
Gerhardt’s Djinn

The German Incident
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For my Yemeni colleagues, who shared so much with me about the culture, history and rhythms of their nation, and the strength and resilience of their people as I worked alongside them in Sana’a, Marib, and the Hadramaut.

... and to the djinn who briefly kissed me as I stood in the middle of a whirling dust devil on a dusty plain near Masila, Yemen.
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This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. Please note that no part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.
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“The world is crowded with creatures invisible to us. Beware the valleys after sunset, especially in the lands of Yemen, for there the djinn gather in greater numbers than elsewhere, delighting in solitude, darkness, and the fear of wandering men.” – Hadraumi folklore

“In the Hadramaut, tales of the djinn are not merely stories told to children The djinn are subtle bodies of fire capable of assuming many forms. They may appear as men, beasts, serpents, or shadows, and their true nature is hidden from ordinary sight.  Every abandoned well has a story, every ruined tower a spirit; they form part of the landscape itself, inhabiting caves, wadis, ruined cities, and ancient graves. In Yemen, the old people say that when mankind leaves a place empty too long, the djinn make it their own.”  – Hadraumi folklore
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“The djinn rose from the earth like a pillar of smoke, immense and terrible, with eyes like burning brass and a voice that shook the ground beneath the fisherman’s feet.” — One Thousand and One Nights
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The word “history” come the ancient Greek verb “historia” meaning “to ask; learning or knowing by inquiry.” History is not just a listing of facts; it is narrative. Not just what happened, but how and why: from chaos comes order.

One who asks about things – about their dimensions, weight, height, location, moods, smells, names, facts, events, truths, interactions, myths, beliefs, lies, alliances, and behaviours—anything considered worthwhile to come to understanding – is a historian.

This, then, is the history—an attempt at “knowing”—of the strange case of the disappearance of Gerhardt Rheingold, referred to in the Yemeni security records as “The German Incident.” 
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DIALING UP REALITIES

GERMAN FEDERAL FOREIGN OFFICE [AUSWÄRTIGES AMT, AA] REPORT ON THE TROUBLING DISAPPEARANCE OF GERMAN NATIONAL GERHARDT RHEINGOLD

***REDACTED***

***NOT FOR PUBLIC RELEASE***

This report is an attempt to piece together a clear portrait of how the highly-respected German businessman and mechanical engineer, Gerhardt Rheingold – long-time owner of the Mercedes Benz franchise in Sana’a – disappeared from the Yemeni capital city and ended up in the hands of Abidah tribal activists in Marib, Yemen. It will outline the details of his disappearance, those involved in his kidnapping or capture, the motives for the presumed abduction, and the events leading up to and during his rescue attempt at the hands of the Yemeni security forces.

Respectfully Submitted,

Lothar Böck
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THE AUSWÄRTIGES AMT, GERMAN FEDERAL FOREIGN OFFICE 

On September 6th of this year, German national Gerhardt Rheingold was kidnapped outside of his Mercedes Benz car dealership in Sana’a, the capital city of Yemen, and spirited away by rebel Abidah tribesmen into the lawless, ungovernable state of Marib.

GERHARDT RHEINGOLD

On that day, I was simply tired ... tired of everything ... running my business, dealing with relationship difficulties with my wife over a long distance away in Germany, the shortages and inconveniences caused by the inefficiencies of the local Yemeni government ... perhaps affected by a hangover caused by a long khat session with my Yemeni friends ... everything. My world felt like it was collapsing. It hadn’t even that particularly that much of a beschissen day. That was the point. It was no worse than the one before had been, and no doubt than the one after would be. 

Locking the door of my Mercedes dealership, I’d turned left, heading home, the way I aways did. A large, feral cat blocked my way, hissing, back raised, claws extended, yowling in outrage. Thoughts of rabies and infinite rounds of painful shots ran through my mind. I turned to go the other way around it. Somehow, miraculously, the cat was there again, right in my face, snarling at me. The same thing happened a half dozen other times. No matter which way I turned, that fucking cat was there threatening to scratch my eyes out. Finally, out of desperation, I’d turned to the closest refuge I had, a grubby Hi-Lux parked on the curb.

