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History of Falconry

Since early pre-Islamic era, Arabs were able to
tame the falcon, a bird of prey that used to live
in the wilderness. They domesticated, refined
and trained it till it obeyed its instructor’s
commands flexibly and easily.

It is said that the first Arab to train a falcon and
hunt with it was Al-Harith bin Mo’awia bin
Thawr bin Kanda. It is also said that the most
famous person who practiced falconry during
the early Islamic era was Hamza bin Abdul
Muttalib, the uncle of the Prophet Muhammad
(may Allah’s blessings and peace be upon him),
who embraced Islam while carrying a falcon in
his hand.

Yazid Tbn Mo’awia (386-976 AD) was one of

the keenest admirers of breeding birds of prey
and falcons during the Umayyad era. Likewise,

Falconary

Hisham bin Abdel Malik, the Umayyad Caliph,
introduced falconry in his court and made it
part of his works and part of the job of his
workers.

With the advent of the Abbasid dynasty (750-
1285 AD), Islamic supremacy was everywhere
in the world, and the Islamic state was basking
in wealth and privileged circumstances.
Moreover, falconry attracted many people as
the Abbasids were influenced by the heritage
of Persia in which falconry reigned supreme
among their interests. Al Mahdi, Haroun Al
Rashid and Moa’tassem (the greatest Abbasid
caliphs in status and ranking) were also known




for their passion for falconry.

Although the Abbasid dynasty crumpled in
the Islamic Orient (where Baghdad was taken
the capital of the Abbasid State) and Mongols
captured both Iraq and Iran, falconry and
its techniques never lost their high status.
Besides, Egyptian history showed that the
Fatimid caliphs have made of falconry a
defined science to be taught and have its rules
and basics. Books and studies were written on
this subject, the most important of which was
a book entitled ‘Falconry’ by Abi Abdullah bin
Al Hassan, the vizier of the Fatimid Caliph,
Al Aziz Billah. This book is considered the

Falconary
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oldest technical book until now to be written
in Arabic on falconry. Moreover, the Sultans
of Egypt and the Levant took much interest in
falconry during the Mamluk era to the extent
that they made the position of ‘falconer’ one of
the high-ranking jobs in the state assumed by
eminent princes.

Falconry is common in the Arabian region and
extends from the Arabian Gulf region of the
Arabian Peninsula to the inland parts of Saudi
Arabia. It also extends from the UAE at the
southern part of the Gulf to the northern part
which covers Qatar, Bahrain and Kuwait. In
addition, the practice of falconry extends to the
northern border of the Empty Quarter desert
towards Medina, and then subsides gradually

as it moves to the north in the direction of |

Iraq. However, there are still small pockets of
the falconry practice in and around Syria and
Jordan, but it is not practiced in the Sultanate
of Oman and Yemen.

Falconry in the United Arab Emirates

In the past, falconry was a means to travel
through the desert. It appeared long before the
declaration of the UAE federationon2/12/1971
and before the great progress achieved in all
walks of life throughout the country. Such
achievements were spearheaded by the late
Sheikh Zayed Bin Sultan Al Nahyan who
realized these accomplishments in less than
quarter of a century. The progress achieved by
the UAE has become a beacon of light to all
other countries aspiringtoachieve advancement
and development. Also long before paving the
roads connecting the different parts of the UAE

in an easy and fast way using modern means of

transport, falconry was the means to explore
the desert. It was also a good opportunity for
the sheikhs to communicate with people and
know their conditions.

Falconary

As the UAE is trying to preserve its heritage
with all its aspects and forms and given
the government>s efforts to protect the
environment, the UAE has enacted several
laws, legislations and regulations in order to
organize the practice of this hobby with the
aim of preserving the wild environment of the
country.

Falconry in Abu Dhabi

The vast land area of Abu Dhabi has given the
emirate a variety of relief and plants and this
in turn provided a natural environment for the
falconry practice a long undefined time ago.
Falconry is a traditional sport passed on from
generations to generations and developed

j_ into an enjoyable hobby practiced by a large
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number of the emirate’s inhabitants, especially
young men who are keen on benefiting from
the experience of veteran falconers.

