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The old car number plates still carry the inscription
beloved of the people of Plateau State in central
Nigeria: “Land of peace and tourism”. Years of spi-

raling violence have rocked the region of outstanding nat-
ural beauty. But tired of the unrest, young hikers have now
decided to revive the slogan. Every weekend, Andrew
Niagwan and his friends defy the insecurity to chart new
trails and kick-start tourism in the breathtaking lush coun-
tryside around the state capital Jos. “We now have over
60 hiking locations and we are still discovering some
more,” Niagwan says as he hikes nearing the top of the
Shere Hills, a mountain range that not so long ago attract-
ed tourists from across Nigeria.

Holding a can of white spray paint, Niagwan draws
arrows on stones to mark the fresh trail.  Up ahead, a
guide hacks through the dense vegetation, his machete
flying in great arcs to reveal the path. “For years, people
used to avoid the area, but thanks to us the hiking fever is
back,” Niagwan, a tall psychology graduate in his thirties,
says proudly. The nature enthusiast created the Jos
Plateau Hikers Club in 2013 with his 82-year-old French
friend Yves Gattepaille, who has been walking in the

region for decades.
So popular are the excursions that there is a burst of

new clubs to keep up with demand.  Now newcomers like
“The Hike Team”, “Jos Hike It”, and “The Wayfarers of Jos”
are also organizing weekly walks in the hills.  “During the
crisis with the curfew we have to stay indoors and the
internet has been the best companion,” says 26-year-old
hiker Metou Kwallo. “We are tired of the violence. We
can’t be always living in fear.”

Fit for a queen 
The fresher micro-climate in Plateau State is an excep-

tion in the often suffocating heat of Nigeria. The other-
worldly beauty of the dome-shaped outcrops of rock and
established hotels have long made Plateau a favorite holi-
day resort for rich Nigerians and expatriates. But in the
early 2000s, the tourism market cooled off after bloody
outbreaks of violence between Christian and Muslim com-
munities rocked Jos and the surrounding area, killing more
than 10,000 people, according to Human Rights Watch.

The Jos area lies at the crossroads of the predominant-
ly Muslim north and largely Christian south and was on the
fringes of the Sokoto Caliphate before the British colo-
nized Nigeria. But the indigenous communities, helped by
the mountainous terrain that prevented conquerors from
riding through on horseback, resisted the wave of
Islamisation from the north. Instead, Plateau became home
to many Christian missionaries arriving from the beginning
of the 19th century.

Recent history has again shown that longstanding eth-
no-religious grievances can resurface at any moment. In
June, after three years of relative peace, more than 200
villagers lost their lives in massacres blamed on ethnic
Fulani herders near Jos, triggering further unrest. The
waves of violence have sunk the local economy, most
expatriates have packed up and many businesses have
closed, exploding the  unemployment rate.

The Hill Station Hotel, once the finest hotel in Jos, is
now entombed in dust, while cracks spread across its
walls. “Gone are the days when the Queen of England
stayed there,” says Mankat Dewa, a local entrepreneur,

recalling the visit of Elizabeth II in 1956, when the hotel
still hosted lavish banquets in its lush gardens. “Jos should
be the first touristic site in Nigeria, but the sector has
declined because of bad governance and successive
crises.”

‘Secret locations’ 
Aware of the region’s potential, Plateau Governor

Simon Lalong said at the beginning of November he want-
ed to “resuscitate” tourism at a conference on the subject
in Jos. “We are going to focus and put more attention on
tourism as a source of revenue for not only Plateau State
but also for Nigeria,” he said. “Instead of Nigerians run-
ning to Kenya or (the) UK because of their weather, we
would do the needful by developing the content and

upgrading facilities that are in place.”
Many in Jos, especially young people, seem to agree

and are being joined by European and US expatriates for
scenic hikes, barbecues and waterfall dips on excursions
that sometimes attract hundreds of people. “Of course, we
need to adapt the situation. We avoid areas where attacks
took place in the last months,” says Niagwan. “When we
plan to go camping for the weekend, we keep the exact
location secret until the very last minute.” Niagwan’s strat-
egy appears to be working: “So far, we’ve never had an
issue.”— AFP

In this file photo the Amurum Forest Reserve, where undulating rock formations surround a savannah dominated by lush
and tall grass in Jos, Plateau State is pictured. — AFP photos

In this file photo the Amurum Forest Reserve, where undu-
lating rock formations surround a savannah dominated by
lush and tall grass in Jos, Plateau State is pictured.

