
    The Hidden Village – Where the Stars Barely Knew Our Name

    Once, in a village so hidden that even the stars barely whispered its name, I was born. The village was called Assuweida—a cluster of six houses nestled against the back of a mighty mountain, yet it still made it into my passport as my place of birth. Where the earth ended abruptly and the depths began, there lay a cliff, untamed and free, without shelter, without boundaries.

    I knew this cliff well, knew every rock, every root that jutted out from the stone wall. I knew how deep it went, for as a child I had measured it with my own feet. The ball flew, as if by magic, over the edge, danced in the wind, and vanished into the depths. As the youngest, the smallest, I wasn’t allowed to be on any team. I had my own task: to retrieve the ball.

    Carefully, I felt my way down, step by step, into a world that sloped downward; we called these steep, terraced fields in Yemen “terraces,” where qat grew. The abyss lurked, yet it was not entirely merciless—it let me climb, let me breathe, let me return.

    Perhaps it was three hundred meters, perhaps less, but in a child’s eyes, the world stretches out larger, farther, more immeasurable. And so it has remained—an image in my memory.

    Our village was like a family, an interwoven network of people who shared their lives, their worries, and their joys. We weren’t related to the others, but the others were related to one another. Our home lay a little off to the side, a simple dwelling made of sandstone, built by my grandfather’s hands and expanded by my father. You were allowed to build a house anywhere you owned land. So our grandfather decided to build his house on his own plot near his neighbors. A path connected our house to the other five houses.

    Our house consisted of two rooms and a passageway, each with its own purpose. From the door, one stepped into an open hallway that wound through the building like a quiet stream. On one side opened the kitchen, a room of scent and conviviality, where life unfolded its aromas. It was also our bedroom—not just for me, but for all of us. My father, my mother, my two sisters, my two brothers, and another brother when he visited us—he lived far away in Saudi Arabia, and I wouldn’t get to know him until much later. In the corner of this room was the bathroom—no walls, no pipes, just a spot where my parents poured jugs of water over their heads. Our toilet was outside—nature itself. When we had to relieve ourselves, we went out and found a spot among the rocks. “Otherwise it stinks in here!” my parents said.

    The second room belonged to our animals. Oxen, cows, and goats found shelter here, and in one corner stood the clay oven that baked our bread, the fire that brought our tea to a boil.

    Later, my father built a small outbuilding for guests—a tiny refuge, quite different from our main house, where the door was always locked to keep wild animals like foxes, hyenas, or even monstrous creatures out. This outbuilding, a single, modest room, offered just enough space to sleep in.

    When I was about seven or eight years old, I was no longer allowed to sleep with my mother—she thought I was getting too big. So I moved into this little house, in search of peace and a place where I could be my own boss. In this room stood a small bed, next to a slight rise in the earth that had been fashioned into a seat. But the bed was hard and unyielding, fitted with a mattress so thin that I could feel every pressure and every movement.

    The bed consisted of simple wooden beams resting on four stilts. In the middle, fine bamboo strands were artfully crossed—ropes made of bamboo that held the bed together. You could hardly call it the comfortable bed we know from Germany; even as a small child, my feet often hung over the end. That’s why I preferred to sleep on the raised edge, right next to the bed.

    In this small house, there was also a corner for washing—no toilet, just an area where water bubbled up. Instead of oil lamps, we had candles, and I made it a habit to blow them out before going to sleep. As soon as darkness fell, I heard faint sounds in the silence, as if things were moving around the room. The building itself was a small ecosystem of its own. All sorts of animals lived in the masonry and on the roof: snakes, rats, lizards, and spiders found shelter here. The roof consisted of wooden beams laid end to end—from felled trees, artfully placed side by side, covered with small branches, and finally topped with a layer of soil. While rats, lizards, or spiders hardly bothered me, there was one creature I was terribly afraid of as a child: the snake.

    From an early age, I had been drilled with the warning: “Be careful not to get bitten by a snake.” This warning echoed inside me and grew with each passing year. When I lay in my little bed at night, I held my breath, and my heart raced whenever I heard a soft rustling or sensed movement in the darkness. I often imagined what it would be like if a snake—its shimmering scales glistening in the moonlight—were to coil itself around my body. The thought alone made my heart nearly stop.

    So sometimes I would lie motionless on the raised edge, hoping the snake would pass me by. I still vividly remember once seeing a snake in the sun, its skin glistening in the light—an image that has burned itself deep into my memory.

    Fortunately, I was never bitten by a snake. I never provoked them either, but was always extremely cautious.

