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43years

The many faces 
of her story 

Meet some of the 
generations of Emirati 
women who have 
played their part in 
building the modern 
United Arab Emirates

The National



Umm Nasser Al Muhairbi was 12 
when she married. A year later, 
she was pregnant with her first 
baby.

The teenager was lucky. In the 
absence of anything resembling 
modern medicine, she was able to 
turn to her mother, who had giv-
en birth to 12 children and knew 
what her daughter was about to 
face.

“My mother told me, take three 
meals every day. Breakfast at 6am 
or 7am, not at 9am, and don’t 
think about going to bring the 
water from the sea, and don’t take 
anything heavy or run.”

Umm Nasser’s father, a fisher-
man, also knew about tradition-
al medicine and made her drink 
one small glass of halool every two 
weeks throughout her pregnancy. 
The herb, from the Cassia angus-
tifolia plant, is used as a natural 
diuretic and laxative and is still 
popular today. It is recommend-
ed during pregnancy to help keep 
the digestive system clean and to 
promote a healthy appetite in ex-
pectant mothers.

That was the 1950s and 1960s, 
when health care was virtually 
nonexistent, and halool and other 
herbal drinks were the only things 
that qualified as medicine. Passed 
down through generations, many 
of them remain today.

Umm Nasser, who now has 10 
children and whose eldest son is 
about 45, is from a generation of 
women who remember when they 
had no alternatives. There were no 
hospitals or ambulances; at best a 
foreign doctor somewhere in Abu 
Dhabi, usually from a Christian 
mission, who could help if con-
tacted in time.

It was a time when mortality 
rates were high, with some reports 
that half of all babies died in birth, 
although collecting accurate sta-
tistics would have been difficult.

All of the country’s first hospitals 
were set up by Christian missions. 
Oasis Hospital in Al Ain, founded 
in 1960 by Dr Pat and Marian Ken-
nedy, is still operating today.

In 1940s Sharjah, the American 
missionary Dr Sarah Hosmon was 
treating women at a small clinic in 
the building that is now the Shar-
jah Art Institute.

Before this, women relied solely 
on traditional healers, practising 
techniques such as maysam that 
involved heating metal rods over 
the fire and holding them on the 
skin for a few seconds. The loca-
tion depended on where the pain 
or injury was.

When Umm Nasser had her first 
baby, her mother called for the 
help of Dr Mariam, an Indian doc-
tor. She also remembers an Emi-
rati woman known as Baksa, who 
had a particular knack for hurry-
ing up labour.

“Some ladies, they can’t push 
the baby. When she has pain it 
can sometimes take two days or 
three days. After, if she can’t have 
the baby, another lady like a nurse 
comes. She uses her head to push 
the bump and push down the 
baby.

“She delivered the baby. I cut 
my own cord. Then my mother 
brought the salt and made it like 
a tablet. I needed seven tablets to 
put inside to heal.”

The salt was mixed with a little 
camel urine, which is thought 
to have healing properties, and 
moulded into fingertip-size tab-
lets as a vaginal suppository.

“One tablet, one a day for seven 

days. After seven days, khalas, 
you can go back to a normal life, 
the woman is clean. Me, after 
four days, I go to cook and get the 
 water.”

As well as the salt tablets, women 
were encouraged to clean them-
selves with salt and water as this 
was thought to speed up the heal-
ing process. While it worked well, 
Umm Nasser says, it caused “too 
much pain”.

Post-birth, women also wrapped 
wet salt in a shayla and wound this 
round their belly for seven days to 
help it return to its normal size. 
“After the baby the stomach is big, 
but it makes it strong.”

A healthy baby was fed date paste 
as well as breast milk. “We make 
a little dates with a little foam of 
the milk and give it to the baby to 
suck,” Umm Nasser says. 

“Like a lollipop. It’s good for the 
stomach and it makes everything 
come out that is not good for the 
baby.

“After seven days, the baby gets 
hab al hamra. We make it with 
milk and paprika and give it to 
the mother. It’s good after the 
birth.” The drink is made from 
cress seeds boiled with turmeric, 
black pepper, ginger and cinna-
mon.

Women were expected to get 
back to their normal routines 
within days of giving birth. While 
other women helped with house-
hold chores and childcare, they 
could not afford to lose a pair of 
hands for long.

To speed up recovery, women 
came up with other rudimentary 
ways of dealing with the physical 
effects of having a baby.

“Before we didn’t have privacy af-
ter the baby,” recalls Umm Noora 
Al Muhairbi, a mother of one girl 
also born around 45 years ago. 

“We just put the shayla around 
us. We had two shayla; one for use 
and one for wash. First we need-

ed to tie around the waist after 
the baby; it keeps the stomach in, 
then down here.”