It is worth mentioning that all the circumstances
were in favor of the falconry practice in Abu
Dhabi, including good climatic conditions and
the abundance of trees and plants. As a result,
a big number of birds, especially falcons,
bustards and curlews, throve in Al Ain and its
. vicinity, the western region, Al Wathba region,
and Al Samha on the Abu Dhabi-Dubai road.
The falconry sport has evolved with the elapse
of time into an interesting hobby; especially
after using the Gyr falcon (falconers began
to use this kind of falcons in the UAE in
- the late 1980s. It’s known for its bulky size,
beautiful shape, strength, fitness and resistance
to diseases) and other modern electronic
equipment, such as communication equipment,
pagers and equipment for specifying direction
and cars and other modern means of transport
equipped with all falconry accessories.

Falconry as a symbol

The people of the UAE in general and Abu
Dhabi in particular have inherited and passed
on the heritage of the falconry sport from
generation to generation. Falconry had great
significance to Arabs in general and Bedouins
in particular. Arabs were so much attached to

. : o
b ~“‘-"*$~ g,

falcons to the extent

children in the UAE
and the Arab region
with the names of
falcons, such as Baz,
Shahin, Sakr, Al
Katami, Baidaq and
Razwaq. In addition,
painters were adept
at transforming the
modes of wild life,
where falcons occupy a high position, into a
sublime art among the arts of wild life.

The falcon became a national symbol and
official logo for the UAE and Abu Dhabi.
It is used as a logo by the armed forces and
big oil companies in the country. It is found

in drawings, pictures, paintings engraved on

halls and palaces’ furniture, planes, statues
decorating the entrances of ministries and
establishments, coins, passports, banknotes,
stamps, souvenirs, official papers, jewellery
and medals. It is also the logo of some satellite
channels, such as Abu Dhabi TV, Emirates TV
and Al Hurrah TV.

As part of its interest in falconry, the UAE was
always keen on edifying and training its young
people on falconry, its heritage, knowledge
and arts, as falconry could instil too many
good traits in young people, such as bravery,
horsemanship, patience, stamina and team
work spirit. Instruction of young people was

done through practical hunting, oral teaching
and documentation. For this purpose, the UAE

has established a number of establishments,

agencies, research centers and clubs in order |

to develop the necessary plans, methodologies
and programs, in addition to conducting studies
on falcons, their species, habitats, diseases and
immigration seasons. Mass media was also
harnessed in order to provide information on
the heritage of falconry and the means to pass

Falconary
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such heritage on to the coming generations.

Similarly, a number of magazines and child

books were published to teach people how to

hunt. The Emirates’ Falconers Club and other

bodies interested in falconry heritage have

. organized lectures, contests, festivals, symposia |
- and workshops to teach young people the art

of falconry.

In 1993, the National Falcon Research Center
was established in order to conduct scientific
studies and research and develop protection

programs for the hunting birds in collaboration

with scientists and environment protection

institutes in the Arab and world countries.
In 2001, the Emirates’ Falconers Club was

inaugurated with the -aim of promoting and

developing the sport of hunting with falcons
as an important kind of heritage in the region.
The Club tries to help young people recognize

- the heritage of their ancestors and pass it on |
~ to the successive generations. Such edification



efforts are made through the organization of

regular lectures, events, cultural activities and
camps during spring and summer. It is also
worth mentioning that the club has been able to
conduct several studies on the sport of hunting
with falcons, in addition to providing important
information on such birds from the biological
perspective. It provides more information on
the methods of immigration, risks, reproduction
and biodiversity. Furthermore, the club has
many special programs and lectures on using
new techniques, methods of encampment, the
laws of hunting, first aid efforts and raising the
awareness of young people and encouraging
them to preserve this sport as great heritage.

For this purpose, several hunting exhibitions
were organized, including the Arab Hunting
Exhibition under the title of “Towards
Sustainable Hunting to Preserve the Heritage
of Ancestors” in 2003. Participants in the
exhibition included a large number of
exhibitors, people interested in falconry at the
local, Gulf and international levels, including
the manufacturers of hunting weapons,
communications systems, falcon breeding
equipment and those interested in the methods
of tracing falcons and their breeding centers.

In2004,the Emirates Falconers’ Clubembarked

onorganizing itsannualexhibition“International

Hunting & Equestrian Exhibition” under
the patronage of H.H. Sheikh Hamdan Bin
Zayed Al Nahyan, Deputy Prime Minister and
Chairman of the Emirates Falconers’ Club. The
exhibition is aimed at attracting exhibitors and
visitors from all over the world and providing
them with all necessary facilitations. It is also
considered an annual gathering for the revival
of cultural heritage which represents one of the
mainstays of national identity. In addition, the
exhibition represents a good opportunity for
falconers and hunting and equitation fanciers.
In 2007, the exhibition was able to attract 500

exhibitors from 30 countries, and this in turn

led to the increase of sales by 60% compared
to the previous year.

