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ore than 7,000 years ago, when the
great civilisations of Mesopotamia
and the Indus Valley ruled the
ancient world, a little-known settlement on the
Arabian Peninsula formed a link between the
trading ports of Asia, Africa and the Middle
East. It was called Magan, and although its
inhabitants have long since disappeared into
they left behind dusty

evidence of their lucrative past. Shards of clay

the shifting sands,

pots, copper trinkets, stone arrowheads; these
scattered souvenirs are evidence of a society
that was both international in outlook and
nomadic in lifestyle; these were the UAE's
original Bedouin,

It was only in 1959 that the world came to
know of the Magan. The late Sheikh Zayed
Bin Sultan Al Nahyan invited a team of Dutch
archaeologists to examine the ancient sites on
Umm Al Nar Island and the tombs of Al Ain;
their discovery of the Arabian Peninsula's past
was relatively recent in archaeological terms.
Today, Abu Dhabi's archaeological treasures
are carefully unearthed by Dr Mark Beech,
a distinguished British archaeologist from the
University of York who has been working in
the UAE on and off for 15 years. Brought to
the region originally to work for the Abu Dhabi
Islands Archaeological Survey (ADIAS), Dr
Beech is now the head of cultural landscapes
at the newly-formed umbrella organisation for
heritage work in Abu Dhabi; the Abu Dhabi
Authority for Culture and Heritage (ADACH).

Dr Beech's offices are located in the Cultural
Foundation; the unassuming archaeologist
works among the typical hodgepodge of
ancient skulls, pottery pieces and piles of
documents that populate most academic’s
offices. With his work specifically devoted to
cultural landscapes, Dr Beech divides his time
between mapping the crucial archaeological
sites of Abu Dhabi and participating in digs.
“You can't really be a proper archaeologist
unless you get out in the field and get hot and
dirty!” he laughs.

The majority of Dr Beech's work arises from
the partnership between the ADACH and the
Abu Dhabi Environment Agency, who together
monitor new discoveries and evaluate any
new development projects in Abu Dhabi to
ensure that nothing interferes with its precious
archaeological heritage. “We're kind of like
the fire brigade for culture and heritage,” Dr
Beech says. “Sometimes Bedouin wildlife
rangers that are driving in the desert checking

.
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When most people think of the UAE, they imagine shiny new
buildings rising out of barren desert — but what many don't realise
is a rich and ancient history lies beneath these sands. Acclaimed
British archaeologist Dr Mark Beech is working to discover and
preserve Abu Dhabi’s rich archaeological heritage
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that there’s no illegal hunting going on call and
say ‘doctor, doctor, we found a big bone in
the desert — you have to come seel!l’ So you
have to cancel everything and set off.”
Working in a relatively new region for
archaeology has its benefits for the academic.
“The archaeology in this part of the world has
only been known for 40 - 45 years, so it's very

young if you compare it with most countries,”
he explains. “Coming to an area like this that’s
not so well known, you've got the chance to
make some important discoveries and do
something useful. The thing that has helped
archaeological research here has been world
geopolitics; a lot of archaeologists had to stop
working in Iraq because of the situation. The &
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People « Dr Mark Beech

benefit of this was that archaeologists started
working in the Gulf states — people have
realised now that the Gulf was neglected.”

In his 15 years in the region, Dr Beech has
been part of some of the UAE's most important
discoveries, most of which have been found
on the coastal islands of Sir Baniyas, Delma
and Marawah. “The most important thing I've
discovered since I've been in Abu Dhabi,” he
says, “is a Neolithic stone village on Marawah
Island. It has the oldest stone house in the
UAE. We found a skeleton buried there which
is the earliest known inhabitant of Abu Dhabi.”
The island also yielded a discovery as important
asthe ancient vilage itself. “We found a beautiful
pot that’s a type of pottery called Ubaid," Dr
Beech says. “It's the oldest ceramic pottery
vessel found in southeast Arabia — not just in
the UAE but the whole region.”

In addition to these discoveries, Abu Dhabi
also boasts Umm Al Nar Island, which is so
archaeologically important its name has been
used to designate an entire civilisation. “If
you've seen the archaeological park in Al Ain
and the tombs there, you find 50 of these
monumental structures on Umm Al Nar. They
used to put hundreds of skeletons inside.”

These discoveries reveal that the UAE has
always been surprisingly similar in nature to
what it is today; a major trading port, and
hub.

an interpational “Our archaeological

evidence shows that people were trading

with Mesopotamia 7,500 years ago. Some
of the pottery we found here was actually
made in Iran and Beluchistan,” says Dr Beech.
“Even thousands of years ago there was an
international network of business and social
interaction. We even find Celadon ware here
from China; it's beautifully made, very hard
smooth green pottery. It shows that the people
here have a long cultural history.”

Thriving trade fuelled these international
connections through sea trade routes; but
in order to do this, Abu Dhabi had to have
something to offer - natural resources. “You
find early scripts in Iraq talking about fish eyes,”
explains Dr Beech. “People have taken this to
mean pearls. People like Ptolemy talked about
[Magan] as the land of the fish-eaters. The

72 Etihad Inflight December 2007

region not only provided fish and pearls, but
also copper. Around 4,000 years ago people
learned how to mine copper in the mountains,
which they collected to make swords and
daggers and then sent off to Mesopotamia.”

One area drawing archaeologists’ attention
recently is a site right next to the Abu Dhabi
Airport at the Al Ghazal Golf Club. “The site
has five different time periods represented,
with 7,000 year old remains,” he says. “It was
a basically a camp for Neolithic people. We
found traces of stone arrowheads and tools,
and two wells. This location was the nearest
point on the mainland to Umm Al Nar Island;
we think people were getting water there and
bringing it to the island.”

As more discoveries are being made, Dr
Beech is enlisting more international experts
to explore Abu Dhabi's ancient lands. His next
project will be in collaboration with one of the
world's most famous palaeontologists, Dr
Andrew Hill of Yale University, who also works
for the Peabody Museum of Natural History.
The western region of Abu Dhabi has a rich
array of paleontological offerings and is rich
with deposits dating from the Mycene Period,
6 — 8 million years ago. Dr Beech has already
made discoveries there — “the biggest thing

I've found is an elephant tusk 2.54 metres

long we found in Ruwais - to find a fossil

of that length anywhere really is fantas
he says. Dr Beech and Dr Hill will continue
to plumb the region not only to find more
discoveries, but also ensure the growing glut
of developments will not harm some of the
desert's uncharted territory

“The desert is actually full of life,” says Dr
Beech. “We just need to raise awareness and
provide better materials in schools to educate
people. It's not only an obligation because
we have unique artefacts — but we need it
for modern living. You can't develop a city
without places of beauty. In the end, cultural

heritage will make life more desirable.”

“ADACH is kind of like the fire brigade for culture and hertage.
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