    I cannot give an exact date of birth, for in my homeland there were no certificates, no papers that recorded life with numbers. There were only memories, stories, and the one book my father owned—the Quran. In it, between the verses, he noted the events of our family, the births of his children, the passing of the years. What he wrote was difficult to decipher, for writing was foreign to him. He could read a little, enough to recognize the words of God. He recorded his own thoughts with ink he made himself. From soot, gathered from the flames of oil lamps, he mixed a dark essence with water. It rested, drawing its power from time, and with a simple papyrus stalk he formed characters, clumsy yet full of meaning: “Mohammed, in the golden shadows of the Hijri years.” My birthday, according to the conversion of later years, is officially November 7, 1964.

    
      My mother is an incredibly loving person. 
      Her name was Amina. Her devotion to us children was absolute, and you could feel it in everything she did. Without her, I probably wouldn’t be in Germany—but that’s another story. She never really got angry. Of course, she could raise her voice, scold us, or push us, but it was never out of anger. It was simply her way of speaking.
    

    She always gave me the same advice: “Take care of yourself. If anything happens to you, it will kill me.” It wasn’t an empty phrase, not an exaggeration—she meant exactly what she said. I knew she loved me, with a love that held nothing back, that was unconditional, but also steeped in worry. When I was out and about, in the field with my sister or high up in the trees, I wasn’t just careful not to fall for my own sake. I did it mainly for her sake. I didn’t want her to cry; I didn’t want her worry, which already lay so deep in her eyes, to come true.

    I slept with her until I started school. I lay in her bed, wrapped in the warmth of her closeness, enveloped in a sense of security. I could hear her breathing, sometimes even feel it when she turned toward me, and it was the most soothing thing in the world to me. And when I was sick or not feeling well, she would do something that comforted me more than anything else: she would tie a cotton hammock to her bed and lay me in it. Then she would lie there, stretch out her leg, slide her foot into the hammock, and gently rock it back and forth. That steady rocking, always in the same rhythm, let me slowly drift off to sleep. I felt as if I were floating weightlessly above the ground, carried by her, without her really touching me.

    Back then I was small and light; the bed remained steady no matter how often she moved the hammock. Today, when I think about it, I have to smile—by now the bed would probably tip over. But back then, that didn’t matter. Back then, everything was exactly as it should be. My mother loved not just with words, but with every fiber of her being, with her hands, with her feet, with all her care. And not just me, but all of us.

    I was often sick as a child, but one memory has stayed with me particularly deeply—the time I got rubella. Back then, I didn’t know what it was, only that my whole body was burning, covered in red spots, feverish, weak. It was one of those illnesses that swept through the village like a silent storm . It wasn’t just me who was running a fever, but many other children as well. Some recovered, others did not. I remember how news of children who had died made the rounds, and my mother was naturally especially worried.

    There were no vaccines, no medicine. My mother didn’t know what to do, but she couldn’t just sit idly by. In an act of desperation, she took fresh cow’s milk, gently sprayed it on my feverish skin, and massaged it in, especially where the spots weren’t yet so severe.

    I remember the feeling of the milk on my skin—cooling, soothing. But it wasn’t just the milk that stuck in my memory; the flies did too. The sweet liquid attracted them; they landed on me, crawling over my arms and my face. I was too weak to shoo them away, feeling only their light touches, the soft tickling I couldn’t return.

    And then—slowly, almost imperceptibly—things got better. The fever subsided, the air felt fresh on my skin again, and strength returned to my body. Whether it was the milk that healed me, or simply time, I will never know. But I know that my mother would have done anything to save me.

    After that illness, a government official finally came to our village. He announced that children in remote villages would now also be vaccinated. So we set off—a long march to the place where the vaccinations were being administered. Back then, however, they didn’t use a syringe for the vaccination, but a razor blade. The blade was dipped into a liquid containing the vaccines, and then it began: three cuts—without anesthesia, without warning. Just three deep notches in the upper arm. The vaccination was probably against polio, rubella, diphtheria, and polio—a combination vaccine for children, similar to the one available here. In Yemen, this vaccine was called “Schalal Atfal” back then. I still have the scars today. When I wear short-sleeved clothes in the summer at , Germans sometimes ask me, “What’s that there?” Then I explain that I was vaccinated there.

    When my father shouted, you could hear him from far away—I don’t want to exaggerate, but it felt as though you could hear him for miles. His voice was piercing, powerful, almost like a lion’s roar. As a child, that was incredibly impressive—and at the same time terrifying. It didn’t even take words or punishments. His voice alone was enough to instill respect and fear. My father was extremely strict, almost unyielding. Even compared to the other fathers in the village. While many changed over time, he remained trapped in his convictions. For him, everything was a matter of religion. He measured everything against his faith. For example, pictures were taboo for him. I loved to paint; I wanted to capture my world in colors. But I wasn’t allowed to—at least not in his presence. He believed that painting living creatures was a sin. “On Judgment Day,” he said, “Allah will ask you, ‘You painted it—so bring it to life!’ And if you can’t, you will be punished.”

