhdha, south of the city.
Sail to the fabulous Damaniyat
Islands off the Batinah coast. With
a week to spare, tourists go islandhopping, discovering hidden beaches

and anchoring in sheltered, secluded
bays. Many book a short cruise from
Muscat, Sur or Khasab, enjoying
drinks and lunch or canapés onboard
while the crew take care of logistics.
Day trips and overnight cruises from
Khasab will show you Khor ash Sham,
Telegraph Island and the remote village
of Kumzar, with dolphins dancing
past your boat along the way. Long-

distance kayaking tours are available
to explore Oman’s lovely inlets, fjords
and fishing villages.
Year-round
breakers
and
manageable summer temperatures
make Oman one of the best surfing
destinations in the Middle East. Head
for the southeast coast to Salalah,
where quality surf breaks onto the
sandy beaches of the Arabian Sea. June

to September brings the best swells.
And finally, whether you are a snorkeler,
a seasoned scuba diver or a novice diver
who’s keen to learn, a whole new world
of coral reefs and marine creatures
awaits below the surface.
Recognizing the Sultanate’s vast
tourism potential, many international
hotel chains have recently opened
properties in Oman. Domestic hotel

chains, privately owned boutique
establishments and quality three- and
four-star hotels have also followed
suit. But don’t forget: Oman’s
environment offers a diverse and
epic atmosphere for camping under
the stars: Hotels now offer more
luxurious camps (picture below left)
that are referred to as “glamping” or
glamorous camping. •

PHOTOS COURTESY OMAN MINISTRY OF TOURISM

ENCHANTING NATURE RESERVES,
FROM TURTLES TO BIRDS
Did you know that thousands of sea turtles
migrate annually from the shores of the Arabian
Gulf, the Red Sea and Somalia to lay their eggs on
the Sultanate of Oman’s shores? July to October
is the peak time for turtle watching as 20,000
turtles or more lay an estimated 50,000-60,000
eggs each year in the Sultanate.
Oman has five of the world’s seven species
of sea turtles: The Green Turtle, found on most
Omani beaches and plentiful in Ras Al Hadd, Ras
Al Jinz, Masirah Island and Ad Daymaniyat Islands;
the Loggerhead Turtle that nests on Masirah
Island, the shores of Dhofar and Daymaniyat
Islands; the Hawksbill Turtle that nests on the
shores of Muscat and Daymaniyat Islands; the
Olive Ridley Turtle that nests on Masirah Island;

Thousands of sea turtles
migrate annually from the
shores of the Arabian Gulf,
the Red Sea and Somalia to
lay their eggs on the Sultanate
of Oman’s shores.
and the Leatherback Turtle which is found in
Omani waters but does not nest in the Sultanate.
At night, these turtles drag themselves out
of the water to the beach. They dig a hole in
the sand to bury their eggs and then return to
the sea. After about 55 days, the eggs hatch
and baby turtles come out to start the most
dangerous journey of their lives, trying to avoid
hungry foxes, crabs and birds and pushing
their way towards the sea where they can find
safety. Watching the turtles’ night dash to the
sea is among the most popular tourist activities,
especially at Ras Al Hadd Turtle Reserve.

Birdwatching and wildlife
For divers, snorkelers and birdwatchers, the
Damaniyat Islands Nature Reserve is a must. It
is a chain of islands stretching 20km from east
to west, with fabulous coral formations. This is
a breeding ground for gulls, terns, ospreys and
sooty falcons. Rare hawksbill turtles also nest in
unusually large numbers on the quiet beaches.
Other significant reserves include the Dhofar
Lagoons, superb for birds, and the Jabal Samhan
Nature Reserve in the Dhofar highlands, one
of the last remaining habitats for Arabian
leopards. Oman’s cool uplands are rich in birdlife,
particularly vultures and eagles. Of Oman’s 400 or
so species, three quarters have been seen on or
around Masirah Island, a stop on several important
migration routes. The best time to visit is autumn
and winter, when huge numbers are present. •

