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Jahangiri shorba

In the period from 1965-1985 many middle-eastern
countries saw tremendous ecorniomic growth This
growth was because of the oil boom. The rate of
growth was dependent on oil reserves a county had.
North Yemen was cone of the countries with low key
development. In those days, North Yemen with
Sana'a as the capital city and South Yemen with
Aden as the capital city, were two independent
countries.

North Yemen was bounded by Red Sea in the west,
Saudi Arabia in the north and South Yemen in east
znd south. The country was half the size of
“dzhzrashtra with population less than that of

veryone knows sbout the seven wonders of the
i but is a monumental structure
ans like to call the eighth
the world: the Great Marib Dam in the
gdom of Sheba in North Yemen. Yemenis
ver that it was the home of the beautiful
Quzen Bilquis of Sheba.
South Korean construction crganizations were quite
active in North Yemen.n 1982, a South Korean
organization requested the Hindustan Constriction
Co. Ltd. where | was working, to join it for
construction of a road. My boss, who was too
anxious not to miss any opportunity, instructed me
and my colleague —one Mr. P. C. to rush to Sana'a.
We got our visa and U.S.$ 800 for six day visit as pr
Government Rules and left by the next flight reaching
Sana'a on Friday morning. This was the beginning of
‘whatever could go wrong wentwrong'.

In those days, the only good hotel in Sana’'a was
Sheba managed by Taj. Most of the other hotels
were third-rate. Room rent was U.S.$ 104 per day
which was more than our daily ailowance and we had
no choice but to settie for a double room. Though it
was a Friday — a holiday in the Arabian world -, we
tried to contact the Koreans at Sana'a. The Korean
who answered our call was their accountant. «=He
told us that he was aware of our visit but no
engineering officer was going to be available for the
next three days because of extended weekend.
Later on he called us and informed us that he had
contacted the General Manager who had suggested
that we shouid proceed to Al HudaydahPort on the
Red Sea and, meet the Project Manager onMonday,
visit site and then return {c Sana’a to meet him for
final discussions. We requested him for a vehicle for
proceeding to Al Hudaydak but he toid us that road
travel was not easy as Sana'ais«at an elevation of
about about 2,500 m.[8,000 ft] and Al Hudaydah was
at sea level and was connected by a steep winding
road and advised us to take'a flighi. Luckily Yemen
Air office was open and we couid make our booking
for Sana'a - Al Hudaydah - Sana'a fighis for U.S.%
400.

All this meant that though we had expected the visit
to be.of three days, it would be a six day programme.
The mostdistressing part was that between two cfus

we has U.S.$ 1,200 and we had to manage within
this budget. In Yemen, taxi charges for travel
between Airport and City were at a flat rate of U.S.$
25. Our programme needed six transfers between
Airport and City for U.S.$ 180. Hotel room would
cost us U.S.$ 624 + taxes. We had already spent
U.S.$ 400 on local Air Tickets and all this meant that
for our food and local travel etc. we would have
hardly any money left.  Getting money from India
was not possible due to Government regulations.
We tried to contact some friends from the middle east
but no one was available due to extended weekend.
This was an impossible situation and we decided to
approach the Koreans for money on loan. We
contacted the accountant again and apprised him of
the situation and told him that we were tying to
contact our Mumbai office so that by Monday, they
would get a request for advancing us U.S.$ 400. He
told us that telephonic and telex communication
between Yemen and outside world was not
dependable and the message from Mumbai may not
reach them by Monday. He however assured us
that after his G.M returns to Sana’a, on Monday he
would advance us the money.

All this situation was our own ‘asking.» Our boss
forced us to rush without proper planning and without
proper appointments. Had we sought prior
appointments, we would have travelled with proper
air tickets and would‘have finished our work in four
dayswithout any financial crisis.

Anyway, as a precaution, we decided to go on a
drastic economy drive. Sana'ais at an elevation of
about 2,500 m..{8,000 ft.]. The weather was very
dry and we had todrink lot of water. On the first day,
we drank 6 bottles of water costing U.S.$12. Our
room boy, who was from Goa suggested that we
should buy water bottles form the market at 30% of
the hotel price. He told us that gulping down
glasses of water would not quench thirs in Sana'a
and'we should sip water at short intervals. He also
advised us to eat only at our hotel as outside
restaurants were not only not clean but filthy with
leftovers littered allaround. . Onthe hotel menu, we
located ‘Jahangiri Shorba’ which was a soup on a
bed of rice. We picked up some buns from the
market and for the first three days i.e. Friday,
Saturday and Sunday we had this for lunch and
dinner. Eventoday, thetaste of “Jahangiri Shorba'is
lingering in my mouth.

On Sunday evening, we left Sana'a and flew to Al
Hudaydah - the second largest city of North Yemen
and a port on the Red Sea. After clearing Hotel Taj
Sheba bill on Sunday, we realized that the loan of
U.S.$ 400 we had asked for would be enough to take
us through. We therefore decided to switch over to
normal food instead of our earlier staple diet of
‘Jahangiri Shorba’.

