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What’s On  

Coming Up 
Sun 21 Nov Qatar F1 Grand Prix 

Sun 5 Dec Saudi F1 Grand Prix  

Sun 12 Dec SEA Christmas Party 

Sun 12 Dec Abu Dhabi F1 Grand Prix 
 

The News This Week   

Yemen’s Skyscraper Cities 

Stepping through Bab-al-Yaman, the 

enormous gate allowing access into 

Yemen's old walled city of Sana'a, 

was like stepping through a portal 

into another world.  
 

Sana’a multi storied buidings are hundreds 

of years old 

 

Tall, skinny buildings were crammed 

into the narrow lanes that connected 

lush fruit and vegetable gardens with 

the ancient souq where donkeys are 

still sold. I saw locksmiths mending 

enormous metal keys that open imposing wooden doors; a vendor selling prickly pears from a cart, and the local 

baker pulling fresh bread from a hot-glowing hole in the ground. In a tiny room, a camel trudged in tight circles 

powering a millstone crushing sesame seeds. But despite all the visual stimulus, it was the architecture that 

dominated the scene.  
 

Sana'a is filled with buildings unlike 

anywhere else in the world. At street level, 

where mud-brick walls are only broken up 

by large wooden doors, there was often not 

much to see. But when I looked up, I 

realised these slender buildings, some with 

just one or two rooms to a floor, soared high 

into the sky. 
 

At street level, buildings are often windowless due to 

their use as animal shelters or working spaces 

 

While the lower floors, at street level, were 

windowless due to their use as animal 

shelters or working spaces, the ornate windows higher up were either covered by stained-glass or by 

delicate mashrabiya screens screens protecting the privacy of the women inside. The window frames and the 

friezes between the floors were marked in intricate white lime to contrast the mud-coloured background, creating 

a gingerbread house effect. Many had rooftop terraces, which doubled as entertainment spaces as well as outdoor 

bedrooms on warm nights.  
 

The magnificence of the buildings, together with their simple practicality, made for an inspiring architectural 

vision. From the alleyway, it was practically impossible to appreciate the true height of these buildings, but when 



I reached the souq, I could see that some were up to seven storeys high. I climbed up to a seventh-floor rooftop 

that had been converted into a cafe; the Old Town lay below me, but the neighbouring buildings were mostly as 

tall as the one I was on, evoking the strange sensation of being surrounded by skyscrapers. 
 

I could almost have been in Dubai or New York, only that 

these constructions were somewhere between 300 and 500 

years old and built from mud. Some of Yemen's skyscrapers 

can reach up to around 30m in height, and the first modern 

skyscrapers in Chicago were only slightly taller than that. 

Yemen is scattered with similar soaring constructions, from 

those in smaller villages to bigger towns, such as the famous 

Shibam, dubbed in the 1930s "The Manhattan of the Desert" by 

Anglo-Italian explorer Dame Freya Stark; or the exquisitely 

decorated Dar-al-Hajar, the Imam's Palace of the Rock. 
 

Yemen’s monumental Dar al-Hajar palace  

is built on top of a natural rock spire 

 

The Yemeni skyscraper style of architecture is so unique that 

the cities of Zabid, Shibam and the Old City of Sana'a have 

been recognised as Unesco World Heritage sites, with the 

tradition dating at least to the 8th and 9th Centuries, according 

to Trevor Marchand, professor of social anthropology at 

London's School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS) and 

author of Architectural Heritage of Yemen - Buildings That Fill 

My Eye. 
 

Exact dating is next to impossible, as these mud brick or adobe buildings need to be constantly patched up and 

restored to keep them from succumbing to the harsh elements, but "medieval sources tell us that the Ghumdam 

Palace in Sana'a, allegedly built in the 3rd Century BC and the seat of Yemen's ancient Sabaean rulers, was 20 

storeys high and elaborately decorated," Marchand said. 
 

What makes the Yemeni 

skyscrapers so unique is that they 

are still in use, just as they were 

hundreds of years ago. In the Old 

Town of Sana'a, for example, 

while a few have been converted 

into hotels and cafes, the majority 

are still used as private residences. 