Something strange happened then, something inconceivable. It was like when the frames in a video drop out; everything went blank for a moment, then it blinked, shimmied, and reality shifted. Instead of a Hi-Lux, I saw an older Yemeni man standing in a futa, his arm around a young girl in a bright zina, waving at me, beckoning, as a dust devil whirled in the distance. But it wasn’t just the frames in a video that had changed, it became three-dimensional, the sounds and smells around me changed, even the taste of the dust in my mouth. Instead of garbage rotting in the streets of Sana’a, I could smell goat meat cooking over a fire, the sounds of families going about their daily lives. Then the frames dropped out again, and I was back in Sanaa, the Hi-Lux in front of me. Instead of asking the two men inside if they were interested in a Mercedes like I should have, I simply opened the back door and got in.

“Abidah, Abidah,” the two young men inside the pickup informed me around cheeks full of khat. I knew this to be the name of one of the tribes residing in the east, into and on the edges of the Empty Quarter. Without even thinking about it, I’d found I’d offered them money to drive me to their tribal homeland, and spent the next few bumpy hours of the ride wondering what the hell had prompted me to do that.

Weeks later, well into my refuge with the Abidah tribe, I came to realise that opening the door of the Hi-Lux had not been simply a whim, capriciousness, or disillusionment. In the desert, sitting around a dung fire with the entire universe whirling in the sky around me, no other light to obscure it, nothing else interfering with my reflections as I thought back on it, just a good friend content to sit with me in silence, I realised that that feral cat had wrangled me into the Hi-Lux like a cowboy herding a recalcitrant mustang into a corral.  

WORLD CULTURAL HERITAGE FOUNDATION

The closest geographic country by land to the holy cities of Mecca and Medina, Yemen was the first place outside of what is now Saudi Arabia where Islam was introduced.  It then spent well over a thousand years as little more than a forgotten corner of the Muslim world.  Thanks to its geographic isolation, the city of Sana’a has remained virtually untouched by the ravages of wars and conquerors, and has preserved some of Islam’s most ancient treasures.  Foremost among these is the Great Mosque of Sana’a, built around 630 CE, one of the oldest intact functioning mosques in the world, the first mosque built outside Mecca and Medina.  It was here that the Sana’a Manuscripts, which include the oldest known copy of the Quran, were discovered in 1972.  The Great Mosque of Sana’a and the House of Manuscripts are part of the Old City of Sana’a and a World Cultural Heritage Foundation Heritage Site.

THE AUSWÄRTIGES AMT, GERMAN FEDERAL FOREIGN OFFICE 

Much of modern Yemen remains tribal, the tribes dominant in their local areas and outside the authority and control of the central Yemeni government. The local populations support their tribe, not any central Yemeni government. Indeed, they often possess weaponry superior in numbers and technology to those possessed by the various central Yemeni security forces, sometimes rebelling against them and allying with other tribes or foreign powers to challenge their authority. They often resist the state’s official policies, such as land reform, control over natural resources and taxation, and maintain their influence through armed force, political participation, and patronage networks. Inside their local territories, tribal will remains inviolate, with other tribes and central governmental authorities loathe to intrude on their “sovereignty.” Armed clashes between tribes, and between tribe and the central government are not uncommon. The capital, Sana’a, is under firm control of the central government and is often used as a proxy battleground for the local tribe’s grievances with each other, resulting in frequent pitched armed battles on the city’s streets.

BUNDESNACHRICHTENDIENST, (BND), GERMAN NATIONAL INTELLIGENCE SERVICE 

The Yemeni Ministry of Interior (MOI) is a government body that is responsible for internal security and Law enforcement in Yemen. It was established in 1990 after the reunification of the separate national states of North and South Yemen. The Ministry of Interior consists of many departments and services, mainly:


  Public Security
  Special Security Forces (SSF)


  Police Facilities and Personalities Protection


  Police Patrols and Safety Roads 


  Yemeni Civil Defence


  Coast Guard


  General Directorate of Transit Police



MISSION STATEMENT, GERMAN NATIONAL INTELLIGENCE SERVICE (BND)

The Bundesnachrichtendienst (BND) is the foreign intelligence service of the Federal Republic of Germany, compiling political, economic and military foreign intelligence. As a higher federal authority, we act as an early warning system to alert the German government to threats to German interests from abroad. We depend heavily on wiretapping and electronic surveillance of international communications. In order to achieve this mission, we collect and evaluate information on a variety of areas such as international non-state terrorism, weapons of mass destruction, proliferation and illegal transfer of technology, organized crime, weapons and drug trafficking, money laundering, illegal migration and information warfare. Our work includes collecting information beyond publicly available facts and opinions. This enables us to look behind the scenes, shed light on the background and provide an objective view - always for Germany’s security and within the legal framework. Often, we work in secrecy and in the background; rarely do our successes become evident and perceptible.

