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At his shop in Jerusalem’s Old City, Palestinian crafts-
man Issam Zughair makes traditional lanterns for
Muslims marking the holy month of Ramadan, bat-

tling competition from cheap Chinese imports. Zughair’s
shop is decked out with lamps both large and small, some
hanging from the ceiling and others displayed outside to
draw the attention of passers-by during lively Ramadan
evenings. He learned the trade from his father, a carpenter
who originally made lanterns out of wood.

“My father opened this shop in the 1950s-we want to
protect that heritage,” Zughair said, sitting with his wife in
their small home above the business. The largest lantern in
the shop is two meters tall, shaped to resemble a mosque
and created especially for Ramadan. It was made from
sheet metal and glass, using a technique that is believed to
date back to the Fatimid caliphate in 10th century Egypt.

Zughair believes the lantern is the largest traditionally-
made one in Jerusalem.  “There is no-one that rivals me in
building them,” he said. The 67-year-old imports materials
from Egypt and Turkey and crafts the lanterns in his Old
City shop. He can add Koranic verses, religious phrases or
names of God, according to the wishes of buyers. Lanterns
play a special role during Ramadan, which began on
Monday. 

As Muslims fast from sunrise to sunset, nocturnal life
takes on added significance. Traditionally, lanterns light the
way for religious events. Najeh Bkerat, from the Al-Aqsa

Academy for Science and Heritage in Jerusalem, said they
are a symbol of Islamic culture and heritage, especially
during the fasting month. “People carry them as an
expression of the light, the goodness and the joy of
Ramadan,” he said.

Walls and China 
Zughair said he starts to receive requests for personal-

ized lamps a month before Ramadan. Clients are from
Jerusalem and the Israeli-occupied West Bank as well as
Arabs from Israel itself, the majority of whom identify as
Palestinian. The lanterns sell for between 10 and 1,000
shekels ($3 to $280), depending on their size and the intri-
cacy of their design. But Zughair said he has seen a major
slump in demand for the more ornate models since the
outbreak of the second Palestinian uprising, or intifada, in
2000.

Israel began constructing a wall in 2002, cutting off
Jerusalem from much of the West Bank. Israeli authorities
said it was necessary to curb Palestinian militant attacks,
but critics labelled it as collective punishment and a land
grab. “Before the intifada, all of Palestine used to come to
buy from me, but today I have lost 70 percent of my cus-
tomers as a result,” Zughair said. 

The purchasing power of Palestinian residents of east
Jerusalem has declined by 30 percent since 2000, said
Ziyad Hamouri from the Jerusalem Centre for Social and

Economic Rights, citing the wall as a key barrier to trade.
Zughair also faces another threat-cheap Chinese knock-
offs. “I don’t have any competitors in the market except
China,” he said.

Ramadan atmosphere 
In a shop selling household appliances inside a gate of

the walled Old City, Hamzeh Takish displayed a selection
of small Chinese-made plastic lanterns, some of which play
popular Arabic songs. Their prices start from just 15
shekels ($4). “I don’t sell the traditional lanterns, people
here are looking for new-every year they introduce new
designs,” he said. Alaa Wael, 27, was buying six Ramadan
lanterns, two for his home and the rest for relatives. “They
only cost 10 shekels, the type doesn’t matter to me,” he
said.  “What is important is that it works and adds a
Ramadan atmosphere.”

Ramadan in Jerusalem is not limited to lanterns. The
labyrinthine streets of the Old City are festooned with
lights and decorations for the whole month. Four commit-
tees, representing different neighborhoods including the
Christian quarter, compete to have the most eye-catching
displays as tens of thousands of Muslims flock to Al-Aqsa
mosque for prayer. The committees provide food to the
needy throughout the month.

One put up a 12-metre iron and nylon Ramadan lantern,
with families gathering to watch. “We start working a
month before Ramadan,” said Ammar Sidr from the Bab
Hata neighborhood committee. “We’re experienced in
decorating and coordinating colors and adding some per-
sonalized touches.”—AFP

Palestinian craftsman Issam Zughair stands with his wife next to an assortment of Ramadan lanterns in the entrance of his
shop in the old city of Jerusalem. — AFP photos

Palestinian craftsman Issam Zughair, right, helps an elderly man transport a large Ramadan lantern.

The tented city at the foot of Mount
Everest is bustling as mountaineers
brace for potentially the busiest year

yet on the world’s highest peak, prompting
concerns about overcrowding and safety.
Since Edmund Hillary and Tenzing Norgay
made the first ascent in 1953 more than
4,000 climbers have reached the top of
Everest, according to the authoritative
Himalayan Database. Recent years have
seen especially rapid growth, with the
mountain opening up to more people as
competition between expedition organizers
has caused costs to plummet.

But rising numbers mean greater risk-a
higher chance of bottlenecks as larger
teams lumber their way to the summit,
potential shortages of oxygen tanks, and
increased risk of frostbite and even death.
A photo of a huge traffic jam below the
summit in 2012 prompted calls for better
crowd management, and even a cap on the
number of permits issued annually. Nepal
currently grants permits to all who apply
and are willing to pay $11,000 to scale the
8,848-metre peak. This year the govern-
ment has handed out 378 climbing permits
according to the tourism department.

