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Manakha is one of the best known of the 
smaller towns of Yemen, having been de
scribed by many of the travellers visiting 
the country at a time when the journey 
was a difficult venture. It is situated on 
the western escarpment, just off the 
artery of Yemen connecting Sana'a and 
the highlands to Hodeidah and the sea. It 
is a minor commercial and administrative 
centre in a rural district inhabited by 
members of the three main schools of 
Islam in Yemen: Zaydis, Shafi'is and 
hmailis. The town has a fairly homoge
nl~ous population drawn from all parts of 
hi ghland Yemen, with rather few addi
tions from the lowlands. Until the foun
d;\tion of the state of Israel, Manakha 
had a sizeable Jewish minority. At least 
k n per cent of the roughly 3000 people 
living in Manakha during the first half of 
this century were Jews. The Turkish 
soldiers stationed in Manakha during the 
last Ottoman occupation of Yemen have 
left many descendants. Needless to say, 
th .. ~y are completely integrated into 
Yemeni society. The various develop
ment efforts of the last few years have 
given rise to a small German colony re
siding in the town. The recent revival of 
religious instruction has brought teachers 
not only from Egypt but also from Syria, 
Jordan and the Sudan. For more than a 
decade, Manakha has been one of the 
"musts" on the tourist maps of Yemen. 
Considering all this and the number of 
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Ismaili pilgrims from all over the world 
who pass through the town on their way 
to the holy places on Jabal Shibam, one 
cannot but conclude that Manakha, al
though it may seem to lie in the midst of 
nowhere, is a surprisingly cosmopolitan 
place. 

By Yemeni standards Manakha is a fairly 
new town. It is not mentioned by al
Hamdani in his tenth-century description 
of Yemen. The locals themselves claim 
that the city was founded some four 
hundred years ago when settlers on the 
top of Jabal Shibam moved down from 
their fortified village to the pass where 
Manakha now lies, and where previously 
there was only a small Jewish village on 
the track winding across the mountains 
from Hodeidah to Sana'a. When Carsten 
Niebuhr led the famous Danish expedi
tion to Arabia Felix in the 1760s, Mana
kha was apparently already a lively com
mercial centre. He did not see the town 
himself and mentions only the grapes of 
the area, but according to the present
day town-dwellers coffee was then the 
mainstay of Manakha's relative prospe
rity. Manakha was also the administrative 
centre of the Haraz region: a representa
tive of the Imam in Sana' a was stationed 
there to supervise taxation, administer 
the law and keep the peace. Tribal orga
nisation was probably, like today, rather 
weak, but sectarian differences provided 
an alternative framework for local poli
tics. At times, when the central authority 
of the Imam in Sana'a was in eclipse, 
Manakha was ruled by the local leader of 
the Ismailis. 

In 1872 the Ottoman forces, which had 
been holding the lowlands along the Red 
Sea coast for about two decades, ad
vanced into the mountains and conquered 
most of Yemen. Manakha, approximately 
half-way between the highland plateau of 
Sana' a and the sea, was made into a stra
tegic garrison town. The Turks remained 
for almost half a century and put their 
imprint on the town by constructing a 
number of buildings that deviated sharply 
from the Yemeni style of architecture: 
the government house, the telegraph 

office, the citadel with its granary, the 
military hospital (which is now an insti
tute for religious instruction) as well as 
the various fortifications on the peaks 
above the pass. 

In the beginning of this century, the 
Imam's persecutions of the Ismaili mino
rity caused large-scale emigration to India 
and East Africa. The commercial success 
the Ismailis achieved abroad later 
tempted the Zaydis, and to a lesser ex
tent the Shafi'is, to follow suit. Haraz 
became an area of intense out-migration 
long before the present labour migration 
to Saudi Arabia. Since the revolution of 
1962, many of these merchants have re
turned, primarily from Ethiopia, to be
come important figures in the commercial 
life of Manakha and later on in Sana'a 
where they dominate an entire street next 
to Bab ai-Yemen. 

The town has remained, throughout most 
of its history, a commercial node of great 
importance both for long-distance trade 
and for the regional network of weekly 
market places. But the economic position 
of Manakha has been adversely affected 
by the completion of the first modern 
road in Yemen, the one connecting 
Hodeidah and Sana'a, built by the Chinese 
during the year immediately preceding 
the revolution. The new road by-passes 
the town, and much of its commercial life 
has consequently been displaced to a 
small settlement, al-Maghraba, located 
on the new road. This change, in con
junction with a prolonged drought in the 
early 1970s, made many members of the 
commercially active families leave Mana
kha for Sana' a or Hodeidah. By 1975 
Manakha seemed to be a dying town. 

Today, however, Manakha is a much 
livelier place than one would have pre
dicted eight years ago. The Sunday mar
ket attracts a large number of visitors. 
New buildings are going up everywhere 
on the deserted terraces around the town 
which used to be green with sorghum. 
(Now imported wheat is supplanting local 
crops, both wheat and sorghum.) A 
second hotel is under construction. The 
town has already got a small health cen-



tre with an Egyptian doctor and a Ger
man mid-wife, and a hospital was nearing 
completion in late 1982. Electricity is 
available for the town itself, and the net
work is gradually spreading throughout 
the rural areas. The major change, how
ever, has been the extension of simple 
roads for four-wheel-drive vehicles so 
that most villages can now be reached by 
car. The number of cars in the area has 
risen dramatically and this has made 
possible an ambulating life which seems 
strangely familiar to a European: work or 
study in the city of Sana'a or Hodeidah is 
combined with weekend trips to the 
home villages where women, children 
and the aged continue to live in a slowly 
dying peasant society. 

The economic basis of this spectacular 
transformation is the labour migration to 
Saudi Arabia (which, according to calcu
lations, involves one-third of the adult 
male labour force in the country). It has 
made possible an ever-growing influx of 
modern consumer goods and a shrinking 
reliance of Yemeni products in all fields. 
Many signs indicate an end to this econo
mic boom, but it is difficult to foresee the 
consequences for Yemen. 

In the short run, however, prospects for 
Manakha seem good. It has now a Local 
Development Board which appears to be 
functioning efficiently after several false 
starts in the early 1970s. The electrifica
tion programme has already been men
tioned. In addition, there is a water pro
ject carried out by a German company 
which will bring piped water to the town 
from the wadi bed some 500 metres 
below. German experts are also carrying 
out an ambitious reafforestation pro
gramme on the barren slopes of the 
Haraz massif, both to halt erosion and to 
provide the farmers with a new cash 
crop. 

On the architectural side it should be 
mentioned that the new hospital is said to 
be built in the "official" Yemeni style, so 
well known from the examples in Sana'a. 
But private buildings are erected without 
any consideration for the architectural 
heritage of Yemen. The two gas stations 
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are only the most obvious examples con
fronting the visitor right on the threshold 
to Manakha. In addition, tin sheds and a 
new range of colours are rapidly changing 
the visual impact of this town which has 
always been a meeting-place for local 
style and foreign influences. 
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