QNHG  'EXTRA' FIELD TRIP to  MURWAB. FRIDAY 23 MARCH 2007
Rendezvous: The junction of the road leading west to Zubara  from the North Road. Look out for a police station and radio mast beside the junction. Meet on the left hand side of the Zubara road just past the turn-off. No dogs please.
Time: 10.00 am.
Trip Leaders: David and Fran Gillespie 

N.B. It took just over one hour to reach the rendezvous point from the Mall roundabout recently, owing to diversions and road works near Landmark. So allow plenty of time to get there.
Important Notice. This is a sensitive archaeological site, much of it unexcavated. There are potsherds and glass fragments all over the area. Please do not pick up or attempt to collect anything from this site. By doing so you may be destroying vital evidence for future archaeologists. You will also be committing an offence as the site is protected by Qatari law. Please keep children under strict control, and do not allow them to climb on the reconstructed walls of the remains of the fort or pick up anything on the site. 

Non-members accompanying the trip may pay their QR 20 membership and complete a membership form at the rendezvous point. There will be the usual levy of QR 10 per vehicle. 

The ancient city of Murwab is one of the least visited of Qatar’s archaeological sites, probably because it is very difficult to find! Part of the site is currently under excavation by  Dr Alexandrine Guerin and a small team from the University of Lyons. Dr Guerin undertook a comprehensive survey of Murwab last year, and excavated the small fort at Zekrit on the Ras Abrouq peninsula from 2003 -2005. She  first excavated at Murwab as a young volunteer in the early 1980s, and later wrote her MA thesis on the city.

Dr Guerin showed a group from the QNHG around the site last year, but this year she is, unfortunately, too busy to meet us  as she has to spend the weekends writing up each week's work and classifying finds. She has given Fran  some  information on this year's excavations.
Most large settlements in Qatar, whether ancient or modern, are coastal, and Murwab is unusual in that it lies almost 5 kilometres from the coast, in a district known as Joghbi.
Murwab is surrounded by rolling gravel plains,  Now, after this winter’s rains, the plains are covered with waving grasses of a brilliant silvery-green, and small flowering plants. 
This area used to be famous among the bedouin people of Qatar for having some of the best grazing in the country, and in years gone by the Al Na’im people congregated here in the winter and spring months with their flocks of sheep and goats and herds of camels. In 1959 the Danish ethnographer Klaus Ferdinand , author of the superbly illustrated Bedouins of Qatar, camped near Murwab with the Al Na'im.  In 1998 when he visited Qatar again for the first time in 39 years and stayed with Fran and David Gillespie he visited the area and was astonished to find his tent-ring of stones exactly as he had left it all those years ago.
Eight kilometres away is the famous old trading and pearling port of Zubara. But Murwab is far older than Zubara; in fact it is the earliest Islamic settlement in Qatar, dating back to the 8th century AD. 
The 8th and 9th centuries are known as the Abbasid period, so-called after the dynasty which overthrew the Ummayid dynasty, centred in Damascus, in 750 AD. This ushered in a golden age of trade and expansion, as the Abbasids set up their capital in Baghdad and constructed the port of Basra to handle the vast range of goods pouring into the region.
This is the period which gave rise to the legends of that famous merchant-adventurer, Sindbad the Sailor, who boasted that he could turn a cargo worth 3,000 silver coins into one worth 10,000 golden coins.
Evidence that the people of Murwab shared in this affluent lifestyle, as inhabitants of the golden age, is evident from the abundant quantities of sherds of fine-quality pottery and glass which litter the site.
A striking example of the wealth of the period was discovered by Danish archaeologists, who unearthed a gold coin from the Abbasid period which had been deliberately buried under the threshold of a doorway, perhaps as a ‘luck bringer’ for the family. For its owner to sacrifice such a valuable object is an indication of his affluence.
Murwab has been extensively excavated, first by the Danish team directed by the famous PV Glob who excavated twelve buildings in 1958-9, including a small mosque: the oldest yet found in Qatar.
The site was examined and a collection of pottery was made and published by British archaeologists in 1972 and then surveyed and excavated by the French Archaeological Mission in the 1980s. Their survey revealed that there are as many as 250 houses at Murwab, and a second mosque was excavated.
The houses are in two groups, and between them lie two forts, one superimposed upon the other. The first appeared to have been destroyed by fire, and both are of a style already known in Iraq and dating to the 8th century. 

They were built of limestone with a single entrance in one side, and the floor of the later one was thinly plastered. A well, which still contains water, occupies one corner. The walls of the fort have been reconstructed to the height of one metre by the Department of Museums and Antiquities.
The number of houses is not necessarily an indication of the size of the population; many of the people would have occupied tents, which would have been set up among the houses. The tiny mosques were simply the focal points for worship, and people would have prayed on open ground beside them.
Looking today at the bare, tumbled piles of stones which are all that remain of a once thriving city, it needs an effort to imagine it as it once was, full of people living their busy lives, children running and playing, chickens, goats and sheep wandering around, men and women laughing and talking. 
Murwab poses many questions, and one of them is why such an obviously important centre, which may well have exercised control over the overland trading routes, is not mentioned in any writings,  Arabic or otherwise. Even the meticulous J G Lorimer, in his Gazeteer of the Persian Gulf published in 1908, makes no mention of it, though he refers to the village of Al Numan some kilometres away.
This suggests that Murwab had been long abandoned as a settlement, and that the more recent ceramics that occur on the site may have been left by bedouin camping among the former homes of their ancestors.