Collecting information, preparing analyses, and reporting are the three main elements of intelligence work.

Collecting Information: Intelligence services are allowed to do what is illegal for everybody else: spying. Only very few entities, all of them government authorities, are allowed to spy, i.e. use intelligence methods. When foreign countries are concerned, it is the BND that uses these intelligence methods to fulfil its statutory mission within the German security architecture.

Analysis: Intelligence information often reaches us only in fragments or only as an unconfirmed rumour. Our experts thus check its authenticity and then consolidate it to a conclusive analysis.

Reporting: Our assessments are particularly important for the Federal Government if no information or only conflicting information is obtainable through other channels.

Cooperation: Our world today is ever more fast-moving and complex. This also applies to security risks that Germany is exposed to. Successfully identifying, analysing and warding them off is a task that no German security agency can do on their own.

ANGELA MERKEL, GERMAN CHANCELLOR

In an often very confusing world, now, more urgently than ever, Germany needs a strong and efficient foreign intelligence service.

LENI RHEINGOLD, GERHARDT’S WIFE

Gerhardt had been “off” for some time. I don’t know exactly what was bothering him. He refused to tell me. Let me be frank. We’d been having difficulty reconciling differences in our relationship ever since our daughter was stillborn in Hungary while we were stationed there by his employer, Mercedes Benz. An insurmountable gap had opened up between us and nothing we said or did seemed capable of bridging the fissure. Currently, I live in Bremerhaven. Gerhardt lives in Sana’a. That’s more than 2,500 kilometres apart. We video call often, but I was unable to break through that screen to him and make him open up.

KENZO WATANABE, PRESIDENT, SANA’A FOREIGN BUSINESS COMMUNITY ASSOCIATION 

We all knew Gerhardt. He was a bluff, friendly fellow, always eager for a chin wag in our limited expat community. Most of us had bought our cars from his dealership and knew him well. Someone was always flying in and out of Sana’a on business and bringing in bottles of whiskey and vodka in, and Gerhardt enjoyed bullshitting over a glass or two. And then there was the local moonshine, siddiqi or sid, quite good, although more than a few locals died or went blind from it. The Yemeni executives from the international businesses often invited us to sit for khat chews, and although a lot of secrets and confidences were shared then, Gerhardt was unusually reticent about himself, keeping things close to his chest. I never really learned much about him. I got the impression his home life wasn’t particularly satisfying, and he seemed to be at a loss in Sana’a.

GERMAN NATIONAL INTELLIGENCE SERVICE (BND)

The tribal structure in Yemen is complex and diverse, reflecting the country’s long and turbulent history. The tribes are divided into four major federations: Himyar, Madhhaj, Kinda, and Hamdan. These federations are further subdivided into smaller tribal units, each with its own leader, called a sheik. The tribes have different religious affiliations, mainly Zaidi Shia and Shafei Sunni, which influence their political and social alliances and conflicts. The tribes have different degrees of loyalty and autonomy from the state, depending on their geographical location, economic situation, and historical relations with the central authority. The tribes have played an important role in Yemen’s history, culture, and politics, as they have participated in or resisted various regimes, revolutions, and wars. They have also maintained their own traditions, customs, and laws, which are based on the tribal code of honor, called urf.

GRAND MUFTI OF YEMEN, ABDULRAHMAN SALEH AD-DIN

Urf is an Arabic term that means the customs or knowledge of a given society. It is an important concept in Islamic law, as it can affect the interpretation and application of Sharia, the divine law revealed by God. Urf must be compatible with Sharia, and it cannot contradict the Quran or the Sunnah, the teachings and practices of the Prophet Muhammad. Urf can be used to fill the gaps or resolve the ambiguities in the primary sources of Islamic law, such as when there is no clear ruling on a specific issue, or when there is a difference of opinion among the jurists. Urf can also be used to adapt the law to the changing circumstances and needs of the Muslim community, as long as it does not violate the principles and objectives of Sharia. Urf can vary from place to place, time to time, and group to group, depending on the culture, customs, and norms of the people. Therefore, it is important to consider the context and the evidence when applying urf to a legal matter. Urf is one of the secondary sources of Islamic law, along with ijma (consensus), qiyas (analogy), and ijtihad (independent reasoning). It is a tool that can help Muslim jurists and scholars to understand and implement Sharia in a flexible and relevant way.