    So I stopped. Or I painted trees, because I was allowed to paint those. To my father, they weren’t living beings.

    My father spoke only to God—so deeply religious that his entire world lay in this conversation with the Almighty. He often told us children: “If you don’t obey, what do you think will happen? I’ll call on God and demand that He destroy you—and He will do so.” For me, it was indisputable: Parents have a voice with God, because they gave birth to you, raised you, fed you, and cared for you. You have an obligation to them, and for anyone who disregards this duty, a single call to God is enough to bring about divine punishment.

    Children are not only to listen to their parents, but must never, under any circumstances, raise a hand against them . It is even forbidden to say the word “no,” for that single “no” can wound the parents’ hearts. These strict rules, so ancient and inescapable, were part of our faith and our daily lives.

    My siblings, especially my sister, lived in constant fear of breaking our parents’ commandments—fearing that a disobeyed prayer our parents directed to God might bring punishment upon them prematurely. This all-encompassing religious order that governed us all was more than just faith; it was a way of life that permeated our entire existence.

    I can only estimate the age gap between my siblings and me. My oldest brother, Saied, was probably at least ten years older than me. He was the eldest, living in Saudi Arabia—I barely knew him, for he was already gone by the time I was born. After him came Mansur. Then followed my two sisters, Riem and Hosn.

    I had never met my grandparents, for they had already passed away long before the air of this country filled my lungs for the first time. I was the youngest, the last leaf on our family’s tree, while my older siblings were already deeply rooted in life. I had two older brothers—one drifted with the winds of hope to Saudi Arabia, where he earned his living as a laborer, while the other stayed in our homeland, helping where he could, and found his place among our people. I had a close bond with my sisters. Once, we didn’t get home with the animals until nightfall. My sister, strong and caring, hoisted me onto her back. I still remember the warmth of her body, the gentle rocking of her steps as she carried me through the darkness. I listened to her quiet breathing and felt the sense of security that enveloped me.

    
      Our parents were farmers, just as their parents had been before them
      . Their roles in life were as firmly rooted as the terraced fields on the mountain slopes. My father was the guardian of the land, tilling the soil, while my mother took care of the house and the animals. She led the goats and brought the cows to the watering hole—a long, dusty path she walked day after day.
    

    Plowing the fields was an art in itself. An ox pulled the plow, a simple, homemade yoke with a pointed plowshare that broke up the earth and prepared it for new life. My father guided the plow with a practiced hand, while my older brother walked behind, scattering wheat seeds into the freshly turned soil. But I was too young to hold the plow myself, no matter how much I wished I could. Instead, I was given a different task: I had to lead the ox, guiding him with gentle but firm movements so that he walked in a straight line.

    It was on one of those days that something happened that still haunts me to this day. In one hand I held a stick; with the other I led the animal. In a moment of carelessness, I accidentally poked him in the eye with the stick. I felt him flinch, felt the pain shoot through him, but I remained silent. I said nothing—out of fear, out of shame. My father must not find out. But when I later saw his injured eye, a wave of regret welled up inside me, a guilt that still haunts me. I was so sorry, and I still get goosebumps when I think about it today.

    I don’t know what time I usually got up, but it was after sunrise. There were no clocks to mark the time, no television. Then I ran out into the open, found a quiet spot in the bush, just as everyone did when they had to relieve themselves.

    When I came back, my mother was waiting for me. She tended to the animals and took me with her. She talked to me—“talked” is a good word; we spoke very loudly—and we played together, or I played with my siblings. Back then, I couldn’t tie knots yet. As a child, I once wanted to tie a knot in a rope, but I didn’t know how to do it properly. So I always ran after my mother and asked her to show me. But she was busy with the animals and often didn’t have time at that moment.

    After that, my mother started making food. We were all waiting for our breakfast—a breakfast that was actually more like lunch, the most important meal of the day. My mother cooked carefully, the fire crackled, and the scent of freshly baked flatbread filled the room. It was hot, fresh out of the oven, and even today I can smell its scent in my memories. We gathered around the clay oven; my father was there too, and together we shared our meal until the day finally unfolded around us.

    There was no midday rest for us. While others might have been sleeping, my mother used the time to wash herself and comb her hair. I remember exactly how she took out her combs and carefully ran them through her long hair. We stayed close to her, playing among the trees of the plantation or in the shady courtyard of our house.