On Monday, the Korean Project Manager picked us
up from our hotel and took us round the project area
which was about 60 km. from the city. Thatevening,
we visited a beautiful sandy beach on the Red Sea
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and collected some corals strewn on the beach and
returned to the hotel.

On Tuesday morning the Project Manager paid us
U.S.$ 400 as asked for by us. We flew back to
Sana’a by an afternoon flight. We met the Korean
G.M. for discussions regarding the quote required
from us and works coming up in future. He wanted
us to give him our quote and start negotiations right
away. We expressed our inability since as per Indian
regulations, we had to get our proposal and quote
approved from the Government Authorities before
submissionto him. He then agreed to give us atime
of 10days. We thanked him profusely for the help.

We called on the Indian Charge d'Affaires on
Wednesday. We apprised him of the insufficient
foreign exchange released by the Government of
India for visit to North Yemen and requested him to
take up the matter with the Government of India.
Instead, he advised us to take up the matter with the
Government of India through the Federation of
Indian Industries. We also requested him to collect
information on upcoming tenders and transmit it to us
by telex [ in those days e'mail was not existing]. He
expressed his inability as he was short of staff. |t
was because of such unenthusiastic attitude that
Indians had not been able to penetrate Yemeni
market. Government officials visiting places abroad
had no problems about meeting their expenses as
their bills were taken care of, by the Indian Embassy.

Wednesday night, we took Yemen Air Flight to
Mumbai from Sana'a Airport.  We were still in for a
last shock. We had to pay departure tax and we
boarded the flight with about U.S.8 in our pocket,
which was enough to buy a couple of drinks during
the flight. When the flight took off we were greatly
relieved.

Had the money available with us not been enough
we would have been forced to postpone our
departure. As perYemen laws, any visitor stayingin
Yemen for more than six days was required to obtain
anexitvisa. We were leaving on the sixth day. Any
postponement would have resulted in our requiring
to get the exit visa on Thursday itself as Fridays are
holidays in the Arabian World.

| had never travelled in such an unplanned manner
tilt then and decided to make this Yemen visit.as the
first and last unplanned tour. Our flight to Mumbai
had a stopover at Sharjah. All our co-passengers
rushed out for duty-free shopping. « We two were the
only persons leftin the aircraft.

One important thing we noticed in the Kerean camp
was that the officers and all_other personnel right
down to the level of a workman ate the same food
prepared in a common kitchen. The kitchen had a
dining hall in its two sides — one-for the officers and
the other for other personnel, As compared to our
construction sites, the number of persons was mtich
less. For the purpose of economy, for overseas
contracts, the Koreans chose skilled workmen
versed in at least two or better three trades.  This
way they could save on indirect costs of workmen
and afford te pay higher wages. In those days, the

Kcreans were also venturing overseas to earn
foreign exchange. In order to encourage personnel
to work overseas, they were rewarded in the form of
free land for farming and housing.

In one of the preceding paragraphs | have described
as to how unhelpful our Embassy was. Why Koreans
could succeed in contracts overseas was because of
total support from their Government. Koreans had a
firm belief that because of such supports, the
contractors would better profits which would
ultimately flow back to Korea in the form of foreign
exchange. In those days, Indian contractors had to
get their tenders approved from a Committee
approved by the Reserve Bank and Exim Bank,
obtain a back-up bid bond and then approach a final
bid bond from a local overseas bank. In case of
Koreans, the bid bond guarantee was given by the
Korean Government itself.

One Korean contractor had a big project under
construction in North Yemen. He sensed that his
work would soon come to stop because of shortage
of cement. To tide over the situation, Government of
Korea dispatched shipload of cement. As a
contrast to this, Indian contractors who were
constructing bridges in the Middle East needed
hundreds of tones of G.l.Pipes for Side Railing.
Export of pipes from India was banned. ~ In spite of
representations of Indian contractors (to _make an
exception, export was not permitted and ultimately all
the pipes were obtained «from Europe at almost
double the price.  Had the contractors used pipes
from India, the extra costithat was paid to Germans
would have resuited .in increased profit and the
money would have flowed back to India in the form of
foreign exchange: Unfortunately, ‘Babudom’ of
India was supremes” However, of late things have
changed in India and decisions are based more on
practical considerations that rule books.

Koreansare alsovery ingenious. Construction work
for expansion of a port in North Yemen was to be
completedin 18 month. The Koreans brought a ship
full of construction plant, equipment and personnel.
They took special permission from the port
authorities to anchor the ship in the harbor.  Instead
of spending time and money on construction of
residential colony and office complex, they operated
from the ship and completed the work early and got
bonus.

Since 1930, North Yemen and South Yemen have
unified to form Republic of Yemen with Sana’a as the
capital. In January 2009, the Saudi and Yemeni al-
Qaeda branches merged to form Al-Qaeda in the
Arabian Peninsula (AQAP). Al Qaeda in the Arabian
Peninsula is based in Yemen, and many of its
members are Saudi nationals who had been
released on condition of good behaviour, but terrorist
activities continue.
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