That tops the previous record of 373 in
2017. Most Everest aspirants will need the
help of Nepali guides to reach the summit,
meaning about 750 climbers will tread the
same path to the top in the coming weeks
when the weather is expected to be most
favourable. And at least 140 others are
preparing to scale Everest using the north-
ern route from Tibet, according to expedi-
tion operators, taking the potential total
past the 2018 record of 807 when five peo-
ple died.

Put a limit
Spring is the busiest time of year on the

mountain as the icy winds and bone-chill-
ing temperatures are more forgiving than at
other times. Even so the climbing season is
short, with ascents expected to begin in the
coming days and usually wrap up by the
end of May or the first week of June. Ice
doctors, the elite Sherpa mountaineers who
set the ropes to the summit for hundreds of
paying clients to climb, are currently wait-
ing for a favourable weather window to
begin their ascent.

But powerful jet streams raging around
the top of Everest have expedition opera-

tors worried about the number of summit
days, raising the likelihood of many
climbers going up at the same time.
Mountaineering blogger Alan Arnette said
that problems could arise at the end of the
season due to overcrowding when desper-
ate climbers push onward to the summit
despite a narrowing weather window.
“Perhaps Nepal should put a limit like
China has done or the US Park Service for
Denali,” Arnette said.

“But I doubt Nepal ever will do this
because there is too much money at stake
and they seem unable to refuse business,
regardless of the risks,” he said. Nepal has
raked in over $4 million in Everest permit
fees alone in 2019, a much-needed source
of revenue for the cash-strapped country.
Expedition operator Dawa Steven Sherpa
of Asian Trekking conceded that while
“there are some concerns about over-
crowding”, mountaineering companies have
become better at crowd management and
are working together to schedule their
teams. “It is also a little too early to talk
about (whether) the weather will impact the
summit days,” he said.

Adventure of our lives
Many of the climbers are now complet-

ing their acclimatization ascents. Among
them is accomplished mountaineer Kami
Rita Sherpa, 49, who is planning his 23rd
ascent of the peak, breaking his own record
for the most summits of Everest. This sea-
son, the Nepal route will also see more
women than ever before, with 76 female
climbers attempting the feat. “This is not
easy to break in a male-dominated indus-
try, but we are here to climb and prove that
we can do it,” Nima Doma Sherpa told AFP
last month before leaving for base camp.

American climber Cory Richards and
Ecuadorian Esteban Topo Mena are
attempting to establish a new route on
Everest, a decade after a South Korean
team successfully ascended the mountain
after carving a new path along its south-
west face. “Our bodies and minds feel
strong and we are getting our spirits ready
for the adventure of our lives,” Mena said in
an Instagram post on Tuesday. The duo will
climb “alpine style”-without supplemental
oxygen.—AFP

Secret chamber 
uncovered at 
Nero palace

Ateam of archaeologists have discovered a
secret chamber decorated with detailed
frescoes during restoration work at

Emperor Nero’s Domus Aurea or Golden Palace
constructed two millennia ago. The team came
across an opening leading to a room covered
with depictions of mythical creatures including
centaurs and the god Pan, officials from the
Colosseum archeological park, supervising the
work, told AFP on Friday.

The archaeologists have dubbed the cham-
ber, which will require excavation with much of
it buried and just its vault currently visible, Sala
della Sfinge, or the Room of the Sphinx and say
it is a significant discovery. The find offers a tan-
talizing glimpse into “the atmosphere of the 60s
of the first Century AD in Rome,” the
Colosseum officials said, adding that what could
be seen of the vault was “very visible and fairly
well preserved.”

Set against a white background can be seen
“red-edged squares finessed with yellow-ochre
lines and golden bands punctuated by a dense
series of floral elements,” the officials said. Each
of the tiles depicts different types of animal
form-from panthers to birds, centaurs and a
sphinx, while others show musical instruments.
The archaeologists were working on a nearby
area of the complex set beneath a hill next to
the Colosseum in ancient Rome’s historic centre
when they chanced upon the chamber.

Architects and archaeologists secured the
site once home to a gigantic landscaped palace
and consolidated the frescoes with a view to
embarking upon a further stage of excavation to
reveal the room in its full splendor. Built
between AD 64 and 68, the immense complex,
which other Roman emperors later built on,
comprises buildings, gardens and an artificial

lake. After Nero, who legend has it played the
fiddle during the AD 64 fire which laid waste
much of the centre of the Roman Empire, died in
AD 68, his successors tried to destroy races of
his rule. Emperor Trajan had the Domus Aurea
covered over with soil and built baths over it
while Vespasian set in train construction of the
Colosseum where the ornamental lake had been.

In the intervening centuries, much of the site
was abandoned and today only few traces
remain visible of what was a huge estate and of

which only a fraction has been excavated with
much of it lying under today’s modern bustling
city. Part of the site was discovered by
Renaissance artists including Raphael, some of
whom managed to slide down on ropes and
squeeze themselves through a hole in the ceiling
to gaze upon magnificent frescoes which would
inspire their own works.—AFP

This photo shows an aerial view of Mount Everest, centre right, taken during a flight from
Nepal to Bhutan. — AFP

A handout photo made available by the Colosseum Archaeological Park press office shows details
of decoration in the newly discovered room of the Nero Domus Aurea, in Rome.

A handout photo made available by the Colosseum Archaeological
Park press office shows details of decoration in the newly discov-
ered room of the Nero Domus Aurea, in Rome. — AFP photos