    After lunch, everyone went about their tasks. My oldest sister Hosn, strong and skilled, set out on the long journey to the well to fetch water. She carried it home in a heavy vessel made of clay—the precious liquid we needed to drink. My other sister, Riem, led the goats out to the pastures. There, under the open sky, they were to graze, fill their bellies, and if they didn’t return well-fed in the evening, my mother knew it with a single glance. I often ran with her, followed her barefoot along the dusty paths, laughed with her, played with the goats, and felt free.

    My mother took care of the cows and the ox, leading them out, while my father made his way to his qat plantation. Qat—a plant that was precious to those who sought its intoxication. My father went there every day, watered it, removed the withered leaves so that the fresh, juicy shoots could grow back.

    When the time came, he harvested it with practiced hands, bundled it into large, green strands, and set off for the nearest village—the place everyone simply called “Souk.”

    There, in the dusty marketplace, the men gathered. Goats changed hands, goods were sold, and my father offered his qat for sale. Qat is a psychoactive plant, similar to coca leaves, containing a main active ingredient, cathinone, an amphetamine-like alkaloid. Qat originally comes from the Horn of Africa and was later introduced to Yemen.

    In Yemen, qat is not just a plant—it is a habit, a daily ritual, almost a way of life. Every afternoon, the men gather, sit together in groups, and chew the fresh leaves until a large bulge forms in their cheeks, where they collect the chewed leaves. The high comes on gently, creeping in like a warm breeze, intoxicating the senses, letting worries fade away for a moment.

    But like any high, this one comes at a price. As soon as the effects wear off, a sense of emptiness sets in—a quiet, gnawing heaviness that lingers long after sunset. It keeps them awake. That’s why they drink strong tea. This keeps them awake even more. But the tea tastes especially good when it mixes with the qat flavor lingering in their mouths. It’s like the after-work beer in Germany, but in Yemen they don’t start with it in the evening—but right after lunch.

    In our homeland, where water was more precious than any pearl from the deep ocean, there were no babbling rivers to feed our fields. We depended on heaven’s gift—the rain, which we received with open hands. To preserve this precious liquid, my father dug deep into the earth, creating a pit so wide that ten men holding hands could not encircle it. Its walls had to be reinforced with stones and sealed with cement so that no water could escape. It was covered and locked with a heavy key, which my father guarded with the reverence of a treasure keeper.

    A man from the village, whose hands smelled of cement and dust, worked on this pit, not only when the sun was high in the sky, but also when the moon cast its silver veil over the world. His efforts were rewarded with the proceeds of our qat harvest.

    My mother owned her own small qat plantation. Nothing grand, just a private piece of land that belonged to her alone. And that was astonishing enough, because my father had no claim to it whatsoever. No access, no say—simply nothing. Even as a child, that puzzled me. Why didn’t he make a claim? Why did he just accept it?

    Because normally, that’s how it was: The man owned everything; the woman came into the marriage empty-handed and left it—if it ever came to that—just as empty-handed. There were no property rights for women, no security, nothing. Even the children belonged to the father. If a marriage ended in divorce, they stayed with him. The mother had to return to her own family—but there, the children were then nothing more than strangers, no longer part of the blood that flowed through her veins. They weren’t seen as a half, not as part of the mother. No, the child belonged entirely to the father.

    Perhaps that is exactly why it was so special that my mother owned her own piece of land.

    My father sold his qat at the market—in bundles, as was customary. But there was another way: wholesale. Specialized buyers roamed the plantations, inspecting the trees with a trained eye and often buying entire fields at once. They paid a price, took over the harvest, and then set to work. Sometimes they were lucky and made high profits. Sometimes things went worse, and then—well, then they came back.

    “The market wasn’t good,” he would say, with a regretful look on his face. “I lost money. Can you give me a little bit back?”

    You couldn’t just turn him away. After all, you wanted to have a buyer next year, too. So they came to an agreement. “All right,” my mother would say, “take some of it back.” It wasn’t calculated in percentages, but in amounts: “Here, 1,000 rials. Next time will be better.”

    The money she earned actually belonged to her. But it didn’t stay with her. My mother gave it away. While it was hard to get cash from my father, she would simply hand me a coin or a bill. “Buy yourself something nice,” she said. “A new tunic. Something tasty from the market.”

    We lived off qat. It was our only real source of income. We did have wheat fields and pomegranate trees, but nothing brought in as much money as qat. Without this plant, we would have been lost. I often wondered how those people survived who didn’t own a qat plantation. How did they feed their children? How did they make ends meet?

    There was one family that has stayed with me in particular. They didn’t live right in our village, but a little further away. The father had died young, and the mother was left alone—with many children, hungry and thin. My sister and I often played with them, running together along dusty paths, laughing about nothing and everything. But every time we met, they would ask us, “Do you have bread?”

    And every time, I felt this tug at my heart—a feeling I couldn’t name back then, but which I recognize today as compassion and quiet sadness. Because we had bread. And they were hungry.

