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Adog walker in northeast England sparked a large-
scale police search after reporting suspected
human remains in a muddy field. But the suspect-

ed grisly find turned out to be a potato, officers said
Friday. Northumbria Police said specialist teams and
sniffer dogs were sent to scour the field in the Winlaton
area of Gateshead, after a concerned member of the
public contacted them on Tuesday. An accompanying
photograph sent to officers appeared to show a human
foot, the force said on its Facebook page. “Eventually
we tracked down the ‘scene’ only to discover the toe
was in fact a potato with a mushroom growing next to
it,” a spokesman said. “We can only praise the vigilance
of the woman who made the call and if anyone does
come across suspected human remains, please do the
same and give us a call. “If it does turn out to be a veg-
etable, our police dogs will thank you for the treat!”

Crocked 
Two Australian friends out fishing on their boat

came across a naked man in “a nest up a tree” in a
crocodile-infested mangrove swamp near Darwin. Kev
Joiner and Cam Faust offered the man-who had been
living on snails-a drink and brought him back to civili-
sation. “We didn’t understand how he got there” and
how he survived the crocs, said Joiner, given that his
improvised “nest” was within easy snapping distance
of the water. “We thought he must have had a big night
after New Year’s... and done himself a mischief in the
bush,” he added. But it turned out the man-who was
covered in insect bites-was a fugitive wanted for
armed robbery. He is now in hospital under armed
guard. “We were going to visit him... then we thought,
‘We might give that one a miss,’” Faust said.

Stole her heart and her car 
A young American woman has been left devastated

after her boyfriend left her and then stole her car. “She

had her heart and her car stolen,” her dad wrote on
Facebook as he appealed to neighbours in Connecticut
to help track the cad down.

You can’t take it with you 
Staying in India, villagers in Bihar state took the

corpse of a farm worker to a bank so they could get
money from his account to cremate him. Canara Bank
branch manager Sanjeev Kumar told AFP of the
extraordinary posthumous withdrawal. “After over an
hour (when his account book was produced), I gave
them money and they finally left with his body for the
cremation ground.”

Brexit shmexit 
Never mind Prime Minister Boris Johnson’s father

and sister applying for French nationality after Brexit,
UK Independence Party backer Arron Banks’
Leave.EU group which helped lead the campaign for
Britain to quit Europe is now also jumping ship. It has
moved its registered office to Ireland so it can keep its
“.eu” internet address. —AFP

An imposing house stands
out among other buildings
in Iraq’s Samawah city-once

a multi-generational family home,
it’s now a museum of a bygone age
in the country’s tribal south.
Abdellatif Al-Jablawi, the proper-
ty’s owner and family patriarch, led
a tour of the traditional house
where he was born 80 years ago.
At the time, three generations, from
grandparents to grandchildren,
lived in the house, with its intricate
“shanasheel” bay windows, wood-
en balconies and tall doors topped
by elaborate lintels. “Over the gen-
erations, everyone preferred to
rent elsewhere and the house emp-
tied out,” said Jablawi, now the
oldest member of his family.

The house is comprised of 13
rooms splashed with sunlight
coloured by stained glass win-
dows, including a grand ceremo-
nial salon and kitchen, which
Jablawi still calls “the fireplace”, as
it was known when he was young.
The rooms are connected by
steep, narrow stairs and walls of
yellow brick, a historic building
material still produced in southern
Iraq. Jablawi said the structure
had been at risk of “falling into
ruin” when he decided to act. “I
decided to buy back all the shares
of the house... and, in 2015, I found
an architect specialized in reno-
vating heritage buildings,” he said.
“I told myself: ‘This is our loyalty
to the past’.” All told, the work to
restore the building cost 250 mil-

lion dinars, or around $171,000.

‘Symbol of the city’ 
At the start, some family mem-

bers were resistant to the project,
said Ali, Jablawi’s eldest son,
standing in front of an old radio
set in the inner courtyard, where a
well recalls the days before run-
ning water. “We didn’t agree with
this project and the expense; we
suggested he sell the dilapidated
house to construct a building
because we are in the commercial
center of the city,” he added.
Jablawi categorically rejected this
proposal, and his stubborn com-
mitment to the plan eventually
convinced the rest of his family.
“The house has become a symbol
of the city and it is open to every-

one, so we understood that our
father was right,” Ali said as he
walked along the balcony that
overlooks the inner courtyard. 