WORLD CULTURAL HERITAGE FOUNDATION

In Yemen, the highest religious authority is the Grand Mufti, who holds the position of Mufti al-Jumhuriyya (Mufti of the Republic). The Grand Mufti is responsible for issuing religious rulings, or fatwas, and providing guidance on matters of Islamic Sharia law to the population. A fatwa is a legal ruling on a specific issue or question related to Islamic law (Sharia). Fatwas are based on the interpretation of Islamic texts, including the Quran, the Hadith (sayings and actions of the Prophet Muhammad), and other sources of Islamic jurisprudence. Fatwas can cover a wide range of topics, including matters of personal conduct, religious practices, social issues, finance, and ethics. They serve as a guidance for Muslims seeking clarification or advice on various aspects of their lives. Fatwas are not binding laws, but rather opinions or recommendations offered by scholars based on their understanding of Islamic principles. Muslims may choose to follow fatwas issued by scholars they trust, but they are not obligated to do so.

ABIDAH TRIBAL SPOKESPERSON

The Abidah tribe denies all unfounded charges of illegal detention and kidnapping of the German national, Gerhardt Rheingold. It us our understanding that Herr Rheingold, like many foreign nationals from around the world, is simply taking advantage of the numerous cultural and geographic wonders of our tribal homelands to enjoy a vacation and desires to be left in peace to enjoy it.

WORLD CULTURAL HERITAGE FOUNDATION 

MISSION STATEMENT: Uniting Nations Through Shared History

The World Cultural Heritage Foundation (WCHF) is dedicated to the comprehensive understanding, protection, and promotion of the diverse history and cultural richness of all communities, nations, and civilizations across the globe. We believe that history and culture are essential sources of identity, diversity and dialogue among peoples and nations. 

We work to safeguard the world’s cultural heritage, support the development of cultural policies and programs, foster intercultural understanding and cooperation, and enhance the visibility and appreciation of the world’s historical and cultural richness. We collaborate with governments, civil society, academia, media and other stakeholders to achieve our mission. We are guided by the principles of respect, solidarity and inclusiveness.

YEMENI MINISTRY OF INTERIOR [WIZARAT AL-DAAKHILIAT ALYAMANIA]

The Abidah tribe is one of the biggest and most prominent tribes in the Governorate of Marib and eastern Yemen. They are descendants of the ancient Azd tribe, and they follow the Zaidi Shia branch of Islam. They control most of the oil and gas fields and infrastructure in Marib, as well as important heritage sites, including many archaeological treasures, such as the Marib dam, remaining from the ancient rule of Bilqis, more commonly known in the West as the Queen of Sheba, famed lover of the prophet Solomon, mentioned in the holy Quran in the 10th century BCE. Abidah tribal authorities often refuse to recognise and comply with central Yemeni authority.  There are also deep historical rifts between populations in Marib and Sa’ada governorate, which is a traditional Zaidi stronghold and the Houthi movement’s homeland. Starting in the 1930s, Marib’s two dominant tribes, Abidah and Murad, fought back military incursions by the Zaidi imams of the Mutawakkilite Kingdom of Yemen. 

WORLD CULTURAL HERITAGE FOUNDATION 

Marib has been called “the Paris of the ancient world.” It was a central stopping place on one of the principal caravan routes that linked the Mediterranean world and the Arabian Peninsula, and it prospered especially because of its trading monopoly of frankincense and myrrh from Yemen and the southern coastal region of Hadramaut on the Indian Ocean. The governate is a centre for Bedouin tribesmen. The surrounding region borders the southern Arabian desert known as the Rub al-Khali (“The Empty Quarter”), the world’s largest sand desert, covering an area of a quarter of a million square miles. The desert is very dry, hot and inhospitable, with temperatures reaching up to 55° Celsius. Sand dunes can reach as high as 800 feet. Although there are several wadis (seasonally dry riverbeds), the region has the poorest agricultural productivity in the country. Sheep, goats, cattle, and donkeys are raised; camels are domesticated and used by the nomadic Bedouins for transportation, milk and meat; and dates are cultivated. In1984, large deposits of petroleum were discovered.

GERHARDT RHEINGOLD

I have nothing but praise for the welcoming nature of the Abidah people in Marib, the overwhelming sense of peace and stillness of the desert, the marvel and glory of Sheba’s artefacts – her famous dam, the Almaqah and Barran Temples (the Throne of Bilqis) – dating from the 7th century BCE, still extant and inciting wonder to this inconsequential German born more than two millennia later.

