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THE YEMENI HIGHLAND PILGRIM ROUTE BETWEEN SAN(A
AND MECCA: ITS HISTORY AND ARCHAEOLOGY

MOHAMMED A.R.AL-THENAYIAN

To date, extensive research has been carried out concerning three of the
principal northern pilgrim routes of the Arabian Peninsula, namely Kufa -
Mecca!, Egypt — Mecca, and Syria — Mecca?, whereas fieldwork aimed specit-
ically at examining the southern routes in their entirety has hitherto been lack-
ing (see map 1). The most significant of the southern routes is the Yemeni
Highland Pilgrim Route, and thig has been the subject of a piece of rescarch
recently completed by the present writer®.

The importance of studying the Yemeni Highland Pilgrim Route stems from
the fact that it enjoyed continual popularity in the pre-Islamic and post-Islamic
eras. Prior to the emergence of Islam, the commercial caravans of Southern
Arabia Favoured this route in travelling to and from the Mediterranean coasts,
This pattern of commercial activity was ultimately superseded at a period dur-
ing which the Meccan community {Quraysh) played the dominant role, pursu-
ing its mercantile interests in the form of two seasonal journeys (o Syria and
the Yemen®. The commercial prosperity of the Quraysh was eventually cur-
tailed by the advent of Islam.

According to classical writers®, the southern part of the principal overland
incense road (Darb al-Bukhizr) appears to have begun at Shabwah and to have
included stops at Timna® and Ma'rib, whence it proceeded north through or
near Najrin (ai-Ukhdiid), and then went to Bishah and Tabalah. From the latter
place, it would have been about 350 miles to Yathrib on a direct journey, but
before reaching Yathrib the route must have passed through Mecca, probably
via Turabah. Its survival would seem to have becn due to the Arab merchants
who avoided sailing up and down the Red Sea. It should be stated, howcver,

U This pilgritn route has recently boen studied by Dr. Sa'ad A. Al-Rashid for the degree of
PiLD. See Darb Zubaydah, (1980), passim.

% These two pilgrim routes have recently boen studied by Dr. “Ali Ghabban for the degree of
Ph.D. Sec fntroduction, (1988), passim.

¥ Sec al-Thenayian, Ar Archaeological Study of the Yemeni Highland Pilgrim Route Berween
San'@ and Mecca, Pn.D. thesis, (Durham University, 1993).

* See Quian, CVI (S Quraysh), where God refers o the 1wo journeys and urges belicvers to
“worship the Lord Of the Ka®bah, who fed them against a hunger, and gave them security from
a fear”. Cf. Watt, Mubammad ar Mecca, 63.

% Pliny, Natural Hisrory, bk, XTI, ch. xxxii, 63-65; of. Bk. XII, c¢h. xxx, 54, Strabo, Geogra-
phy, bl XVL ch. iv, 4.
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