    Of course, we had known for a long time: When my sister and I walked along the narrow path in the afternoon, up to the pastures for the goats, we would run into them. So we brought bread with us. Always. Small pieces, sometimes larger ones, depending on what we could spare. And when we said goodbye, they would quietly remind us: “Bring a bigger piece next time.”

    Back then, it seemed almost normal to us. But when I think about it today, I realize for the first time just how miserable their lives really were. Their mother did what she could, but without their father, she was alone with all the responsibilities—the animals, the hard work, the endless struggle for daily survival. We often met on the mountain where we tended our goats. There we played, laughed—and shared our bread.

    When we returned to our house with the goats, we had a two- or maybe three-hour break. Sometimes we played, sometimes we stayed home. But in the early evening, the animals had to go out to pasture one last time to eat before we brought them back to the stables.

    And then night fell—that sudden, deep darkness that knew no gentle twilight in our homeland. It was pitch black. Anyone who looked up at the sky saw an endless sea of stars, so numerous and bright as we don’t see here in Germany.

    During those hours, we often gathered on the roof of our house. My father prayed, deeply absorbed in his religious verses. My mother, who stayed downstairs, listened to him; that was how they spoke to one another.

    I always begged my mother to tell me a story. And time and again, she told me almost the same ones. Yet every time I heard them, it was as if I were listening to her for the first time. Not because I didn’t know the ending, but because I savored the moment when my mother told me the story, when her voice filled the darkness with images.

    Her stories, when I think about them, were often about loss and hope, about beauty and envy. I remember one in particular. There were seven girls, not two like in Hansel and Gretel, but seven. They had lost their family and were placed in strange households, not as slaves, but as servants, as strangers among strangers. They were beautiful, too beautiful, and with that beauty came envy. The women of the houses feared them, for the sons cast furtive glances their way.

    And so fate took its course. One found her happiness; the prince chose her as his wife. Another fell into the well, swallowed by the depths, forgotten by the world.

    These stories still live within me today. They became images that accompanied my childhood, repeating themselves over and over yet never growing old.

    And then, when the stars sparkled brightest and the silence of the night surrounded us, we went to sleep. For the next day, the same life awaited us—the walk into the bush, the wait for breakfast, the work, the play. A day like any other. And yet each one was a small, glowing thread in the tapestry of our childhood.

    
      My oldest brother had fulfilled his dream of venturing out into the wide world to find his fortune. 
      In Yemen, where time seemed to stand still and the wind told stories of days gone by, the call to set out was not yet so strong. But in Saudi Arabia, that land of golden oil wealth and unimaginable progress, the sky was already illuminated by the shimmering lights of modernity. The streets, the houses, the cars—they spoke of a world that was on the move, while time passed more slowly in Yemen. My brother worked for a company that installed elevators, this German company— —which operated in the majestic buildings of Saudi Arabia, rising toward the sky like gigantic palm trees. The beads of sweat on his forehead, the dust of the construction sites—he now seemed to be a part of this new world.
    

    The idea of him working in Saudi Arabia, as part of a world that seemed so far away and yet so close, filled us with hope. But we had a hunch that he would return someday.

    When I saw him for the first time, he looked completely different from the Yemenis, who always looked tired and worn out because of the qat. His face was beaming, he looked healthy, and he wore beautiful, elegant clothes that I had never seen before. There were others who had been in Saudi Arabia, too. When they came back, they looked different as well.

    He really did surprise us—and how! He knocked on the door in the middle of the night. We practically woke up the whole village with our shouts of joy when we heard that. I remember my mother rushing straight to the kitchen to bring him some milk from the cow.

    Of course, he also brought gifts. The other siblings got watches—really nice watches that sparkled in the sun. But for me, the younger brother, he had something else: a briefcase that I was supposed to take to school. That briefcase was huge, almost as big as I was back then. As a kid, I obviously didn’t know what to do with it. I was way too small, and a briefcase that big would have earned me ridicule at school rather than admiration.

    Later, his wife “took over” the briefcase, perhaps to store some jewelry or other things—whatever she did with it. But honestly, I wouldn’t have known what to do with that briefcase anyway.

    He told us stories from all those years about his work and his life in Saudi Arabia. And although the suitcase never really served any practical purpose, it did hold symbolic meaning: the return of a beloved brother who brought us something that went be —he brought a piece of himself and his journey back home.

    The second-oldest brother, Mansur, was a young man of unbridled anger. I could sense that behind his rough exterior lay a deep pain that he never put into words. Perhaps he, too, had experienced violence in his childhood, but that remained a mystery that no one dared to unravel. No one, except himself.