GERMAN NATIONAL INTELLIGENCE SERVICE (BND)

Dealing with such a large body of diverse and fractious body of tribal entities in a country as vast and sparsely populated as Yemen requires constant vigilance and enforcement by the central authorities. Accordingly, security checkpoints are established in regular intervals along all main thoroughfares and transportation links. Not recognising central government authority, the tribes maintain their own checkpoints in the areas they themselves claim to have authority over.

YEMENI SPECIAL SECURITY FORCE, SSF, (QUWWATUL AMN AL-KHASAH)

Following the abduction of German national, Gerhardt Rheingold, we immediately conducted an investigation, interviewing both the Sana’a traffic police, who were enforcing regulations in the traffic circle immediately in front of the German’s Mercedes Benz dealership, and a large group of day labourers who were waiting in the area to be chosen for work in the construction industry. Both the police and the day labourers confirm that Rheingold was violently forced into a Toyota Hi-Lux against his will and that multiple shots were fired from the Abidah terrorists’ Kalashnikov machine guns during the process, resulting in damage to the facades of several nearby businesses. Mr. Rheingold did not, most definitely, go with the terrorists of his own free will.

GERMAN NATIONAL INTELLIGENCE SERVICE (BND)

The Yemeni Special Security Force is a paramilitary force under the control of the Yemeni Minister of the Interior. It consists of 50,000 members and is equipped with a range of infantry weapons and armored personnel carriers. It functions largely autonomously of the government and conducts covert countersurveillance on suspected internal terrorists. The SSF has its own detention facilities independent of the courts and law system, as well as managing the dense network of security checkpoints on Yemen's highways and desert trails.

SANA’A TRAFFIC POLICE CAPTAIN

If the SSF says it is so, then how could we have seen anything different. We defer to their expertise.

SANA’A TRAFFIC OFFICER ON DUTY AT THE TIME

What the Captain failed to mention was that at the very moment the German’s Hi-Lux drove by we were distracted by a very loud and very angry feral cat that ran howling through the intersection, disrupting traffic and drawing attention from everything else.

WORLD CULTURAL HERITAGE FOUNDATION

Yemen is a very male-dominated society, with a long history of weapon possession. Most males receive a Kalashnikov and a jhamibiyya (a short, broad, double-edged, curved dagger that gradually tapers to the tip and is worn on an elaborately-decorated, belted scabbard on the front of the waist) on their 14th birthday and carry both around daily. Gun ownership per capita is second in the world, after only the United States.

YAHYA AL-MUFLEGHI, CONSTRUCTION DAY WORKER

I saw nothing out of the ordinary that day and told both the traffic police and SSF that when asked. Sure, there was the sound of gunfire in the distance, but when isn’t there in Sana’a? I was sitting there quietly in the middle of the traffic circle across from the Mercedes Benz dealership, chewing khat, with my pick-axe between my knees, waiting for someone to come and offer me construction work so I could feed my children. I never noticed the German owner of the car dealership on the street at all, much less anyone kidnapping him. As to why the SSF says differently, I guess if you’re a hammer, everything looks like a nail. I am there every day and the only actual gunfire I saw was a few days later when the SSF came and fired their weapons on the buildings in the area to provide proof of gunfire.

FAYEZ EL-HADDAD, CONSTRUCTION DAY WORKER

Yeah, the reason we never noticed anything was that just as everyone was distracted by the crazed cat, a sudden and massive whirlwind blew through the intersection, whipping dust and garbage everywhere. I couldn’t see Yahya scratching his balls, much less anything else that was going on. It lasted less than a minute. Then it was gone. Just like the cat.

WORLD HEALTH ORGANISATION

Catha edulis—khat’s scientific name—grows on small, bushy trees. The vast majority of adult males consume the drug daily and spend up to 40% of their total income on it. The active ingredient, cathinone, is a stimulant which causes greater sociability, excitement, loss of appetite, and mild euphoria, similar to that conferred by strong coffee. Khat chewing has a historical and social relevance analogous to the use of coca leaves in South America, or betel nut in South Asia. Khat is consumed by placing the tender leaves of the plant in one’s mouth, briefly chewing the leaves, and then storing them in the cheek for hours on end.