"As children, we would play 

soccer in the tight alleyways and 

as teens we would sip coffee 

under the bright stained glass," 

said Arwa Mokdad, peace 

advocate for Yemen Relief and 

Reconstruction Foundation. 
                 Known as "The Manhattan of the Desert", the 16th-Century walled  

                         city of Shibam was given World Heritage status in 1982 

 

As I travelled around the country, marvelling at these skyscaper cities, I could not help but wonder why the 

Yemenis built these high-rises, considering the vast desert expanses of their country. Salma Samar Damluji, 

architect and author of The Architecture of Yemen and its Reconstruction told me that construction was, in fact, 

traditionally restricted to small sites, meaning buildings needed to be vertical.  
 

https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/journal-of-the-royal-asiatic-society/article/abs/architectural-heritage-of-yemen-buildings-that-fill-my-eye-edited-by-trevor-h-j-marchand-foreword-by-shaykh-mohamed-bin-issa-aljaber-pp-231-london-gingko-library-2017/14EF802062E1D913620BFDEABFD29A8B
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/journal-of-the-royal-asiatic-society/article/abs/architectural-heritage-of-yemen-buildings-that-fill-my-eye-edited-by-trevor-h-j-marchand-foreword-by-shaykh-mohamed-bin-issa-aljaber-pp-231-london-gingko-library-2017/14EF802062E1D913620BFDEABFD29A8B
https://yemenfoundation.org/
https://yemenfoundation.org/
https://www.hachette.com.au/salma-samar-damluji/the-architecture-of-yemen-its-reconstruction


"Towns and cities had an outer wall, called Sur, and a further boundary from the desert," she said, explaining that 

not only were the wall and the surrounding desert a barrier to any urban development, but any agriculturally 

viable space was deemed too valuable to build on, so that building upwards, in tightly formed clusters, was the 

preferred option. 
 

It was also the need for protection that 

made Yemen's settlements huddle 

together rather than sprawl across the 

land. Living in an inhospitable desert, 

security and the ability to look out 

across the land for approaching 

enemies, together with the ability to 

lock the cities' gates at night, had to be 

considered in any town planning. "An 

important contributing factor to 

Yemen's history of tower-house was 

the need for security against invading 

forces, as well as during times of local 

tribal dispute or civil war," Marchand 

explained. 
                                                                                                                           The ancent city of Sjbam 
 

Constructed using natural materials, Yemeni high-rises are superbly sustainable and perfectly suited to the hot 

and dry Arabian desert climate. Roof terraces double as open-air bedrooms, while screens on the windows invite 

even the slightest breeze to enter the house, while also allowing light but not too much heat. 
 

"Unbaked earth is an exceptional thermal mass," added Ronald Rael, professor of architecture at UC Berkeley 

who specialises in buildings made from mud, and is himself living in his great grandfather's adobe house in 

southern Colorado. He explained that "it both absorbs and releases heat slowly. During the day, as the sun beats 

upon the wall, the heat from the sun slowly absorbs into the wall. As night falls, that heat is slowly released, 

[helping] earthen buildings remain a comfortable temperature." This simple natural effect has made adobe 

building still popular today and explains the endurance of Yemen's mud-architecture. 
 

   
Typical Yemeni dress 

 

Incredibly, construction usually didn't use scaffolding. Instead, master builders would start with a stone 

foundation, often some 2m deep, upon which mud bricks were laid in a running bond, meaning one brick is 



overlapped by two above. They then slowly built upwards, placing wooden joists for strength and adding floors 

made from wood and palm materials as they went higher up. Scaffolding was generally only used at a later date, 

once the house was finished and needed replastering or restoration. 
 

However, according to Damluji, these building 

skills are on the brink of extinction. "We are 

looking at structures that can stand for up to 300 

years and more. Six and seven storey buildings 

built out of sun-dried mud brick in a way that no 

contemporary architect can build today." To 

prevent this knowledge from being lost, Damluji 

works closely with the Dawan Architecture 

Foundation, which is striving to preserve these 

methods of building, encouraging the use of 

traditional materials and methods over modern 

convenience. I cannot begin to describe the 

pride of living in a home preserved by 

generations of ancestors – they are our connection 

to the past 

 

                                                      Map of Yemen 
 

The historical buildings are also under threat from constant wind erosion, war and the economic struggles that 

prevent families from looking after their fragile homes properly. In 2020, Unesco surveyed some 8,000 of these 

architectural marvels and restored 78 that were on the brink of collapse. Unesco is doing its utmost to save as 

many buildings as possible, but it is difficult under the current circumstances. 
 

"It is a harrowing experience to witness history turn into rubble," said Mokdad. "This destruction is a loss for all 

of humanity." She added: "Anywhere else, these buildings would be museum pieces, but in Yemen they remain 

homes. I cannot begin to describe the pride of living in a home preserved by generations of ancestors – they are 

our connection to the past." 