    When he was perhaps 14 or 15, he got married. One day he gave me a wad of cash and sent me to the market. I didn’t feel like it. But “no” was not a word he wanted to hear. While I felt the resistance within me, I knew I couldn’t escape this order.

    “Go now!” he said, his words sharp as the wind in the desert. Perhaps he didn’t want to embarrass himself in front of his wife. When I still refused, the answer came in his own way: a stick, fashioned from the wood we used for the fire. It struck me, again and again, and I could only scream, like the cry of an animal driven into a corner. The painful blows left no gap, no respite, until my resistance faded and I, like a blind river I could not stop, ran in the direction he pointed. The bag I was carrying broke in the process. A button fell off, and yet, despite everything, I had to go my way. My brother was strong, taller than me, grown like a tree. In the village, he was already known for his moods, and no one dared to stand up to him. Even our parents treated him with caution.

    The village was a single, wide-open space. Doors were mere formalities. I could step into any house as if I belonged there—and I did. People knew the children, so they knew the families, and if you knew the families, you were, to some extent, at home everywhere.

    When Ramadan comes, our village is as if enchanted—or rather: as if in sleep mode. In the morning, almost everyone sleeps until the afternoon arrives. Then the men—and the women, who have to tend their animals—plunge into the bustling activity: They drive to the souk, go shopping, while I, as one of the men, am already right in the thick of it. My mother starts cooking in the afternoon—without any breakfast, since it’s Ramadan—and saves meticulously for the big evening, when there’s a proper feast. At our house, we always had rice and a kind of flour porridge, seasoned with spices, tumar, sometimes even cheese and an egg—a delicacy that sweetened the day of fasting.

    The breaking of the fast, which happens when the sun goes down—when darkness falls and everyone eagerly awaits the moment—traditionally begins with a date. I bought myself 30 dates, one for each evening. I had to save up for a long time for that. No sooner had the call to prayer begun with an “Allahu”—signaling the start of the breaking of the fast—than, in the blink of an eye, before the muezzin could say “akbar,” the date was already gone. But it’s not hunger, but thirst that is the true torment—you drink and drink until you manage to quench your thirst. My mother woke me up again later that night: “Mohammed, get up, it’s sahur!”—that is, the midnight meal, the last meal before fasting, once she had everything prepared. While the men go to bed early, she still has to take the animals out and make all sorts of preparations—Ramadan is simply a time when women have their hands full.

    And then, of course, comes Eid al-Fitr at the end of Ramadan, a festival where gifts are given and you even get some money from your parents. You basically get a small allowance twice a year—once for Eid al-Fitr and once for Eid al-Adha. I was so excited for the next day that I could hardly sleep at night. The men get up early and head to a place of prayer—not the mosque, but an open space. And of course, the children go along too—a celebration for everyone! Prayer to the “ ” on these festive days is quite different from daily prayer, and this ritual is something very special for every child. After all, you only got gifts twice a year. Sometimes my mother would give me a few sweets, but not always, while the other children really threw themselves into the festivities with small fireworks—or rather, firecrackers—that they had been given as gifts.

    The festivals brought the true magic to the village. Eid al-Fitr, Eid al-Adha—the two major highlights of the year, when the world became one big playground for us children. Then we were allowed to stay out longer, and that meant: a night full of adventure.

    We would play the monster game. One child became the monster, lurking, hunting. Another became the protector, steadfast and brave. The rest of us formed a long chain, pulling each other along as the monster tried to grab the last links. I—the smallest and lightest of them all—was always the last link, a little flag in the wind, torn this way and that as I flew through the air, screaming.

    My father knew nothing of this, for he would never have allowed it. Too late, too dangerous, too wild. But my siblings covered for me. They let me dive into the night full of voices and swirling dust.

    One evening, however, my father discovered the secret. Perhaps it was the unusual silence at home, perhaps he instinctively sensed that his youngest was missing. He stepped outside, gazed into the distance—and knew.

    The news spread like a gust of wind. “He’s coming! Your father’s coming!” A frantic whisper, a furtive glance, then my friends dragged me away without a word, shoving me into a dark alley, a narrow path back home. And as my father drew nearer, the children’s cries still echoed across the square:

    “Hold on tight! Don’t let the monster catch you!”

    He heard it, saw the shadows of the dancing bodies, the laughter rippling through the night—and believed I was still there . But I had long since been home, under the watchful eyes of my siblings, who were covering for me.

    During Eid al-Adha, a goat is slaughtered for meat. It may sound strange, but in fact, we usually only eat meat at this special time. Only sometimes do we slaughter one of the chickens my mother keeps for eggs. My father never slaughtered one himself because he couldn’t bring himself to do it. That’s why he always called on someone from the village who could handle it with ease.