Khat governs the pace of life in Yemen. Traditionally, there is a lunchtime rush when men run out to markets to buy their daily supply of the drug. The workday in Yemen is only from 8 am until 2 pm, largely because of the importance of the takhzeenah, the afternoon khat chew. People gather together and sit according to social position to engage in discussion on matters of general interest, share stories, make plans for the future, and relax. The chewers lean on three or four specially made large cushions. They set up one or two communal tobacco pipes or “hubble-bubbles” that stand in the center of the room. Drinks such as cola, tea, or water are available. After the leaves are chewed, the guests stay on for most of the afternoon. From this point of view, khat can be seen as a means of promoting social interaction. The gendered nature of takhzeenahs—traditionally men and women chew separately—means that women are often left out of business conversations. Group conversation during the chews often circles back to work issues, even though office hours are over. Yemen has been engaged in active war and insurgency for much of its modern history, and activity on the frontlines sometimes pauses in the afternoon so soldiers can chew. It is a major contributor to the water crisis and poverty in Yemen. 

GERHARDT RHEINGOLD

After a moment or two of surprise, the Abidah tribesmen engaged in a lively discussion about what to do about my request before pocketing my money and setting off for Marib. They inquired about my lack of luggage, and offered me water and khat to chew for the journey."Majnoon," I heard one of them say, talking about me as they drove out of the city. "Insane, fool, madman,” it meant in Arabic. They were right. Only someone possessed would be walking down the street alone, without bodyguards, and then get into a car full of armed strangers when he could have just as easily driven out of his own showroom in an armour-plated, bulletproofed car. 

We drove past the traffic circle in front of my Mercedes Benz dealership and I gave a friendly wave to the traffic policemen. A motley group of day labourers were loitering in the centre of the circle, with their shovels and spades and pick-axes, waiting for fate to come by and pick them for a day's work on a construction site. They might as well have had a printed sign in front of them: “have shovel, will travel.”

The men were unshaven, dishevelled, dirty, holding hands and laughing with each other. There was no use in worrying. Whether a man found work or not was entirely up to God's will. To a man, they were dressed in dirty, second-hand sports jackets, futah – sarong-like wraparound kilts—knobby knees and ankles exposed, jhambiyya at their waists, wearing dusty sandals and head scarves. Of course, cheeks bulging with khat. Once you started chewing, it was harder to stop than it was for a camel to fit through the eye of a needle, or even for an ordinary Yemeni to find a job that left enough at the end of the day—after he'd chewed of course—to feed even one of his four permissible wives, never mind the resulting children.

I felt like I was flying out of Sana’a on a magic carpet ride.

ABIDAH TRIBESMEN

We were surprised, of course, when the German opened up the door on our Hi-Lux and asked if we could take him to Marib. Tourists had come before, most of them German, but always on tours, pre-arranged. After talking it over, since we were heading back home anyway, we quickly agreed. The pile of euros and riyals he waved at us didn’t hurt. We didn’t tell our Sheikh, but we kept some of the madman’s money for ourselves.

GERHARDT RHEINGOLD

I close my shop up at 5:00, late by local custom, and dusk was sharply setting in. The local shops would be open well into the evening, but many were shuttering up temporarily as the muezzin sent out calls to maghrib prayer from loudspeakers at the top of the minarets. There was dust everywhere. The mosques and temples were perhaps the only buildings in the city, my own shop included, which didn't have re-bar sticking up into the sky, the upper stories uncompleted, due to the "re-bar tax" which stipulated that building owners were exempt from tax until the property was finished. Some have been in this “unfinished” state for decades.  In traffic, children wandered in and out of the stalled cars, hawking bottles of water, packets of tissue and newspapers. Some of them were crippled. They'd either started here and hadn't dodged a truck in time or been forced to sell needed items in the traffic jams because there was nothing else they could physically do. 

WORLD CULTURAL HERITAGE FOUNDATION

Sana’a—one of the oldest continually inhabited cities in the world, founded by Shem, one of the three sons of Noah, of Great Flood fame—is associated with the civilizations of the Bible and the Quran. Situated in a mountain valley at an altitude of well over a mile high, it is defined by an extraordinary density of earthen and burnt ochre brick towers rising several stories above stone-built ground floors, strikingly decorated with geometric patterns of fired bricks and white gypsum. The buildings demonstrate exceptional craftsmanship in the use of local materials and techniques. To Europeans, the effect is like looking at life-sized gingerbread houses. Within the city, minarets pierce the skyline and spacious gardens are scattered between the densely packed houses, businesses and mosques. By the first century CE, Sana’a emerged as a centre of the inland trade route from Asia to Europe. The remains of the pre-Islamic period were largely destroyed by Sana’a’s rise as a centre of the Muslim faith outside of Saudi Arabia. Successive reconstructions of Sana'a under Ottoman domination beginning in the 16th century respected the early Islamic architecture while expanding and changing the appearance of the city. Its many-storied buildings represent an outstanding response to defensive needs in providing spacious living quarters for the maximum number of residents within defensible city walls. 