 

The 5 Most Common Jobs in a Medieval City 
What were the most common jobs in a late medieval city? In this piece, we’ll look at the case of fifteenth-century 

Montpellier, a city located in the South of 

France. 
 

Established in the late tenth century, Montpellier 

had become, three hundred years later, one of 

the main urban centres of Southern France. 

Before the Black Death, more than 30,000 called 

the city home. Montpellier was famous for its 

university that taught medicine and the trade 

goods that came with access to the 

Mediterranean, a dozen kilometres away. 

Detailed information on its population comes 

from a series of tax records spanning c. 1380-

1480 that yield the names of nearly 10,000 

householders, and the occupation of 

approximately 6,500 of them. So, who were the 

most numerous urban workers?                                     A view of Montpellier from 1572, part of Civitates Orbis Terrarum  

                                                                                                                              by Georg Braun and Frans Hogenberg 
 

https://www.medievalists.net/2021/11/most-common-jobs-medieval-city/braun_montpellier_ubhd/
https://www.dawanarchitecturefoundation.org/
https://www.dawanarchitecturefoundation.org/


To answer this question, I’ve looked at tax records dated 1435-1446 in which a little under 2,200 households are 

listed. The profession of the head-householder is known in two-thirds of the cases. A handful of women who 

helmed their own household also declared a profession to the city’s authorities. Dozens and dozens of 

occupations existed at once in the city, a result of the great fragmentation of chains of production in the Middle 

Ages. The five most common jobs were farming, carpentry, butchery, shoemaking and Church-related work. 
 

1 – Farming 

Peasants made up 25% of the workers whose occupation was known in 1435-1446, and 16.5% of all the 

taxpayers. In Toulouse and Avignon, in the fifteenth century, peasants made up 17% of the testators with a 

known occupation. Unsurprisingly, peasants were more numerous in the suburbs than in the walled city. Most of 

the fields were located outside of the city’s walls, even if medieval urban centres did count a large number of 

gardens, orchards and small vegetable beds. Urban peasants, called “ploughmen” in the Montpellier fiscal 

sources tilled, sowed and harvested the fields. Others raised cattle, pigs and chickens. Some laboured in their 

orchards and vegetable beds. 
 

Although numerous, the Montpellier agriculturalists could not produce enough food to supply the entire city. 

Rather, grain, meat and other foodstuff had to be imported from the city’s backcountry and overseas commercial 

partners. Imports of grain were essential to sustain urban populations. At times of food shortages, such as during 

the great famine of the early fourteenth century, the death toll in urban centres was staggering. In Montpellier, 

the chronicle asserts that people resorted to eating grass to survive. 
 

2 – Carpentry 

Called “fustiers” in the local vernacular, the 

carpenters formed an ill-defined professional group. 

“Carpenters” could build houses, make furniture, or 

chop and sell firewood. 
 

The “fustiers” only made up 6% of the taxpayers 

whose occupation was known in 1435-46 (81 

individuals, including a woman). But the art of 

“fusterie” was essential to medieval communities. 

The workers built housing and furniture and 

provided heat to all households. Carpenters were 

frequently hired by the city’s government to 

undertake construction work on public buildings. 
 

Carpenters in a 14th-century copy of Tacuina sanitatis 
 

In Montpellier, the carpenters tended to live close to 

the city’s ditches. The reason is that trees imported 

from the nearby woods were stored and drenched in 

the ditches before their processing. Cutting down the 

timber into workable pieces was undertaken by 

specialized workers, called “ressaires” in the local 

vernacular, a term that could be translated as 

“pitsawyers”. Few “ressaires” appear in fiscal documents, suggesting that the carpenters could have done the job 

themselves, or that pitsawyers identified themselves as carpenters. 

 

3 – Butchery 

Medieval people who were Christians refrained from eating meat during Lent and fast days (in total nearly 150 

days a year). But still, they ate large quantities of meat the rest of the year. In the South of France, from the 

Atlantic to the Mediterranean, people ate on average 26 kilograms of meat per year or a ration of 120 grams on 

the days they were allowed to. In modern France, people eat on average 160 grams of meat daily–not far from the 

medieval rates. 

https://www.medievalists.net/2021/11/most-common-jobs-medieval-city/45-aspetti_di_vita_quotidiana_stagione_freddataccuino_sani/


The Montpellier butchers made up 4% of the 

1435-46 taxpayers whose occupation was 

known. During that period of time, some sixty 

butchers laboured at once in the city, for a 

population of fewer than 20,000 people–one 

butcher for 300 inhabitants, approximately. In 

Toulouse, in the early fourteenth century, the 

ratio was one butcher for 225 people. 
 

