
Her fingers bleed from beneath the nail beds, but sit-
ting at her workstation, filing Yemeni gemstones on
a spinning wheel, Safaa Al-Faqih is at peace in a

country for too long at war. In green canvas trainers and a
black niqab, the young artisan-one of the few Yemeni
women in her field-runs a blue Yemeni agate through a hot
flame, turning it slowly with her bare hands as she fits it
into a mold.  “Every day, these stones tell me a different
story,” Faqih told AFP. “I discover something new every
day.” While the stone is still hot, she gathers her long black

abaya and moves to a grinding wheel, where she runs her
finger over the deep blue edges every second to feel for
their smoothness. 

The stone slowly morphs from an uneven sphere to a
perfectly symmetrical emerald-cut agate that gleams in
the light.  “I love this craft,” the young, brown-eyed artisan
said. “Sometimes my fingers are all cut, and sometimes I
get sick.  “But I love sitting among precious stones. I love
the stones themselves. It’s a true passion for me.”  That
passion is part of a long love story between Yemen and
precious stones. What is today modern Yemen was once

home to the legendary Queen of Sheba, and it was there
that she found her famed jewels and gold, which she later
gifted to King Solomon in Jerusalem.  Thousands of years
later, war threatens to erase that history. 

Yemeni agate 
Yemen’s rich cultural scene is slowly being eroded by a

brutal war, with the historic town of Zabid, the old city of
Sanaa and the old walled city of  Shibam, known as the
“Manhattan of the Desert”, now on UNESCO’s World
Heritage in Danger list. Yemeni agate-or “aqeeq” in the
local dialect-is a trademark of the traditional silver jewelry
the country is famed for, adorning rings, necklaces,
women’s bracelets and, for men, curved daggers worn
tucked into a belt. The traditional Yemeni men’s dagger, or
jambiyya, has for decades been embellished with locally-
quarried agate.  The stone carries particular significance
among Muslim communities, as the Prophet Muhammad
(PBUH) is said to have worn a silver ring bearing the stone,
which is hard, chemical-resistant and takes on different
shades around the world. 

Yemen also has a tradition of jewelry-making that dates
back hundreds-some historians even say thousands-of
years, joining both the country’s Muslim communities and
the minority Jewish population, known for their craftsman-
ship.  Until the war brought the country’s rich crafts indus-
try to a halt, Sanaa in particular was famed for its silver-
smiths and embroidery artisans creating Yemen’s trade-
mark shawls.  In 2015, the country’s northern Huthi rebels-
who today control the capital, Sanaa, unchallenged-drove
the government of Abedrabbo Mansour Hadi south,
prompting the intervention of a regional military coalition
led by Saudi Arabia. 

Just a quarter of artisans are still working in Sanaa’s old
market, where the majority of gemstones were sold, and
the men who previously dominated the industry have
mostly gone in search of other work.  Faqih has lost most
of her clients, who are unable to afford gemstones in
wartime, and now sells her wares to a few family members
or neighbors.

Love of the craft  
It is in Sanaa that Faqih first learned her craft and

where she continues to practice, creating pieces to meet
whatever demand is left. The artisan credits her father for
encouraging her to fight for a place in her field.  In 2011,
Faqih and a few of her peers pushed for women to be
allowed into the male-dominated government vocational
school. They succeeded, and joined the graduating class of
that year.  “There was some opposition, from men espe-
cially, that I do this job. My parents were supportive,
though,” she said.  “I went on because I love this. I love
this craft. That’s the truth.” 

The Yemen war has claimed nearly 10,000 lives since
Saudi Arabia and its allies joined the government’s war
against the Iran-backed Huthis.  The conflict has trig-
gered what the United Nations says is the world’s
largest humanitarian crisis.  Millions are trapped in a
country at the brink of famine, as ports remain blockad-
ed and the country’s main international airport is largely
shut down. — AFP
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Tom Wolfe,
author of 
‘The Right Stuff’,
dies at 88

Author Tom Wolfe, the acerbic chronicler
of American society known for best-sell-
ing books “The Right Stuff” and “The

Bonfire of the Vanities,” has died at the age of
88. Wolfe’s agent Lynn Nesbit said the writer
died Monday in a Manhattan hospital, where he
was being treated for an infection. “We are
incredibly saddened to hear about the passing
of Tom Wolfe,” his publisher Picador said. “He
was one of the greats and his words will live on
forever.” During a prolific career, Wolfe turned
his flamboyant pen and keen eye to pop culture,
the hippie movement, the art world, race rela-
tions and Wall Street. But he is perhaps best
known for his non-fiction bestseller “The Right
Stuff” about the US space program and the
original Mercury astronauts.