GERHARDT RHEINGOLD, CHECKPOINT #1, BORDER OF SANA’A CITY AND SANA’A GOVERNATE

We were stopped at a series of checkpoints as we left Sana’a. In my experience, this wasn’t always the case. Usually, they only stopped people entering the city. Perhaps it was because they saw I was the only European in a truck full of Abidah tribesmen. In any case, it went smoothly. Our papers were all in order and they waved us through after the guards and my drivers exchanged greetings, bottles of water, cigarettes and plastic bags of fresh khat leaves. Nearby, were pickup trucks with 50 mm cannon mounted in the back, but they were unmanned. It must have been a quiet day.  

YEMENI HIGHWAY POLICE, CHECKPOINT #1

We were a little surprised by the German in the back of the Hi-Lux – he was alone, after all, not part of an organised group—but he showed no signs of duress, waking sleepily and yawning as we demanded identity papers from everyone in the vehicle. Everything was in order, so we waved everyone through.

YEMENI SPECIAL SECURITY FORCES, CHECKPOINT #1

We knew something was wrong the minute we saw the German. No Westerner travels alone without security like that. It was obviously a kidnapping. We waved to pull them over, but the Abidah terrorists gunned their truck and smashed through our swing barrier before we could block their way with our vehicles. We fired shots at their retreating Toyota, even maneuvering the 50 mm cannon to fire at them, but fearing for the safety of innocent traffic, we exercised restraint. Unable to abandon our post, we sent notice to the next checkpoint to detain them.

GERHARDT’S ABIDAH DRIVERS, CHECKPOINT #1

We went through a number of different checkpoints as we left the outskirts of Sana’a. None of them were a problem. We’d been through them dozens of times before travelling back and forth to Marib. The only one that didn’t know us well was the SFF checkpoint. They knew our tribe didn’t recognise central government control over us. Usually, they made a point of showing us who was in charge here, but that day they weren’t that interested. I’d like to see how they’d act when they were on Abidah tribal territory. It would be different then. We’d show them who was in charge. We gave them some bottles of water from the cartons we kept in the back of the pickup, and offered them some fresh khat leaves to help them pass the time and keep alert. None of the checkpoints were that much interested in our German passenger. 

GERHARDT RHEINGOLD

From the high plateau of the capital city, we drove out through the vast mountains, which petered out into rocky desert, then badlands. The khat orchids were guarded with mini-citadels, chinks in the stone walls offering openings for rifle barrels to discourage thieves. Before the hour was out, there was nothing but vast stretches of solitude, sand and scrub. Not being the rainy season, the wadis ran dry. Between the remote villages there was nothing but the odd camel or brightly-clothed, goat girls in conical straw hats herding their flocks with switches. The rhythm of the tires on the poor road was hypnotic. Even at the infrequent villages, not much was taking place. Besides goat herding, work was going on in the fields, but most men hung out by the highway, doing nothing. There were no jobs. Despite grandiose promises of help from the government in exchange for tribal fealty and peace, most of the Sana'a money stayed in Sana’a pockets. I’d heard from the Yemeni executives at the khat chews I’d sat in in the city that the tribes got more baksheesh from the Saudis and Emiratis and Qataris than they did in promised funds from Sana’a. The tribesmen had no love for the central government.

YEMENI HIGHWAY POLICE, CHECKPOINT #2, LEAVING SANA’A GOVERNATE AND ENTERING JAHM TRIBAL TERRITORY

If the Abidah tribe’s Hi-Lux with the German passed through our checkpoint that day, nothing triggered any alarms. We have no record of the vehicle passing through.

YEMENI SPECIAL SECURITY FORCES, CHECKPOINT #2

Contrary to what they reported, no notice came to us from the SFF checkpoint in Sana’a. Hundreds of Toyota Hi-Luxes pass through our barrier everyday, from the Bani Abd, the Murad, Jeda’an, Bani Jabr, Jahm, and, yes, Abidah tribes. If the German passed through with his Abidah drivers, it was because there was nothing from them that caused us to question them.