Defying violence, hikers head for the hills in central Nigeria

Adel Al-Kawwaz expertly spins the potter’s wheel,
shaping the wet clay into a smooth jug. His family is
famous for this millennia-old Iraqi craft, but Kawwaz

is struggling to keep it alive. For thousands of years, clay
utensils for storing food and cooking were found in virtually
every home in Sumer, the earliest known civilization in mod-
ern-day southern Iraq. Kawwaz’s own family drew their
name from the jug, or “kawz” in Arabic, which they have
produced for more than 200 years from clay found at a lake
by Najaf, a holy Shiite Muslim city.   “Making clay vases is a
craft that my family had become famous for,” says 45-year-
old Kawwaz wistfully. 

Pottery has deep roots in Iraq, where ancient civiliza-
tions turned to clay to build their homes, shape their cook-
ing utensils, and even make their ovens. Cuneiform, one of
the earliest forms of writing invented by the Sumerians, was
also carved into clay tablets. But now, with a flood of more
modern products, demand for the handmade clay items has
dried up, says Kawwaz. 

Once ubiquitous, now forgotten 
His family’s jugs were shaped from Najaf mud, dried in

the shade, then baked at high temperatures for no less than
15 hours. In Iraq, one of the hottest countries on earth, they
were indispensable. “These vases were used to keep water
cool or preserve food. They were placed in the shade or
hung in another high location,” he says. Some Iraqis even
used them to store jewelry. “Those that practiced pottery
would make a lot of money because they were common
items in ancient Iraqi households,” says Kawwaz. 

They were surprisingly handy during the era of Saddam
Hussein, when many families struggled financially, as well as
in the 1990s, when international sanctions hit Iraq. With
household appliances extremely rare or unaffordable for
most of the population, Iraqis once again relied on clay.
“The income of most families did not allow them to buy a
refrigerator or freezer to keep their water cold, so most
used clay cauldrons,” he says.  Back then, his family sold
their large jugs in bulk-sometimes thousands per week
across every Iraqi province. But times have changed.  “We

sell very few now-the numbers in an entire year don’t hit
100 or 200 jugs,” says Kawwaz.

Farmers who once used the large containers are opting
for cheaper goods, made either elsewhere in Iraq or import-
ed. “They buy plastic bags imported from China, so now we
rarely sell clay pots,” says Kawwaz in his studio, itself made
of mud and covered in palm leaves. He makes the vases by
special request only, but admits it’s hardly worth it. Small
jugs cost just 2,500 dinars or around $2, while the larger
cauldrons that hold several dozen liters (gallons) are sold at
15,000 dinars.

Battle of the bread 
Despite the prevalence of electric and gas cookers, Um

Haydar prefers her trusty clay oven.  On her rooftop terrace
in Old Najaf, she uses it to bake her own traditional bread
every morning.  “The taste of bread made in a traditional
oven is so different from bread baked in an electric or gas
oven,” says Um Haydar, as the searing oven near her radi-
ates an enticing smell.  Well into her sixties, the Iraqi woman
is dressed in a traditional black robe that covers her from
head to toe. 

Like her mother and grandmother before her, she has
stuck to tradition when it comes to the clay oven, with one
exception-she didn’t build it herself. But some Iraqis, like
Haydar al-Kaabi, insist on the full Sumerian experience.  On

the edge of the Najaf Sea, Kaabi begins mixing together
ingredients to make his own oven. “To the clay, you have to
add reeds, red sand, and synthetic wool fibres. You let the
mixture rest for two days so the clay becomes compact,” he
explains to AFP. Despite the drop in sales, this potter is
upbeat.  “Even if we sell less, even if the craftsmen are fewer
and fewer, we’re fighting to keep the artisanal heritage of
our fathers and grandfathers alive,” he says. “And of course,
there are still Iraqis who only eat good bread,” he says with
a wink.  — AFP 

Iraq’s ancient pottery struggles
to outlive modern plastic

Iraqis making clay pots in Najaf. — AFP photos


