Old Dubai
Through New Lens

An Abra docked in the courtyard of Al Fahidi
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The one thing that has remained
a constant through the centuries
in Dubai's history is its trade. It
was trade that brought Dubai its
fame, paved the way for its later
riches
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efore Dubai became the glitzy capital of
the famously fashionable that it is today, it
was once an arid land of Bedouins. A seminomadic people who traversed the desert with their
herds of camel and goat, eternally in search of oases
that would sustain their agriculture. Everything
from the famed dates and coﬀee of Dubai to the
cultural amusements of today, like camel racing and
hunting, trace their origins back to these nomads
that had settled in the oases of Hatta and Al Aweer.
And the one thing that has remained a constant
through the centuries in Dubai’s history is its trade.
It was trade that brought Dubai its fame, paved the
way for its later riches and even decided where the
city itself would come into being. On the banks of
a creek.

WANDERLUST

A cafe in one of the traditional houses of Bastakiya

Built in the 1800s for the
settlers from the Bu Flasa
tribe, when Dubai first became
an independent political entity,
the Al Fahidi area even today
is home to the Ruler's Court
Mosque, the Al Fahidi Fort
and the residential houses.
Only, these houses of the past
have now been restored and
converted to cafes and
galleries, cool and inviting

Take an abra, the traditional wooden boat on this
very creek where Dubai’s story began; from Diera
to Bur Dubai, from the new to the old. In Bur Dubai
is Al Bastakiya. Or simply, Bastakiya in the Al Fahidi
Historical Neighbourhood. It doesn’t matter if
Dubai is an old favourite or if it is something that
is currently on your travel wishlist, if you wish to
explore Dubai through new lens, understand what
it used to be like, all the while not losing sight of
today’s modern Dubai, then, Bastakiya is the place
to be.
Built in the 1800s for the settlers from the Bu Flasa
tribe, when Dubai ﬁrst became an independent
political entity, the Al Fahidi area even today is
home to the Ruler’s Court Mosque, the Al Fahidi
Fort and the residential houses. Only, these houses
of the past have now been restored and converted
to cafes and galleries, cool and inviting. Here you
can stroll through the lanes of history and be
transported in time in those cobbled pathways,
winding away between tightly packed buildings of
ochre, the colour of the desert.
The Al Fahidi Fort, today, houses the Dubai
Museum
where
atmospheric
installations,
beautifully presented glimpses into the history of
the region and life like scenes recreated from the
past take the visitor on a virtual journey of cultural
immersion. Rarely is a museum so interesting for all
age groups what with interactive screens that bring
up your favourite desert animal to a fully furnished
traditional house, locally known as Al Kaimah, made
of palm fronds and burlap pieces.
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Just adjacent to it is what looks like a sprawling
complex but is in fact Bastakiya. This is where the Al
Arish are, the typical summer houses of the region,
built with a wind tower made of burlap pieces.
Quiet and inconspicuous in the otherwise bustling
Al Fahidi, the bazaar where local Indians ﬂock to,
this complex holds a myriad of interesting restored
buildings for culture buﬀs and the artistically inclined.
From galleries that double up as boutique hotels
with just the few rooms to rent out, to those that
bring together the specially abled to unleash their
creative potential, every gallery here is also a café.
There is much to discover here and one can easily
spend the day just wandering through the maze
of buildings and leafy boulevards, never knowing
just what one might stumble upon next. If it is a
coﬀee museum or a coin museum now, it could be
a philately house next, which in great detail traces
the evolution of postal stamps and postmarks from
the Middle East or even a museum dedicated just
to the local architecture and its restoration. It is also
in these very walkways that the aptly named, Dubai
Art Fair, Sikka (Arabic for alleyway) happens every
year around March.

Al Kaimah, a traditonal house made of palm
fronds and burlap

Inside The Coffee Museum in Bastakiya
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A little further down the road are Dubai’s old souks,
the traditional Arabian bazaars. The most celebrated
of which are the Gold Souk, the Spice Souk and the
Perfume Souk, all along the creek. Often called the
City of Gold, Dubai’s success story began with gold a full decade before it stuck oil, its black gold - when
the trade in gold ﬂourished in the 1950s and the
Creek was dredged and developed to facilitate the
growing trade. So, even if one is not shopping for
bespoke Arabic jewellery, the Gold Souk is still the
quintessential experience for the curious traveller.
Next in line is the Spice Souk, a photographer’s
delight, with its colourful rows of herb and spice
sacks. This souk is also a good place to stock up on
high quality saﬀron, candied nuts and organic dried
dates. But the most oﬀbeat and also probably the
most fun local indulgence would be a stroll down
the Perfume Souk. For how can one be in Dubai
and not be swayed by the heady scent of oud! From
pure perfume and essential oils, to incense sticks
and the classic Arabian oud, one can buy any or all
of these here, in sizes that go from huge ﬂagons to
tiny ornate vials. What’s more, this souk is also the
perfect place to ﬁnd a perfumer that can help you
create a unique personal fragrance for yourself.

If after all the overwhelming experiences, you
are still craving a little more of Old Dubai, then
go beyond Bastakiya, further out to reach Al
Shindagha, where the then ruler of Dubai, Sheikh
Saeed Al Maktoum’s residence has now been
opened to the public as yet another museum. Also
in the Bastakiya quarter is the Sheikh Mohammed
Centre of Cultural Understanding, where one can
wind down at the end of a day of walking, with a
dose of culture served up with a side of delicious
Arabic coﬀee and dates. Or choose to end the day
with a sumptuous Arabic dinner at Bastakiya Nights,
in one of the many courtyards of Bastakiya facing
the Dubai Creek.
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Along the alleyways of Old Dubai
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