    On that day, when everyone was looking forward to the delicious feast and we were eagerly awaiting the meat that was to come from the goat, neither my father nor my brother nor any other relative or villager was present. My sisters urged me in firm voices: “You’re the man, you have to slaughter the goat!”

    At what felt like the age of about 13 or 14, I was still marked by childish fear and insecurity. But they pressed me, because “you’re our man”—a call one could hardly escape. And so they handed me a knife. The goat lay before my eyes. I wanted nothing more than to run away, but the knife lay heavy in my hand, and the goat, which I had laid on the ground, could not simply flee to its fate. With trembling hands, I began to cut at its throat. Even today, a shudder grips me when I think of the endless back-and-forth of the knife, the animal’s struggling, and the blood that spurted unstoppably—all of it lay on the dusty ground of our small yard.

    “You have to keep going, or the goat will suffer,” I thought. I closed my eyes and kept cutting until almost his entire head seemed severed. The task was done. But I know: I would never do something like that again; I’d rather go without food than subject myself to that nightmare once more.

    
      There were no lakes where I lived. 
      In Yemen, there are generally few lakes, but there are pits where rainwater collects . One of them was quite large, lined with stones and cement. It was built by the villagers for the community—mainly for the livestock, so that cows and goats could drink there. My mother took our cow there almost every day to give her water. The water was free, freely accessible to everyone.
    

    This place was called “Al-Karif.” It was actually intended for the livestock, but we children had a different use for it: we learned to swim in it. The pit was relatively deep and wide—about ten by seven meters, which was considered quite large in our village. To us children, it seemed huge. Rainwater was channeled there, and after every rain, we would run over to see how high the water level had risen.

    The older children taught the younger ones how to stay afloat. First, we practiced submerging our heads without looking up. As soon as we lifted our heads, we sank back down. Over time, we got the hang of it. We had a tremendous amount of fun—splashing around in the water was one of the greatest joys of our childhood.

    But we weren’t actually allowed to swim there. Every adult who saw us in the water scolded us. “The water is for the animals!” they shouted. “If you stir it up, it gets dirty, and the cows can’t drink anymore. Then they’re thirsty all day—and it’s your fault!” Sometimes they chased us out of the water, sometimes we promised to get out right away—only to keep swimming as soon as they were out of sight.

    One man, however, could not be fooled: the sheikh. In our village, the sheikh was not, as in the Gulf states, a rich man with a title, but a religious authority, much like the village priest in Germany of old. He wore a long beard, a stylish turban, and magnificent robes. His staff was made of fine, curved bamboo. He saw himself as commissioned by God to educate the children—and for him, that also meant punishing them when necessary.

    Al-Karif was out of the way; you couldn't see it directly from the houses. So the sheikh often came unannounced to catch us by surprise. The older kids usually spotted him in time and ran away, but that day I hadn’t seen him coming. He caught me. Instead of punishing me right away, he did something much meaner: He gathered up my clothes and just walked off with them—heading toward his house.

    There I stood, stark naked. No pants, no shirt, nothing. I didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t just go home—how was I supposed to explain to my parents that I’d shown up without any clothes? I had no choice but to run after the sheikh.

    With one hand I covered my genitals, with the other my butt—and ran after him. I needed my things back.

    In the distance, I saw him standing there. He was holding my clothes in one hand and a long, thin branch in the other. I knew immediately what was coming. My heart was racing, I felt hot, and the blood seemed to freeze in my veins. But I had to go to him. There was no way out.

    When I finally stood before him, he looked at me sternly. “What did I tell you?” his voice thundered. “You just won’t listen! You are cursed!” Then he swung the twig in his hand and spoke with cold determination: “If you want your things back, you’ll get two blows. But you mustn’t scream or cry. If you do, you won’t get your things.”

    I nodded silently. A sign of agreement—as if I’d had a choice. I hoped the blows wouldn’t be so bad. But they were. And there weren’t just two. Every strike burned on my skin, and I had to pull myself together not to make a sound. The pain briefly drove me to run away, but I had to keep coming back—my clothes were still in his hand.

    Finally, he threw my clothes at my feet and simply walked away. I was relieved to finally have my clothes back . I quickly got dressed and ran home. I hadn’t cried in front of him. But on the way home, I couldn’t hold back the tears anymore.

    I wasn’t the only one who had gone through this. Many had had their own experiences with the sheikh. During Ramadan, the villagers gathered at his house to read from the Quran together. Everyone read their section, and you weren’t allowed to make any mistakes. The Quran was the direct word of God—and that couldn’t be distorted.

    I was already attending Quran school at the time, and I had taken it very seriously from the start. I did my very best to recite the verses flawlessly. But the sheikh was relentless. Even when I felt I had done everything right, he corrected me anyway—as if he wanted to embarrass me on purpose.