The 1979 book was made into a Hollywood hit
starring Sam Shepard and Ed Harris and made
swashbuckling test pilot Chuck Yeager, the first
man to break the sound barrier, a household
name. Wolfe is credited with contributing the
phrase “the right stuff” and another from the
book, “pushing the envelope,” to the American
lexicon. Among those paying tribute to Wolfe on
Tuesday was American astronaut Scott Kelly. “He
changed my life, and I am grateful I was able to
thank him for the wildly unrealistic dream he
gave me as an 18 year old boy,” Kelly tweeted.
“He was the #RightStuff.”

‘New Journalism’ 
Wolfe’s first book, “The Kandy-Kolored

Tangerine-Flake Streamline Baby,” published in
1965, was born out of a collection of articles
about the 1960s he wrote for Esquire and New
York magazines. The book became a bestseller
and placed Wolfe alongside other figures in the
“New Journalism” movement such as Hunter S.
Thompson, Gay Talese, Norman Mailer and
Truman Capote. Instead of keeping a distance
from their subjects, “New Journalism” practition-
ers often adopted an unconventional stylistic
approach and perspective. In interviews over the
years, Wolfe would fend off criticism of his liberal
use of exclamation points.

Wolfe published two bestsellers in 1968 —
“The Pump House Gang” and “The Electric
Kool-Aid Acid Test,” for which he spent time
with the “Merry Pranksters,” a band of LSD-tak-
ing traveling hippies led by Ken Kesey, author of
“One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest.” His 1970
book “Radical Chic and Mau-Mauing the Flak
Catchers,” examined racial tensions in the United
States and lampooned some of the good inten-
tions of New York liberals in awkward detail.
Wolfe’s 1975 book about the US art world, “The
Painted Word,” outraged many artists with its
depiction of an insular village.

Wolfe turned to writing novels in the mid-
1980s, penning “The Bonfire of the Vanities,” a
scathing takedown of greed and excess in New
York. Like “The Right Stuff,” the book also con-
tributed a phrase-in this case “master of the uni-
verse”-to the American vocabulary. “Bonfire”
was made into a 1990 film starring Tom Hanks,
Melanie Griffith and Bruce Willis.

Newspaper reporter beginnings 
Another novel, “A Man in Full,” was published

in 1998 and also made it to the New York Times
bestseller list. More recently, Wolfe wrote “I Am
Charlotte Simmons,” a 2004 novel about college
life, and “Back to Blood,” a poorly received 2012
book set in Miami. Thomas Kennerly Wolfe was
born on March 2, 1930 in Richmond, Virginia,
where his father was the editor of The Southern
Planter, an agricultural magazine. After earning
his undergraduate degree from Washington and
Lee University, Wolfe obtained a PhD in
American studies from Yale University.

Wolfe then began a 10-year career as a news-
paper reporter. He joined the Springfield Union
in 1956 in Massachusetts before going on to
work for The Washington Post and the New York
Herald Tribune. In a 1991 interview with The Paris
Review, Wolfe described his newspaper experi-
ence as invaluable training for his later fiction and
non-fiction pursuits. “I wouldn’t give anything for
the years I spent on newspapers because it
forces you, it immerses you, in so many different
sides of life,” he said. A dapper dresser, Wolfe
was known for his trademark white suits, hom-
burg hats and two-tone shoes, a style he would
famously self-deprecatingly describe as “neo-
pretentious.” Wolfe married Sheila Berger, the
artistic director of Harper’s magazine, in 1978.
They had two children. — AFP

In this file photo author Tom Wolfe attends the
2012 Trophee Des Arts Gala at The Plaza Hotel in
New York City.— AFP

Safaa Al-Faqih, one of the few female Yemeni craftsmen working in the precious stones industry in Yemen, holds pre-
cious stones in the old city of the capital, Sanaa. — AFP photos

Safaa Al-Faqih crafts a stone in the old city of the capital, Sanaa.

Safaa Al-Faqih  holds rings containing precious stones.

In wartime Yemen, artisans 
keep up the shine on gemstones

Safaa Al-Faqih crafts a stone in the old city of the capital,
Sanaa.

Safaa Al-Faqih  (right) crafts a stone in the old city of the
capital, Sanaa.