PHOTOS COURTESY OMAN MINISTRY OF TOURISM
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Continued from page 2

tombs are located 18 miles northeast of Bat. The
site, from the same era, contains twenty-one
beehive tombs similar to those found at Bat and
constructed from limestone blocks.
UNESCO’s Land of Frankincense designation
refers to a group of archeological sites where the
production and distribution of frankincense —
one of the most important luxury items of trade
in antiquity — made it a must-stop for traders.
Omani frankincense was coveted from the
Mediterranean and Red Sea to India and China.
The area includes the desert oasis of Shishr,
situated on the route where frankincense was
brought from Nejd to the port city of Sumhuram,
better known as Khor Rori. Researchers note that
Indian traders spent their winters there waiting
for monsoon winds to carry them home after
trading oil, cotton and corn for incense.
The Frankincense Park of Wadi Dawkah also
served as a trade hub connecting Oman to the
Arabian Peninsula and Mesopotamia and Egypt.
Shells and obsidian were traded as well as

Today, visitors can cruise the coast
on one of these boats and divine
the feeling of an era when the resin
beads of Oman’s Frankincense trees
was traded like gold.
frankincense and later horses. Here frankincense
trees abound.
The Aflaj irrigation systems date to 500 AD
but such systems existed in Oman as far back as
2500 BC. As many as 3,000 aflaj are still in use in
Oman today. The system uses gravity to channel
water from underground sources or springs,
guided by astronomical observations, to support
agriculture and domestic use. The system is
marked by a communal distribution system for
each town’s inhabitants. The lessons of the aflaj
make it a remarkable example of water resource
management, which has generated renewed
global interest by scientists worldwide. •

A traditional Dhow without sails
PHOTOS COURTESY OMAN MINISTRY OF TOURISM

Presents:

The Al Najoom
Dance Troupe

Experience the rich culture
of Oman as the Al Najoom
Troupe

presents

their

repertoire of traditional musical
performances. The dances of the
Omani people have been heavily
influenced by the external influences
of East Africa and Asia, which has

resulted in a unique and vibrant form

November 12, 6:30 pm
Doors open at 6:00 pm
Free and open
to the public

of cross-cultural expression.
The Al Najoom Troupe has been hailed
as one of the most talented dance groups
in Oman and they have been introducing
diverse audiences to their heritage for over
15 years.

Location:
The Smithsonian
National Museum
of African Art
950 Independence Ave., SW
Washington, D.C. 20013

Take a cultural journey across the globe and
witness the legacy of the Al Najoom troupe
as they employ song, music, and dance to pay

THE OUD HOBBYISTS ASSOCIATION
Established in 2005, the Association promotes the cultural heritage of
Oman by presenting performances that feature the oud (Arabic lute), an
important Eastern musical instrument and recognized as a source of pride
for powerful figures for centuries. The Association proudly showcases this
fascinating instrument and the artists that master it, the only coalition of
its kind in the Arab world!
Performers include:
Ziyad Al Harbi, oud player and composer
Nibras Al Malahi, oud player
Radhiyah bint Abdulla Al Ibeidaniya, violinist
Idris Al Balushi, rhythm and guitarist
Rami Al Mansoori, qanun player
Mohsen Al Mushaifri, contrabass player

homage to their Omani traditions. The dances
are used for many purposes, including religious
ceremonies and rituals of everyday life, and the Al
Najoom Troupe invites you to experience their culture

THURSDAY, NOVEMBER 13 AT 6 P.M.
KENNEDY CENTER MILLENNIUM STAGE
FREE, NO TICKETS REQUIRED.

through the joy of musical performance.

The John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts
2700 F Street, NW | Washington, DC 20566
For more information, call (202) 467-4600.
Live Internet broadcast, video archive, artist information, and more at
kennedy-center.org/millennium.
Please note: There is no free parking for free events.
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The Sultan Qaboos
Cultural Center
Extends its
Congratulations to

HIS MAJESTY
SULTAN QABOOS
BIN SAID
On the Occasion of the
Forty-Fourth Year
of the
Blessed National Day.
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