    Once I watched as a boy made a small mistake while reading. Before he knew it, the sheikh struck him with full force. The boy flew against the wall, the Quran fell to the floor. With tears in his eyes, he bent down to pick it up again, but his voice trembled as he continued reading. And the sheikh struck him again.

    That’s just how it was. People accepted it because he was the sheikh. I was lucky that “only” the incident with my clothes had happened to me. But I knew he favored others—especially his nephews. They, too, made mistakes while reading, yet they were not interrupted, not corrected, let alone struck. It wasn’t fair. But that’s how it was in our village.

    
      In the Islamic world, circumcision is a deeply rooted religious ritual. 
      For every man, it’s simply part of life—it’s a matter of purity and social acceptance. An uncircumcised man is, so to speak, not “whole”; he doesn’t really belong. The ritual usually takes place in the first few days after birth. As children, we don’t notice it— —and parents can get it done quickly without the little ones remembering it later. But for me, it was different.
    

    Normally, circumcision is performed three days after birth. But my parents had simply missed the moment. They probably had it in the back of their minds, but somehow kept putting it off. “Tomorrow, the day after tomorrow…”—that’s just how it goes. Before we knew it, I was already six years old, and the circumcision still hadn’t happened.

    Every time we went swimming, the embarrassment came up. We were naked, and the other kids were all circumcised—only I wasn’t. I felt left out, felt their pointed fingers on me, and heard the constant shouts: “Look, he’s not circumcised!” For me, as the only boy in the whole village who hadn’t had it done yet, it was an incredible humiliation. And so I kept pressing my parents: “When am I finally going to be circumcised?” My father put it off year after year, but eventually I’d had enough. I wasn’t going to let them do this to me any longer.

    It was customary for the children to be circumcised not by a doctor, but by a “circumciser”—a man who was actually a barber and used a knife that he employed both for cutting hair and for the more delicate craft of circumcision.

    The day drew nearer, and with it came the fear. I knew what was going to happen. A cut in a very intimate place, inside my body, and the thought that everything would change all at once sent a shiver down my spine. But the ritual was a major event for everyone in the village. Not only did the men who wanted to be there come, but the women came as well to celebrate with us later. A goat was slaughtered; there was qat and other delicacies—a real feast. It was a day that would shape me forever, and I knew I wouldn’t be the same afterward—even though it wasn’t until later in life that I realized what these “rituals” actually meant, what they had done to me.

    I found myself surrounded by a crowd of men whose voices were so loud and full of excitement that I could barely hear them anymore. Everyone tried to calm me down: “It doesn’t hurt at all,” they assured me, and I was told over and over again that I didn’t need to worry. But despite all these words, I was one thing above all else: afraid. In his hand, the barber held the knife he also used for cutting hair, and surely there couldn’t be that much difference between a haircut and a circumcision, at least not in the eyes of the men surrounding me.

    First, he took the foreskin and pulled it forward, tying it tightly with a thread. The pressure was unbearable. It hurt as he pulled it further and further forward, and the pain welled up inside me as I tried to stay calm. But when he finally tightened the thread, the pain was unmistakable. I couldn’t help but scream as my body writhed. Suddenly, my father and all the other men started shouting, “Mohammed, look up at the sky—there are two sheep fighting!” So I looked up, my gaze searching for the sky, for the sheep that were supposed to be fighting there. And at that very moment—as my head tilted upward—he made the cut. It was a cut, yes, but I didn’t really feel it—the real pain had already come from the thread being tightened. Before I’d even seen the knife, the money was already flying. It was thrown at my head, onto the ground in front of me, stuffed into my pocket, all around me. I had never seen so much money at once before. I was overwhelmed—by the amount of money, by the unexpected gesture that left me in a state of wonder. Everything was spinning in my head, and the pain was almost forgotten in that moment.

    The women who had gathered around us began to sing and dance. Yemeni music blared from a cassette player. A melody that, to the ears of the women— —who were dancing and laughing, was yet another sign of celebration. The women’s “yodeling” voices echoed through the air. This “yodeling” is almost like in Bavaria, and women in Yemen do it as an expression of joy.

    It was a celebration that went on for hours. The men ate, drank, and celebrated, while the women continued their dance with unbridled energy.

    By the time two weeks had finally passed, I had long since put the whole affair behind me. The pain had long since faded, and the next time I went swimming, I was able to proudly join the other children in the bathing pool—without fear of being mocked, without the feeling of being different.

    That’s how it was in the village. And yes, they say time has stood still in Yemen. Anyone who wants to see what the world was like centuries ago need only wander through the alleys of Sanaa. But perhaps it is precisely this pause in time that made our life there so special.
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