The shayla would be wrapped 
around the waist and then thread-
ed between her legs as a sort of 
sanitary towel for one or two 
weeks after the birth.

“Now you need it for 40 days,” 
says Umm Noora, who champions 
the old-fashioned ways.

Never in short supply, the shayla 
had a number of critical uses in 
childbirth.

“For the cord,” Umm Nasser 
says, “we used to cut a little shay-
la and use it to tie the cord tight 
after, four fingers from the stom-
ach. You measured with your fin-
gers. Before we cut it longer, but 
when the baby was playing it was 

not good, so four fingers was cut 
and tied.”

In some traditional houses, 
called chandal, there were wood-
en beams on the ceiling. The 
shayla would be thrown over the 
beam and used as a pulley for the 
mother-to-be to pull herself up on 
to give the baby room to emerge in 
labour.

“If someone thinks ‘this time the 
baby will come’ they will make a 
balance to pull,” Umm Afra says. 
“My mother did this. When she 
had too much pain she pulled up 
and pushed the baby out. Wom-
en pushed down on her knees to 
help.”

In the absence of husbands, fa-
thers and brothers, women would 
be responsible for everything 

from cooking to raising children, 
and any household repairs. They 
also formed the main support sys-
tem for other women in the com-
munity.

“When men go to sea, the wom-
en do what men do. They bring 
the water from the well, bring the 
wood, we carry it on our heads.” 
Umm Noora says. “The men farm 
or fish for business and family. 
Sometimes when they go to the 
sea, they go for three months.”

The women could estimate the 
time the men had been away by 
looking at the progress of the 
dates growing in the trees and also 
by looking at the stars.

Pearl diving, once the Gulf’s 
main source of wealth, was a gru-
elling and dangerous business. 

The divers worked from sunrise to 
sunset and were under water for 
many minutes at a time, wearing 
a nose plug and leather finger pro-
tectors.

“Sometimes men did not come 
back,” Umm Nasser says. In cases 
like these, other women stepped 
in to help care for the family, shar-
ing food and supplies when need-
ed.

It was also an anxious time for 
the men leaving their pregnant 
wives. With entire male popula-
tions out at sea, the women devel-
oped a clever way of letting their 
husbands know the fate of their 
babies.

“When my husband goes fishing 
and I deliver the baby he doesn’t 
know about me,” says Umm Nas-

ser. “But when you have other 
friends who go to the sea, he takes 
my baby’s dress to give to my hus-
band. He knows I had the baby 
and he can smell it.”

It was virtually impossible for 
women to know exactly when 
their babies were due. Because of 
this, some families were caught 
out. “Before, we didn’t know 
which time we would deliver the 
baby,” says Umm Nasser. “My 
mother went to Delma Island with 
family, she took four days to go. 
After 20 minutes, she said: ‘Now I 
deliver the baby’.

“Women gave shaylas and men 
gave kaffiyeh to create privacy. I 
know how to swim because I was 
born on the sea.”

If a baby was born early, mothers 

developed a simple incubation 
system to try to keep it safe until it 
reached full term.

The cord of the baby was kept 
long and the thread of the shayla 
was tied more loosely than nor-
mal. The child was placed on a 
blanket in a box or a large cook-
ing pot and covered with a dark 
shayla. To breastfeed, the women 
would bend over the box rather 
than removing the baby.

“It must be not too hot or not too 
cold,” says Umm Noora. “And feed 
in the box. Keep it safe and dark 
until nine months.”

If women lost a lot of blood dur-
ing birth, they were encouraged to 
avoid standing up and told to eat 
and drink lying down because “it 
stopped the blood”. If the bleed-

ing continued, they turned to oth-
er methods such as massage and 
maysam.

“Take metal from the fire and 
put on the lower back,” Umm Nas-
ser says. “It stops the blood from 
coming outside. Sometimes it left 
a mark.”

Women neighbours would be 
called for help, if needed.

“Just go outside and say ‘Umm 
Nasser’, and she would come. 
Doors were not closed. Now if you 
are sick, no one knows. Before 
people will say, ‘Where is this lady’ 
or ‘where is that lady?’”

Umm Abdulla Al Shehhi, a moth-
er of two, gave birth to her first 
child in the 1950s in Fujairah. She 
was staying in the family’s clay 
kareen winter house when her la-
bour started. She gave birth lying 
on a blanket on a floor.

“My mother is a nurse. When I 
had the baby my mother delivered 
the child. After, she put a stone in 
the fire and made it hot. Then put 
it in the shayla, on the stomach. It 
helps pain. When I had a baby the 
weather was cold. In winter, I lived 
in a different house.”

Umm Abdulla’s second son, 
Ali, arrived the following year but 
died at seven months from an un-
known illness.