JAHM TRIBAL SECURITY, CHECKPOINT #2

Of course, we remember the German and his Abidah drivers. One of them, Abdulrahman, was married to my second cousin on my mother’s side and I’d met him at their wedding. We exchanged news of our families, rubbing noses and kissing each other on the cheeks. They told us the German was an honoured guest. We offered him a pack of Kamaran cigarettes and a Pepsi. We exchanged bags of khat with the Abidah guys. Leaves grown in different parts of the country have different flavours and different effects. I don’t much like the Sana’a variety, but it makes a change.

GERHARDT’S ABIDAH DRIVERS, CHECKPOINT #2

We stopped at the Jahm checkpoint for about a quarter of an hour. I caught up with my wife’s second cousin. He’d just married his third wife and was expecting another child with his first. We got out of the truck to take pisses, the German included. While I chatted with my wife’s cousin, the German smoked and admired the silhouette of the mountains as the sun disappeared. My cousin showed off his new jhambiyya. The hilt was made of rhinoceros horn and it was of much higher quality than the one he’d had the last time I’d seen him. He told me the Qataris were spreading money around the Jahm tribe, hoping to alienate them from the central government. 

GERHARDT RHEINGOLD, CHECKPOINT #2

We stopped at the Jahm checkpoint to stretch our legs and grease the social wheels. My drivers were Abidah, the guys running the checkpoint, Jahm. The tribes are neighbours, but despite the rubbing of noses and whiskered cheek-pecks, not really the kissing kind. Your own tribe trumps everything here. It seemed like there was some kind of distant family relationship between them, but I knew how volatile relationships were among tribes and how quickly things could blow up over some imagined slight. I was glad when we got back in the truck and got back on our way. The Texas oil executives back in Sana’a called this part of Yemen “Indian territory,” as in once you left the fort of Sana’a, you were pretty much out of control from the central authorities. Not even the cavalry could rescue you here.

GERMAN NATIONAL INTELLIGENCE SERVICE (BND)

The road from Sana’a to Marib is 189 km and takes 3.5 hours. The Yemeni SFF assure us that Herr Rheingold’s trip was tracked the entire way into rebel Abidah territory, with multiple armed rescue attempts taking place, but that the various tribes banded together to thwart them. The tribes simply out-gunned the Yemeni security forces. The Saudis, Emiratis and Qataris were arming them. Herr Rheingold must have been terrified by this point. 

GERHARDT RHEINGOLD   

We got back on the road and my drivers told me there wasn’t much farther to go. We were more than two-thirds of the way there. Once the sun set, the atmosphere changed. The air got still like it can only in the empty desert, and it cooled down substantially. My drivers turned off the air conditioner and opened their windows, drinking in the honey and milk of their homeland. We passed only one or two small villages, brightly lit up by generators, the villagers sitting in their doorways drinking mint tea and sweet coffee spiced with cardamom. Cheeks, or course, were stuffed full of khat. With the generators on for only an hour or two a day and no TV, the villagers themselves were their only form of entertainment, talking, laughing and generally enjoying each others’ company. Our Hi-Lux never stopped, just kept rolling on, pausing to fill up with gas from jerry cans when the tank got low. I began to wonder where I could stay once we arrived. If I would be welcome.

YEMENI HIGHWAY POLICE, CHECKPOINT #3, ENTERING ABIDAH TRIBAL TERRITORY

The Abidah tribe runs things here, not us. We exist at their pleasure. We stop no one, unless they tell us to.

YEMENI SPECIAL SECURITY FORCES, CHECKPOINT #3

We don’t even leave our stone barracks at the Abidah checkpoint except when supplies come in from Sana’a in armoured convoys. We have a satellite dish for TV, enough water, food and khat to get by until the next delivery, and pray five times a day that we’ll still be alive when our replacements come from Sana’a to relieve us.

YEMENI MINISTRY OF THE INTERIOR

Marib Governate officials refuse to cooperate with central government security requests, but a paid informant with access to the security cameras monitoring the Marib City Municipal Building reports that a badly bullet-riddled Hi-Lux passed through the provincial capital in the late evening hours travelling in a northeast direction. It is impossible to judge exactly where it went from there. Those are the last accessible security cameras until the Omani border. The area has numerous unmarked desert tracks that are used by the nomadic Bedouin in the area. It is highly likely that Mr. Rheingold was transferred to another, more desert-ready vehicle or even a camel caravan from there to avoid detection and the original Hi-Lux driven to the Saudi border for sale. Mr. Rheingold could be anywhere, deeper into Marib governate, over the border into the Hadramaut, or even Saudi Arabia or Oman. He has been swallowed up by the Empty Quarter.
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