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Frankincense would have been the original
cash crop if cash had been invenced 3,500
years ago; but in those days it was a crop of
barters, royal gifts or the spoils of war.
Suhail's predecessor’s client-list reads like a
Who's Who of the Ancient World —
around 1500 BC Queen Hatshepsur is
shown in her Temple in Luxor leading an

expedition bringing 31 Frankincense plants

men who use Frankincense to welcome
guests, or tourists buying into a living piece
of ancient history.

Apart from the sheer time span thar is
behind the trade, perhaps the most surprising
thing about Frankincense is that it does
actually exist. In 430 BC Herodotus wrote,
“The trees which bear the Frankincense are

guarded by winged serpents, small in size,

almost 1800 years ago. ‘“The Frankincense
country, mountainous and forbidding,
wrapped in thick clouds and fog..." An
improbable description of Arabia, given the
fame of Arabia's arid deserts, bur for a
stretch of mountains near Salalah, in the
south of Oman, it's quite accurate.

These mountains, strecching along the coast

of southern Oman, form a barrier to the

Several small pieces of Frankincense are placed on top of smouldering material,
in the Megmer. The result is that the Frankincense itself smoulders and gives off

its fragrant smoke.

to Egypt; Alexander the Great famously
gave Leonidas, his childhood rurtor, five
hundred ralent’s weight of Frankincense in
332 BC to demonstrate his mastery of the
region; while the Emperor Nero burned the
equivalent of the whole annual Frankincense
production of Arabia (estimated to be at
least 3000 tonnes) to mark the funeral of his
wife Poppaea in 65 BC.

Today, very much a cash business, Suhail
negotiates with all his clients before the
money and Frankincense changes hands.

His buyers are housewives stocking up on

supplies to use as fragrances in their homes,

and of varied colours, where vast numbers
hang about every tree.” The fact that the
ancient world believed that the Phoenix lived
in Arabia, feeding on Frankincense and using
the wood from the tree to make its funeral
pyre every 500 years, was presumably too
commonplace for Herodotus to have taken
the time to include it in his histories. Witch
such legendary parcners, Frankincense
seems much like a legend itself.

An early description by an unknown Greek
ship's caprain in his book, Periplus of the
Erythaean Sea, abour the location of

Frankincense is as true today as it was

moisture-laden winds of the summer's
southwest monsoon, which blow across the
Arabian Sea. As the wind rises over the
mountains, the slight drop in temperarure
is sufficient to create grear banks of cloud
and mist. From mid June to mid Seprember
the region assumes the appearance of a
leaden grey autumn in England, the damp
clinging to every standing object - be it
plant, animal or man. The result is not only
a luxuriant growth of vegetation but more
remarkably a summer temperature that is
similar to thar during winter - around 25°C

compared to a sizzling 50°C only a 100 =
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kilometres away in the desert.

The Frankincense tree (Boswellia Sacra) is
not a moisture-loving plant. Its preferred
locacion is in the dry wadis (valleys) on the
desert side of the mountains where the
cooling effects of the monsoon winds can still
be felt but their moisture has been sucked dry
by the desert climate.

These wadis lend a dramatic backdrop to the
Frankincense tree which, rather than a crunk,
has the branches seemingly growing out
directly from the roots. Older trees have thin
papery bark hanging from them which creare
a delightful rustle in a breeze, their leaves a
dark olive green contrasting with the rich
ochre where the under-bark has been
exposed, its small, delicate flowers growing
from the end of a branch.

For all the legends woven around
Frankincense it is a surprisingly non-
descript material, small pebble-sized pieces
in a range of shades between brown and an
almost translucent milky white. In fact che
Arabic name for Frankincense, Luban, refers
to that pale milky white colour that is the
sign of the finest quality of Frankincense.
These pieces are in fact the sap of the
Frankincense tree. The sap exudes from the
tree naturally, but for commercial collection
the tree is cut so that the incision reaches
just below the bark, where experience
suggests that there will be a good flow of
sap. The best period for harvesting
Frankincense is during the peak of summer

when the sap flows more readily. Often the
initial harvest in a year from any given tree will
not be as good as the second harvest and this is
reflected in the classification of the product.
Following the incision made into the tree the
Frankincense sap is allowed to flow and left
drying on the tree for up to a week. It is then
scraped off and packed into sacks for
transportation — either being graded soon
afterwards or sold on an ‘as is" basis and
graded by the buyer.

As with most natural products, Frankincense
does vary in its quality. The Chinese recorded
13 different qualities in their trade during
medieval times, However, today there are
four principal differentiations in quality that
are commercially observed in Oman today;
Thiki (used for medicinal purposes),
Hougari (the best - up to the size of a Brazil
nut and of a creamy slightly transparent
colour), Nejdi (medium grade) and Shahazi
(lower grade).

Hand in hand wich its remarkable history,
Frankincense has an equally interesting
present. Perhaps its most prosaic use is as
an air fragrance. A piece of material that
smoulders rather than burns is placed in a
special container, an incense burner, known
in Oman as a Megmer. Several small pieces
of Frankincense are placed on top of the
smouldering material. The result is that the
Frankincense itself smoulders and gives off
its fragrant smoke.

Burning Frankincense is an important part of

providing a warm welcome to a visitor. If a
Megmer is proffered towards a male guest he
will waft the smoke towards his beard and
allow it to fragrance his hair and head cloth;
female guests make similar use of the smoke.
Many houses have an open pyramid-shaped
object made from wooden sticks; this simple
object allows Frankincense to perfume
clothes. A Megmer is placed inside the
pyramid and the clothes when draped around
it will become infused with the fragrance.

As a medicine, Frankincense was included in
the official government Pharmacopeia of
India in 1868; to treat bronchitis and
laryngitis and as a paste to treat skin
problems including boils and ulcers.
Frankincense was additionally thought to
strengthen the gums around reeth. If
swallowed, Frankincense was also believed
to improve digestion.

A more surprising use of Frankincense was
for kohl administered by both men and
women. The smoke from the burning
Frankincense was purposely allowed to collece
inside an upturned container. The resulting
soot was used to outline the eye; this was
believed to improve eyesight and also to act
as a protection against infection.

Who knows what the next 3,500 years will
bring but hopefully in the extraordinary
wadis of southern Oman, men will still be
harvesting Frankincense and transporring it
to Suhail's descendants for sale in the future,
in the fragrant souq of Salalah. o

The tree grows
in the dry wadis
on the desert
side of the
mountains,
where the
cooling effects of
the monsoon
winds can still be
felt but their
moisture has
been sucked dry
by the desert
climate.