Falconry and literature

Falcons and the sport of hunting were the
subjects of many literary pieces, including
poems, anecdotes, epics, proverbs, charades
and too many other literary genres. In poetry,
we find that the late Sheikh Zayed Bin Sultan
AlNahyan, may his soul rest in peace, was able
to compose the following poem for his falcon:

As for the poet Ahmed Al Kendi, one of
Abu Dhabi citizens, he describes a collective
hunting excursion where there is no difference
between the rich and the poor; he says:

In addition to poetry, there are too many
proverbs that mention falcons and falconry as
precious things of which ignorant people are
not aware. An example of such proverbs is as

. follows_:

Falconary
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That who does not know the falcon will grill
it
It is a strange time; Houbara has become a

- peregrine falcon.
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Apart from proverbs and charades, there is a
huge number of stories and anecdotes about
falconry, of which we give the following
example:

It is narrated that Al Mehdi, the third Abbasid
Caliph, went out with Ali Ibn Suliman on
a hunting excursion. They saw a flock of
antelopes and some dogs. Al Mehdi threw
an arrow and was able to kill an antelope.
However, Ali Ibn Suliman, who threw another
arrow, killed a dog. Al Mehdi laughed out loud
and asked Abu Dulama, the poet, to compose
a few lines of poetry on this occasion. Abu
Dulama said:

Al Mehid threw the arrow that pierced the heart
of the antelope

And Ali Ibn Suliman shot at a dog and killed
it

So, I hope each of them will enjoy what he
hunted.

Al Mehdi burst out laughing to the extent that
he was about to fall from his horseback and
ordered an award of ten thousand Dirhams to

Abu Dulama. '

Services related to falconry

Several handicrafts emerged to produce the
necessary tools and equipment related to




breeding falcons and hunting with them. Some
of these tools and equipment are traditional
and others are modern and innovated.
Alongside these handicrafts, trading shops
specialized in selling and buying falconry
equipment were opened. Such equipment
include the locally-made accessories needed
in hunting excursions, such as tents. State-of-
the-art optical equipment, such as binoculars
and veterinary devices and medicines are also
provided in order to give hunters and falcons
the necessary care.

The Abu Dhabi Falcons Hospital was
established in 1999 in order to provide
comprehensive medical care for falcons. It is
also one of the main centers for the registration
of falcons and issuing passports for them
according to the Convention on International
Trade in Endangered Species (CITES).

Species of falcons and preys and their
hunting places

A prey is one of the wild animals chased by the
bird of prey, especially the falcon which catches
it for the hunter. The falcon that manages to
hunt the prey should be given a reward which

usually consists of some morsels of the prey it

hunts. The remaining part of the prey is usually

left to the hunter.

Different environments in the United Arab
Emirates, such as mountains, hills, valleys,
oases, coastal areas and simple water holes,
contain various species that can be “preys”;
these species include: Houbara, ringdoves,
turtle doves, blue pigeons, stone pigeons, grey
sand grouses, sand partridges, grey quails,
small gazelles, rabbits and desert curlews.
However, Houbara, also scientifically known
as Chlamydotis, is considered one of the most
important preys, especially the Asian Houbara
or macqueent.

As for falcons, the best two falcons known for
their patience and their adeptness in catching
the Houbara are the lanner and peregrine
falcons. The lanner falcon is known for its sharp
eyesight which enables it to spot the Houbara
from a long distance, in addition to its strong

Falconary
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talons through which it swoops down upon the
big Houbara. Lanner falcons are also known
for their great dexterity in manoeuvring and
launching deceptive assaults.

Peregrine falcons come second only to lanner
falcons in the skill of catching the Houbara. The
peregrine falcon is known for its incomparable
swiftness (except with lanner falcons), but it has
one drawback in hunting; it shows no interest
in catching anything that is not flying high in
the air. This drawback gives the opportunity to
some of the Houbara to lie on the ground with
stretched wings which give a false view of the
Houbara which appears double of its size, and
this could frighten any untrained peregrine
falcon.

Methods of hunting falcons

Falcons are usually hunted by certain methods,
each of which has its tools and equipment that
should be prepared by the falconer before
embarking on the hunting process. Methods
and tools include:

Al Kukha (hide)

This method begins with digging a deep pit in
a way that befits the body of the hunter who
could stay long hours in the pit. The pit should
be covered by tree for camouflage and should
contain some openings through which the
hunter can monitor all the directions around
him. From within the pit, threads to which the
bait (usually a small pigeon) is attached are put
in place. Three nets are also spread out above
the pit. After finishing all these arrangements,
the hunter goes down to hide inside the pit
where he can rest for some time and eat some
of the provisions he brought with him.

