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quantities of rhino horn were imported to 
Mocha in the early I 820s; Milburn also 
stated that a good horn landed in Mocha, 
weighing about five 'kilos was worth $17, 
which was a relatively high price 160 
years ago. 

The Yemenis believe that rhino horn 
is the most attractive substance from 
which a dagger handle can be made; 
when well carved, it has the translucence 
of amber, and its appearance improves 
even more with a lifetime's handling, 
whereby the patina becomes shinier and 
the colour becomes softer, almost golden. 
This is greatly appreciated and, indeed, a 
dagger with a rhino horn handle that is 
antique is very much more valuable than 
one recently made. People do not usually 
sell a dagger that has been in their family 
a generation or more. It is considered 
very bad form to do that. However, some 
antique shops do deal in old daggers. One 
merchant told me that he sold what had 
reputedly been a 300-year-old jambia 
with a rhino horn handle for $163,000 in 
1981. He may have exaggerated both the 
age and price, but he insisted that it was 
the most beautiful dagger he had ever 
seen and well worth any price. Rhino 
horn lasts indefmitely. Unlike other 
horns which tend to break, crack or 
flake, it remains solid and durable. 

Until their mass exodus to Israel in 
1948, Jews in North Yemen made fine 
silver-covered scabbards for the best 
daggers. These, too, are highly prized 
today. I saw a hundred-year-old dagger 
in a scabbard partly inlaid with gold, and 
this was offered for sale at $21,000. The 
second most expensive one that I priced 
was $4,300; it was also dated from the 
19th century and had a finely worked 
silver scabbard. 

Rhino horn to the Yemenis is like 
gold to the French and jade to the 
Chinese. It has an intrinsic value which 

furthermore is almost magical. Some 
Yemenis believe that if you are bitten by 
a snake, you should rub the bite with a 
rhino horn dagger handle to cure the in­
fection. Milburn obviously came across a 
similar belief about rhino horn in Mocha 
around 1820 for he wrote: 'Rhinoceros 
Horns are much esteemed among the 
Mahometans, on account of their being 
considered a powerful antidote against 
poison.' Many people throughout Asia 
also believe in the curative powers of 
rhino horn. Chinese references to this at­
tribute go back at least ten centuries. 

The market in Sana'a is still the main 
place in North Yemen where daggers 
with rhino horn handles are made and 
sold. This medieval-looking market is 
surrounded by a high wall, entered by a 
gate called Bab al Yemen, which was 
locked every night prior to the 
Revolution. It is a very old market, and 
as early as the fifth century had caravan­
serais for travelling merchants. Artisans 
and merchants have traditionally worked 
side by side in the market, even though 
they have belonged to different caste-like 
guild groups. There have developed 
defmite zones for the sale of qat, grapes 
and other agricultural products; for the 
sheep and donkey markets; for joiners, 
smiths and shoemakers. Separate from 
the shops in which daggers are for retail 
sale, there is an area called Suq al-Janabi 
where dagger handles are made and 
blades sharpened. I counted 41 
workshops with 61 craftsmen working at 
one time, but there could well be 10 per 
cent more which were not actually 
carrying on business during my visit. 

Blades for daggers are rarely made in 
the Sana'a market, but are instead either 
imported or made in such places as 
Dhamar, Marib and Harib. Yemeni 
blades are the most expensive because 
they are hand-forged out of scrap steel, 
and they cost between $87 and $435 
each. Manufactured blades from Kenya 
and other countries are less popular 
because they have a greater tendency to 
split and cannot be flled so sharply; con-

sequently, they sell for anything between 
$5 and $22 . Rhino horn handles are not 
put onto the cheaper blades. Instead, han­
dles made out of water buffalo horns im­
ported from India and Hong Kong or 
cow horns from North Yemen, Ethiopia 
and Saudi Arabia are used. These are of­
ten dyed yellow by the dagger-makers in 
the Sana'a souk in an attempt to make 
them resemble rhino horn, as are cheap 
wooden handles. In the old days, I was 
told, some people had daggers with han­
dles made from camel hooves; these were 
the cheapest of all. 

Only about one in ten daggers made 
in Sana'a today has a rhinoceros horn 
handle due to the shortage of the raw 
material and the high price it commands. 
There is a Yemeni dealer living in Sana'a 
who imports about half of all the rhino 
horn coming into North Yemen. At his 
house just outside the market, he has 
some employees whose job it is to cut up 
the horn into pieces roughly shaped into 
handles, weighing between lOO and 200 
grams. They use an electric power saw to 
do this. Some of the handles are then 
taken to the souk and handed over to his 
craftsmen to complete the carving. Those 
remaining are sold to other craftsmen in 
the souk and to people in Taiz and 
Dhamar. The dealer can sell one of his 
roughly cut rhino horn handles weighing 
150 grams for between $540 and $650. 
Since only two medium-sized handles on 
average can be made out of one kilo, this 
dealer is obtaining $1,080 to $1,300 per 
kilo for the horns, yet he retains the 
shavings from them and can make an ad­
ditional income from re-exporting them. 
He sometimes sells raw rhino horn 
directly to carvers, and in 1982 his price 
ranged from $545 to $650 a kilo. In the 
latter half of 1983 it went up to between 
$800 and $870. 

When craftsmen obtain the hewn 
handles, they use rasps, files and sand­
paper to refme their shape by hand. This 
is laborious work and is carried out 
mostly in the afternoon after the men 
have started to chew qat. When a handle 
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un 1 3DAYSAMBOSELI. 
MON . THUR & SAT 
9 .00 hrs. .. 12501 -

un 2 4 DAYS AMBOSELI 
TSAVO . WED & SUN 
9 .00 hrs. . ...... 16001-

un 3 5 DAYS MASAIMARA 
I NAKURU. TUES 
9.00 hrs. . .... 18501-

un 4 6 DAYS AMBOSELI 
I TSAVO WEST I TSAVOI 
EAST. SAT ...... 21501-

un 5 7 D~YS MT. KENYA 
I SAMBURU/ MERU 
EVERY THUR ....... 25001-

un 6 9 DAYS SAMBURUI 
MARALAL BARINGOI 
NAKURU 
EVERY THUR . 3400 -

UNIQUE TOURS & TRAVEL LTD. 

un 7 10 DAYS AMBOSELI 
TSAVO MOMBASA 

WED&SUN ... 3150 
un 8 11 DAYS MASAI MARA 

NAKURUI AMBOSELI 
TSAVO WEST I TSAVO 
EAST. 
EVERY TUES . 39501-

un 9 15 DAYS MASAI 
MAR A NAKURU 
AMBOSELI TSAVO 
WEST TSAVO EAST 
MALlNDI MOMBASA. 
EVERY TUES 5400 

PRICE INCLUDES, TRANSPORT. 
CAMP SITE AND ENTRANCE FEES 
CAMPING EQUIPMENT, THREE 
MEALS A DAY. 
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