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A woman walks past a herbalist’s shop selling medicinal plants at Souk el-Blat, in
the Medina (old city) of Tunisia’s capital Tunis. — AFP photos

Haj Mohamed, a Tunisian herbalist, shows a sample of a medicinal herbs at his
shop at Souk el-Blat.

A customer listens to Tunisian herbalist Haj Mohamed (right) as he explains about
medicinal plants at his shop at Souk el-Blat.

A Tunisian man walks past a herbalist’s shop selling medicinal plants at
Souk El-Blat.

This handout picture released by the Argentine Antarctic
Institute shows a jointed wing of a 43 million-year-old
penguin found at the Marambio Island, Antarctica,
Argentina. — AFP

There is no known cure for the new coronavirus, but in
the medicinal herbs souq in Tunis, anxious Tunisians
are consulting with herbalists and stocking up on tra-

ditional remedies. “I am afraid for my father, who is old and
sick, so I have come here to look for plants to boost his
immunity,” said Baya, a 43-year-old civil servant. Tunisia
has reported 20 COVID-19 cases since March 2. While no
deaths have been reported, authorities have taken tough
measures to halt the spread of the disease and fewer cus-
tomers are crowding the paved alleys of the capital’s
ancient medina.

But in the heart of the old city, Tunisians continue flock-
ing to the Souk El-Blat and its herbalist stalls, where flasks,
powders and dried herbs are stacked high. Local and
imported herbal medicines are traditionally valued for
warding off winter flu, which shares some symptoms with
the new coronavirus — a respiratory infection that has
killed more than 6,000 people worldwide.

Fear of contagion has seen a rush on garlic, sending the
price soaring to 25 dinars (eight euros) a kilo, while other
customers look for plant remedies that are effective and
affordable. “I can understand people falling back on tradi-
tion,” said Hedi Oueslati, a pharmacologist and Tunisia’s
director general of health. “But there is currently no medi-
cine nor miracle plant effective against the new coron-
avirus.” He continued: “If we’re talking about a grandma’s
remedy that is not dangerous and poses no problems, ok.”
But, he added, “you have to be careful not to fall for quack-
ery.”  Some people were profiting from public anxiety to
sell “concoctions” with unknown ingredients, he warned.

‘Ancestral remedies’ 
“What can I take for coronavirus?” Hanen Oueslati (no

relation to the health director) asked a vendor at a stall sell-
ing fresh rosemary and oregano. “I want plants to sterilize
the home and others for making herbal infusions,” said the
38-year-old woman. “The goal is to protect us, that’s all,
especially since there is no medication against the virus,”
she said.

Fethi Ben Moussa, a 61-year-old herbalist, explained:
“Tunisians love everything traditional and natural: in times
of panic they trust in the remedies of our ancestors. “People
are asking for things to prepare at home like thyme, ginger
and moringa,” he said, claiming that they were “good for
immunity and fighting viruses.” At another shop, Haj
Mohamed offered preparations of ginger, jujube honey and
tumeric that he claimed, without evidence, are “100 per
cent effective against viruses.” A second generation herbal-
ist, he claimed these are “magic ingredients for fighting all
kinds of flu”. But Dr Chokri Hamouda, the director general
of healthcare in Tunisia, has a warning: “Just because it’s
natural doesn’t mean it’s not harmful.”—AFP

Haj Mohamed displays his medicinal plants at his shop at Souk El-Blat.

A customer listens to Tunisian herbalist Haj Mohamed (right) as he explains about medicinal plants
at his shop at Souk el-Blat.

A worker pushes a cart of boxes past a Tunisian herbalist’s shop selling medicinal
plants.

A sculpture of a bird carved
from soapstone was tem-

porarily moved from a
museum at the same site to

be placed back in its original
position at the Great

Zimbabwe monument.

A sculpture of a bird carved from soapstone was temporarily moved from a museum at the
same site to be placed back in its original position at the Great Zimbabwe monument.

A general view of the Great Zimbabwe monument near Masvingo is seen. — AFP photos

43-million-year-old
fossil of penguin
skin found in
Argentina

Argentine researchers have announced the dis-
covery of fossilized skin on the remains of the
wing of a 43-million-year-old penguin on

Marambio Island in the Antarctic. The fossil was actu-
ally discovered during a research mission in 2014. The
fossil was then studied at the La Plata Museum by
Argentine paleontologist Carolina Acosta
Hospitaleche, the agency for scientific disclosure at
La Matanza National University said on Friday.

The fossilized skin belongs to the Palaeeudyptes
gunnari, one of the many extinct types of penguins
that lived in Antarctica during the Eocene period,
which lasted from around 56 to 34 million years ago.
At that time, Antarctica was covered in woodland and
boasted a diverse fauna. “The fossilization of the skin
of this wing is unique because it’s the first conserved
example in the world of a penguin with skin,” said
Acosta Hospitaleche. “The skin was conserved as a
fossil on both surfaces of its wing, enveloping the
bones that have remained articulated in their original
position,” she added.

They figure on Zimbabwe’s national flag,
banknotes and official documents —
birds representing stone statues taken

by colonialists more than a century ago.  The
eight original sculptures hold great spiritual
value for people of the southern African
nation and have been made into national
emblems. Six of the large carvings were
stolen from the ruins of Great Zimbabwe, an
imposing stone complex built between the
11th and 13th centuries and attributed to pre-
colonial King Munhumutapa.

The palatial  enclosures are now a
UNESCO world heritage site situated in
the southeast of Zimbabwe, 25 kilometers
(16 miles) from the present day city of
Masvingo.  Almost all of the prized green-
grey soapstone birds that were looted have
now been returned to the country.  Only
one remains in South Africa, where it is
kept in the house of 19th century British
mining magnate and imperial ist  Ceci l
Rhodes. In a rare move last month, four of
the statues were temporarily set on the
original plinths from where they were
stolen at the Great Zimbabwe monument.

The heavy figurines — some standing at
about 1.5 meters (4.9 feet) — were moved

from an on-site museum and placed out-
doors on pedestals for a photo shoot. Their
pictures were taken for a book on ancient
African art - “Zimbabwe: Art, Symbols and
Meaning” — to be published in September.
The country marks the 40th anniversary of
independence from Britain next month. The
book will be co-authored by a Zimbabwe-
born duo, mother and son — Gillian
Atherstone and Duncan Wylie — who now
respectively live in Britain and France.

“The birds are among the most symbolic
cultural objects of our time,” the head of
Zimbabwe’s national museums Godfrey
Mahachi, told AFP. “They connect the pres-
ent with our past.” Great Zimbabwe ruins
curator Munyaradzi Sagiya said the statues
are kept inside the museum for security rea-
sons. “Not everyone who visits a museum is
there to admire the displays,” he said.
Africa’s former colonial powers have recently
come under pressure to send looted arte-
facts back to their home countries. Germany
returned the chopped off pedestal of one of
the birds in 2003.

Zimbabwe’s late ex-president Robert
Mugabe said at the time that the piece had
“a very eventful if not troubled existence

during its almost 100 years in exile.” South
Africa returned five other birds in 1981, one
year after Zimbabwe’s independence. The
eighth remains in Rhodes’ Cape Town
home. Retrieving that statue could be com-
plicated, said Sagiya, as Rhodes left his
estate to the South African government
after his death.—AFP   