With the advent of the hunting season, hunters
go out early in the morning to fix “al rebaya”

Falconary

in the places frequented by falcons; the traces
of falcons are usually the claw prints on sand
or the lumps tossed by the mouths of the
Houbara.
When time is ripe for hunting, the hunter
releases a pigeon to ensnare the falcon. The
pigeon, tied to a long thread, is caught by the

falcon. Then the hunter walks in the falcon’s

direction which, upon seeing them, flies away
and drops the pigeon. The cottager then goes
down to the pit and hides himself. Time elapses
and the falcon feels that nobody is there and it
can go down to regain the pigeon and continue
its repast. As the falcon resumes eating the
pigeon, the hunter begins to draw the thread
carefully and slowly not to make the falcon
flinch in fear. When the hunter feels that the
falcon is within his hand’s reach, he pulls the
thread and catches the falcon from its feet.



Netting method

It is a relatively modern method in which the
person who wants to catch the falcon takes a
pigeon, ties it from its feet with a long thread,
and then covers all its body with a net with
wide apertures. The openings of the net should
be penetrable to the falcon’s claws. When the
person finds the falcon in the places mentioned
in the previous method, he releases the pigeon.
At this moment, the falcon swoops down on the
pigeon and begins devouring it. The openings
of the net becomes tighter and tighter on the
claws. Then the person goes and catches the
falcon quietly and trains it until it becomes
domesticated.
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Raised net method

It is one of the traditional ensnarement methods
in hunting falcons. In this method, nets are
usually made of a special kind of thin strong
threads which should preferably take the colour
of the soil so that the net will not appear when
it is spread out. The four ends of the net are
fixed to the ground using anything of weight.
A bait, which is usually a small pigeon, is used
by the hunter to ensnare the falcon. The hunter

watches and stays around till the falcon swoops
down on the bait. Then the hunter hurriedly
runs to the falcon and puts the burga on its
head and alsaboogq in his feet.

Al Tilwah

Al Tilwah is considered one of the most
efficient methods in hunting falcons. It is done
by collecting a number of the Houbara wings
and tie them together in order to deceive the
falcon into believing that the wings are real
Houbara birds. The hunter keeps waving the
wings to attract the falcon that swoops down
on Al Tilwah; at this moment the hunter could
release the pigeon on the way of the swooping
falcon in order to catch it easily.

Falconary
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Hunting falcon with another falcon

It is done by covering a greater part of the eyes
of the falcon which is used in hunting. A mass
of feathers is attached to its feet. After being
released, it flies slowly and then is spotted by
the target falcon. Upon seeing the bait, the
target falcon swoops down on the mass of
feathers; then the two falcons fight each other
and then fall on the net which is spread out on
the ground waiting for them.

Another method is the use of Wakri or
Garmoushi falcons which are not so useful in
hunting. A recently slaughtered pigeon or a
rat is attached to the feet of the falcon which
keeps hovering in the air till the targeted falcon
comes to swoop down on the prey and then
both of them fall on the net.

Tools and gear used in hunting

Burga

A small hat made to fit the falcon’s face. There
is a small opening in the burqa through which
the falcon brings out its beak. Burqas are made
of soft leather and decorated from outside with
beautiful illustrations. The falconer covers

Falconary

the falcon’s face with the burqa and tightens
it through the crest and by fastening the laces
around the burga’s lower part in a way that
enables the falconer to control the burqa. When
the falconer feels that the falcon is disturbed
by seeing anything, he should put the burqa on
the falcon’s face gently and cautiously.

Sabou

A thick colored rope which is sometimes made
of strong stranded plastic. The length of sabouq
is 30 cm and is made of two pieces equal in
length. On one end the falcon’s legs are tied,
and on the other attached to the rope used to
release the falcon which is fastened to the nest
or the protective cloth. Sabouq is tied to the
falcon’s feet most of the time. When the falcon




flies, the trainer approaches it quietly and ties
the sabouq to the rope used in releasing the
falcon attached to the protective cloth. This
process enables the trainer to carry the falcon
after it finishes eating and make sure that the
falcon can never escape because it is tied.