The antiquities directorate in
Muthanna province, one of Iraq’s
poorest, only provides logistical
support in protecting heritage sites
“when necessary”, one of the
directorate’s officials Mustafa al-
Ghazi told AFP. Before the novel
coronavirus pandemic, the house
regularly hosted cultural events and
other evenings of poetry or music
among carved wooden chests, car-
pets and cushions arrayed on the
floor for family or tribal gatherings.
In 2020, the house was the subject
of a documentary, titled “The Soul
of Samawah”-an honor for its
proud owner. —AFP
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‘Human remains’ find turned out to be a potato

Al-Jablawi said the structure had been at risk of falling into
ruin, when he decided to act. —AFP

Home-turned-museum 
retains ‘soul’ of southern Iraq

Encroaching sands have left little evidence that
the Omani village of Wadi Al-Murr ever existed,
but former inhabitants and curious visitors are

coming to rediscover the hamlet engulfed by the
desert. Salem Al-Arimi, originally from the area,
looked out nostalgically over the expanse. According
to local elders, “all the houses in the village were
invaded by the sand that assailed them 30 years ago,
forcing the inhabitants to leave their homes,” he said.
Building tops and sections of stone wall emerge here
and there, bearing witness to those who once lived
here. Deserts are expanding all over the world,
pushed on by climate change, and affected popula-
tions have few weapons to fight back. Wadi Al-Murr’s
inhabitants, who mostly relied on pastoral activities,
had to give up their village, swelling the ranks of
those migrating to towns and cities.

Nostalgia 
Located at the bottom of a valley nearly 400 kilo-

meters (250 miles) southwest of the capital Muscat,
Wadi Al-Murr is cut off from main roads and only
reachable via a long, rough track. Its isolation, includ-
ing from the electricity and water grids, contributed
to its slide into obscurity. But that has not prevented
erstwhile residents from returning to visit, along with
trekking enthusiasts who take desert hikes in the
region. Mohammed Al-Ghanbousi, a former inhabi-
tant, said the moving dunes had re-exposed some
dwellings after they were covered by sand.

This phenomenon has prompted “nostalgic people

to visit the village, whose structures still stand
because they are built from stone,” he said. “The vil-
lage has recently been included in trekking tours and
also attracts photography enthusiasts,” he added. A
mosque that sits within the village, which in its hey-
day had about 30 houses and 150 inhabitants, is one
building that has resurfaced. Mohammed Al-Alaoui
said that when his mother learnt some homes had
reappeared, she asked him to take her back. “She
often wants to go, and she likes to be there while she
relates her memories of the old days, and sheds a few
tears,” he said.

Tourism 
Rashed Al-Ameri is among the Omani tourists who

have come to discover the hamlet swallowed by the
desert. He travelled from Sur, hundreds of kilometers
away, with two friends who were also keen to see
Wadi Al-Murr. Oman, which is trying to diversify its
oil-reliant economy, is seeking to develop its tourism
industry-capitalizing on its rich heritage, scenic
coasts and stunning mountain geography. The sul-
tanate attracted three million foreign tourists in 2019,
but like almost everywhere else, the novel coron-
avirus pandemic reduced visitors to a trickle in 2020.
Ameri is among those who believe Wadi Al-Murr
could easily be included on Oman’s tourist trail.
“What amazed me was that the force of nature could
erase an entire village,” he said. “And what’s more
amazing is how this place, with its old walls, resists
these assaults.”—AFP

This picture shows the walls of an abandoned house in the Omani village of Wadi Al-Murr. 
—AFP photos

Former inhabitants of Wadi Al-Murr, gather
near abandoned houses in the Omani village.

Mohammed Al-Ghanbousi, a former inhabitant of Wadi Al-Murr, stands next to his abandoned
house in the Omani village.

Former inhabitants of Wadi Al-Murr, walk near abandoned houses in the Omani villagePhoto shows abandoned houses in the Omani village of Wadi Al-Murr.

Photo shows the walls of an abandoned house
in the Omani village of Wadi Al-Murr.

Mohammed Al-Ghanbousi, a former inhabitant of
Wadi Al-Murr, kneels to pray on a sand dune among
abandoned houses in the Omani village.

A former inhabitant of Wadi Al-Murr, walks near
an abandoned house in the Omani village.