A medieval manuscript image of a man  

and a woman slaughtering a pig 
 

Butchers usually specialized in one specific type 

of animal: pork, mutton, or beef. Among the 

Montpellier butchers whose specialization is 

known, 55% sold mutton meat; 35% sold beef; 

and 10% sold pork. The animals’ offals were processed by workers known as “tripiers” who would prepare and 

cook the offals to make, for instance, pies or sausage. Poultry was sold by a different type of workers, called 

“poulterers.” Few appeared in local documents, suggesting that most people kept chickens in their backyards for 

eggs and white meat. 
 

4 – Shoemaking 

The Montpellier cobblers, who made and repaired shoes, were quite numerous, making up 4% of the workers 

paying taxes in 1435-46. They were organized in different guilds, based on the street in which they kept their 

shops.  
 

In 1360, nine cobblers’ guilds were attested in documents, 

all situated within the city’s walls. After the devastation 

caused by the Black Death and the subsequent plague 

epidemics, the number of cobblers’ guilds declined. In 

1444, only five shoemakers’ guilds appeared in the 

Montpellier sources.  

 

Cobblers worked with leather, which was processed in the 

northern neighbourhoods of the city. Tannery was a highly 

polluting industry. 
 

Detail of Shoemakers from the Altarpiece of St. Mark by Arnau Bassa  
 

Shoemaking could be an even bigger employer in other 

medieval towns. In the Catalonian town of Manresa, near 

Barcelona, cobblers were the most numerous workers 

mentioned in fiscal records. They made up 15% of the 

local workforce, coming first before the local farmers. It is 

not surprising to know that Manresa was a centre for shoe 

production in Catalonia. 

5 – Church Work 

The category “cleric” encompasses deacons, chaplains and priests, monks and nuns, priors and prioresses, and 

even the local bishop, who possessed some estates in the city. Clerics made up a little under 4% of the taxpayers 

with a known profession.  
 

In England, the Poll Tax records of 1377 showed that 2% of the households were clerical. But demographer 

Josiah Russell and historian Michael Postan have postulated that the clerical population was probably twice as 

large, matching our estimates for Montpellier.  

 

https://www.medievalists.net/2021/11/most-common-jobs-medieval-city/foodprepmiddleages/
https://www.medievalists.net/2021/11/most-common-jobs-medieval-city/detail-of-shoemakers-from-the-altarpiece-of-st-mark-by-arnau-bassa/


In the Mediterranean city, the clerical population was 

probably even larger than what fiscal sources suggest. But 

many clerics were exempted from personal taxation and did 

not appear in fiscal documents. For instance, Montpellier was 

the home of dozens and dozens of students who had travelled 

across France and Europe to attend its famous university to 

learn medicine or law. Students enrolled in medieval 

universities were considered clerics. But fiscal documents 

seldom recorded liberal arts, medicine and law students. If 

they had been inscribed in tax records, no doubt that the 

estimate of the Montpellier clerical population would have 

been higher. 
 

Choir from Book of Hours, Paris 1450 – c. 14 British Library MS Harley 

2971 f. 109v 
 

More medieval jobs 

Here are the sixth to tenth most common jobs in late medieval 

Montpellier, according to the 1435-46 tax records: 

6 – Tailors 

7 – Notaries 

8 – Barbers 

9 – Retailers 

10 – Stonemasons 
 

This article has looked at the most common jobs based on the 

sheer number of occurrences of occupational titles. But, due to 

the great fragmentation of chains of production in the Middle Ages, the distribution of occupational titles does 

not reflect the size or importance of a given industry.  
 

For instance, none of the top-five jobs includes workers of the textile industry, although textile production 

represented a major source of income for the people of Montpellier. Weavers, shearers, dyers, drapers, even 

tailors, cotton makers, embroiderers and needle makers were all part of the industry. In terms of industry size, 

food production and retail, textile work, construction work and international trade were the main employment 

sectors of the late medieval city. 
 

Rewards For Getting This Far  

 
 

https://www.medievalists.net/2021/11/most-common-jobs-medieval-city/harley-2971-f-109v/


  
 

Quote: “In great contests each party claims to act in accordance with the 

will of God. Both may be, and one must be, wrong. God can not be for and 

against the same thing at the same time.” – American president Abraham 

Lincoln (1809-1865) 
 

Thought for the week: There is no place like a vacuum  
 

Contact:  Michael or Wouter                                                                        

                 Hp: 0815 4841 8500   

                 Email:   michael@armadaorient.com 
Abraham Lincoln 
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