Al Marsal

This is the complementary part which prevents
the falcon from fleeing. It is a little bit thicker
than sabouq and is usually 120 cm long. This
~ rope is divided into three parts separated by an
iron clasp in the middle of which there is an
iron nut connecting the two ends of the rope. It
allows the falcon to move freely in any direction
and perch on its nest or its trainer’s hand
 without harming its legs. It also makes it easy
for the falcon to move upward and downward
without feeling fettered or restricted.

The third part of the rope is tied to the nest all
the time. After finishing with the falcon, the
falconer ties the loose end of the rope to the
other end which is fastened to the falcon’s leg,
and then leaves it eat quietly.

Knives

They are used by the falconer to slaughter the
prey and cutting threads and ropes and other

things.

Al Mekhla

A kind of nosebag made of white cotton cloth

and sometimes soft leather. Braces made of the

same fabric are attached to the nosebag. The
falconer can control the length of the brace
through the small hole attached at its extreme.

The shorter the braces are, the easier for the |

falconer to pass them under his armpit and

the better to keep the contents of the nosebag,

including living pigeons or the long thread or
waver or other falconry tools.

Al Mengala

A cloth worn on the falconer’s hand to protect
him from the falcon’s talons. It is made of
thick cloth and stuffed with jute or soft fabric
which is covered from outside with velvet. The
two ends of the protective cloth are swathed

with soft leather or supple plastic. Although
the cloth is thick and strong, it never hurts the |
falcon, but only protects the falconer’s hand |
which is covered to the forearm. The front end

of the cloth allows the falconer to bring out
his fingers to feed, catch or carry the falcon.

 Arabs wear this protective cloth in the left

Falconary
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hand because they always use their left hand
in handshake and eating.

Gloves

The falconer wears this pair of gloves, made
of leather, while carrying and feeding the
falcon. It also helps him avoid being hurt by
the falcon’s talons.

Falconary

Al Wagr (nest)

It is the perch of the falcon (on which it stands
whether at home, in the car or in excursions).
The falcon is tied to this perch whether for rest
or sleep. It is an iron peg whose middle part is
covered with decorated wood. The top of the
perch is cylindrical and stuffed with soft hay
and covered from outside with velvet and soft
leather so that the falcon may not feel tired if it
stands on it for a long time.

Al Wagqgr can be fixed by pressing it deeper
into the ground to avoid the risk that it takes
the falcon and falls. Nests can be made with
various heights, according to the falconer’s
need, the size of the falcon and the condition
of land it is fixed in.



Al Jaras (bell

The bell is one of the main tools used by the
falconer during the hunting process. The bell is
usually tied to the foot, tail or neck of the falcon
so that the falconer can identify its location if it
goes away while chasing the prey.

Al gafas (cage)

The cage of the falcon is made of metal wires
made as a wide box that allows the falcon to
move freely. It has one small door that allows
the falconer to extend his hand to clean the
cage or feed the falcon. This cage is meant to
protect the falcon from any insects or dust. It
also provides the falcon with shade and protects
it from the sun, cold weather and other natural
conditions.

Falconary
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Animals of hunting

Before using cars and modern hunting methods,
the falconer used to depend on the following
animals:

Saluki dog (greyhound):

It is one of the best species of dogs used by
Arabs. It is said that this specie of dog was

Falconary

found in the city of Saluk in Hadhramaut,
Yemen. The specie of this dog was known five
thousand years ago.

The people of Abu Dhabi, who love hunting by
instinct, liked the saluki dog and used it in their
daily life and during their hunting excursions.
They considered this dog their loyal keeper
and faithful friend.

Camel

Camels were used by Arabs as the main means
of transportation. They felt at ease with the
company of camels during their long travels.
In addition, they nearly depended on the camel
in all the aspects of their life; they used to
eat its meat, drink its milk and use its hair to
manufacture tents and clothes.
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The Bedouin falconer used to ride his camel
and, carrying the falcon on his hand, he releases
it upon spotting the prey.

Arabian horses

Arabian horses are considered the oldest, most

beautiful and noblest horses in the world. They
are known for their agility, charming colours,
curved neck, straight back, wavy tails, rigid
hooves, smooth hair, wide chest and stamina



in the desert. They are known also for their
alertness of mind, vigilance and loyalty to their
OWners.

Given their stamina and high speed, Arabian
horses were used by Arabs during their
hunting excursions; they trained the horses to
catch up with the falcons in their pursuit of
preys. Falconers used to ride their horses for
long hours, carrying their falcons and looking
for a suitable hunting place. When a falconer
spots the prey, he releases his falcon and spurs
his horse on to catch up with the falcon after
catching its prey.

Falconary
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