Eight more years passed before 
she became pregnant with her 
third child. By that time she was 
living in Ajman, where her hus-
band was working.

“When I had Abdulla in Fujairah 
it took two hours. But Fatima was 
born in a hospital. I went there at 
9am and Fatima came at 7pm. For 
me, it was different in the hospi-
tal. It was better at home.”

The relative security of having 
trained doctors and nurses on 
hand is not enough to convince 
Umm Abdulla that giving birth in 
a hospital is the better option.

“When I had a baby with my 
mother, we cleaned him and she 
gave me the baby. But in hospi-
tal the nurse took the baby and 
cleaned. 

“And at home I can return to a 
normal life after three or fours 
days, but in hospital I needed to 
stay too long.

“I like the old ways, not the new 
ways. The traditional is better.”
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Umm Noora Al Muhairbi, left, Umm Nasser Al Muhairbi, Umm Abdulla Al Shehhi, Umm Khalid Al Shehhi and 
Khadeeja Al Shehhi talk about their memories of childbirth and women's health. Ravindranath K / The National

Top, the Oasis Hospital in Al Ain allowed young mothers to have their babies under medical supervision. 
Above, a proud father holds up his newborn child at the Oasis Hospital. Photo courtesy Oasis Hospital 

Baby steps to 
better health
Without access to hospitals, doctors or modern medicine, childbirth was a 
hazardous affair for both mothers and babies, writes Mitya Underwood. But 
older women remember those days as a time when everyone helped out 

Raising the question of marriage 
takes Umm Mohammed back to 
stories of her past, when she was 
brought up in a strict family in 
the 1960s.

Families who wanted to marry 
off their daughters started with 
close relatives, such as cous-
ins, and then considered close 
friends. A father would choose 
the suitor for a girl without con-
sulting her.

“It was a shame to go against 
your father’s will. We didn’t dare 
to say ‘no’ to the partner chosen 
by our father,” says the mother of 
three from Abu Dhabi. “Usually 
the male cousins reserve the fe-
male cousins.”

Asking for a girl’s hand varied 
from one family to another. “Do 
you know how a man judged 
a woman in those days?” she 
asks. “In those days family [men] 
had their own ways of knowing 
whether the girl was suitable for 
his son or not.”

On the day of seeing the girl, 
the family – mostly the men – 
would visit the girl at the agreed 
time at her home. Upon arrival, 
a man would escort the guest to 
what was commonly known as 
the “men’s hall”. While the guest 
waited in the room for the father 
to arrive, they performed a pecu-
liar experiment.

“What the family do is lift the 
rug in that room,” she says. 

Why the rug? 
“Dirt often gets accumulated 

under the rug and if the rug hap-
pened to be unclean underneath 
in the potential wife’s house, it is 
an indication that she is not suit-

able,” she says. In the past, the 
dowry was around 3,000 or 5,000 
rupees, the currency of the Gulf 
in those days.

Wearing white wedding gowns 
was unheard of. The girl would 
wear traditional cloth and differ-
ent types of gold to make herself 
more appealing to her partner.

In those days, weddings were 
usually held in the house. In 
some families, she says, even af-
ter marriage, the wife would not 
eat with her husband.

“I don’t know why, but that was 
the rule," says Umm Mohammed.

“It was best for her to eat with 
her husband after she gives birth 
to her first baby.”

After a long sigh, she adds: “My 
Lord, our families set many rules 
for us. We obeyed everything. It 
was very strict, but thank God.”

The idea of women eating out-
side the home or even chewing 
gum was frowned upon. The only 
book allowed was the Quran.

“We had a school next to our 
house. I cried a lot to go to 
school, but I wasn’t allowed.” 

Once a girl reached the age of 
maturity, she was expected to 
know how to cook and clean 
while her mother took it easy. 
“There weren’t servants to rely 
on. We would wake up in the 
morning and do all the house 
chores. Our parents were de-
pendent on us,” she says.

“My mother taught me every-
thing when I was a little girl and I 
have passed on everything I know 
to my daughter.”
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Wedded  
to tradition

Pearl fishermen 
would be sent a 
dress from newborn 
babies they had yet 
to see so that they 
could smell the child

When it came to marriage, a wife might be 
the last to know, writes Asmaa Al Hameli

After childbirth, women were soon expected to resume their domestic tasks, like carrying water from the well, as shown here near Al Ain in 1953. Courtesy Ronald Codrai© TCA Abu Dhabi    

In 1970, 91 in every 1,000 children died before reaching the age of 5. In 2010, it was 
recorded as seven in every 1,000 children

did you know?◃ The rate of infant mortality in 1970, when each emirate had a hospital, was 67 per 1,000 
live births. By 2010, this had dropped to six in every 1,000 live births

did you know?◃


