Reflections on Al Ain
By Mary Ellen Rooney
Very often life’s best moments occur while we’re
pursuing something else. This happened to me when
I traveled to Abu Dhabi for the International Falconry
Festival held in Al Ain. What I envisioned would be
a peak life experience became fraught and blessed by
curious circumstances.
The journey to Al Ain commenced in Berkshire,
England two years earlier when I attended the
Second International Falconry Festival however,
my introduction to falconry began while I worked
for the UN in Kyrgyzstan (teaching business and
technical English to managers of utility companies).
In England, amid a world congregation of falconers,
I learned about the UNESCO application to have
falconry declared an Intangible Cultural Heritage of
Humanity.
This caught my interest. If approved it would be
a great story that I was uniquely suited to write about.
I soon followed the complex UNESCO application
process and set about building international contacts.
Eventually, I read the entire inscription and was
ecstatic when the largest application in UNESCO
history was accepted in Nairobi in the fall of 2011.
It was a wonderful story on so many levels. In
this era of globalization, many forms of intangible
cultural heritage are in danger of extinction due to
cultural standardization, armed conflict, tourism,
industrialization, rural exodus, migration and
environmental deterioration. The UNESCO
designation would make a huge difference, particularly
with our environment dilemmas.
The next challenge was to get to the Festival in
Abu Dhabi. I knew there were to be international
sponsorships available for falconers but information
on how to apply was vague. Since I was new to
falconry, about six years, I could not give talks on
subjects requiring deep knowledge in the field. My
strength initially to be included would be to write
about the festival
I quickly informed NAFA of my interest to attend
and asked to be kept in mind should anything develop
including charter flights. I was told I was first in line.
Since placing a piece of journalism in a publication
can’t wait until the last minute, I began the work
hoping that eventually the two things would come
together.

My first effort was to contact Pottinger Associates,
Ltd, a British public relations firm based in the UAE.
They had run the superb falconry festival in Berkshire,
England. When I was there, they were impressed with
my credentials and parted the seas to assist. They were
experts in arranging for interviews and VIP access.
I just assumed the same working arrangement
would continue for the Al Ain Festival, a most
prestigious celebration---not only for UNESCO but
also for Al Ain since it had been declared a World
Heritage site recently. There were mutterings that J.
Walter Thompson would be handling matters from
offices in the UAE. I began to explore my contacts
with them but eventually learned the Abu Dhabi
Authority for Culture and Heritage would arrange
everything concerning press and media.
I assumed what I offered in public relations circles
was worth a great deal of money, thus entertaining
grand illusions of what lay before me, if I just kept
working and pursuing the right presentations.
There were indeed challenges. Dr. Nick Fox’s
International Falconry Festival Office in Wales was
in charge of overall details of the festival itself but
the Emirates’ contacts they produced didn’t respond
to my queries. Believe me, I tried, being dogged if
needed. It’s a prerequisite to get a falconry license.
Everyone knows that!
A timely placement in Etihad Airlines Inflight
magazine with its impressive readership of 500,000
would be extremely effective. It was work though.
The editor in Dubai turned me down three times,
because they hadn’t yet heard of the forthcoming
event and had a regular stable of writers in the region.
I have been in this situation before. Journalists often
have a natural-born sense of timing that gives them a
necessary jump on preparing a story before it breaks
with the general public. That’s why news is news. Yet
at the same time, being ahead of schedule has its own
communication issues.
Finally the editor from Dubai agreed to take
the piece. I convinced her it was important, I was
uniquely qualified and did not ask to become part of
the regular group of local writers. Next, I prepared
another story on Arab Falconry that was to appear in
the NAFA Journal to coincide with the event. I was a
busy bee, filled with enthusiasm of a wonderful time
on the Trucial Coast. I had read Wilfred Thesiger
“Arabian Sands,” became a great fan of Sheikh Zayed
(the late founder of the UAE) and even learned
some Arabic. As it turned out, few of those dreams
materialized.
There was no Pottinger PR firm available who
knew how things were done with the press. The
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NAFA folks, who all knew each other, had their own
private agendas and communication was scarce. Still,
I wrote my stories and placed them on time. However,
all I received from the Festival Office in Wales was
an offered spot in a tent at the desert camp—with
strangers in it. So much for big dreams!
Despite the snub, I was too committed to cancel
the trip. I paid for my own flight on Etihad Air. The
cost was offset some by the fee I would receive for
the article but it looked as though the trip was on
me. Life may not always be fair but there is often
balance. Some managers at Etihad were so impressed
I’d gotten space in their own very prestigious Business
and First Class Journal that they decided to VIP me to
Abu Dhabi. I flew business class as a VIP and enjoyed
every minute of it.
I may not have been invited to the Gala Dinner,
nor did I participate in the Parade of Nations
because I wasn’t wearing a pink wristband declaring
sponsorship, but it was a fabulous time.
No, I didn’t accept the tent in the desert with
other people in it. A very important person needs to
stay in a very good hotel, I told myself, so I reserved a
lovely room at the Danat Hotel where the sponsored
NAFA people were also staying. I attended many
fascinating lectures, particularly those concerned with
the UNESCO inscription. By now, I had acquired
new friends around that project. I took excellent bus
excursions to the great Zayed Mosque in Abu Dhabi
and the largest Falcon Hospital in the world. My bus
companions were all fun and fascinating as is often
the case in a self-selected group. I was invited to
visit falconers in Brazil, Peru, Argentina, Germany,
Belgium and England. I’m still in touch with some
of those people but it’s a little far to travel to accept
falconry flying invitations that could advance my
knowledge. I enjoyed some hilarious laughter however
with those who seemed like kin.

I managed to have a massage and a pedicure at the
airport before heading home. This lady falconer
doesn’t mess around with her talons.
When boarding the plane, I was given the best
seat and fussed over by the flight attendants. So much
so that a Texas oilman flying home from Oman came
to my seat and said, “Hey, who are you anyway?”
I told him about my article in the existing in-flight
magazine. He was enthralled, asked me to autograph
his copy, and had the stewardess to take our picture
together. He then told other passengers about the
article adding that they were sharing space on the
plane with a very famous writer from New York.
At JFK, an Etihad employee was on the bus that
met the plane on the tarmac. He held a small black
board with my name on it. Of course, I followed.
It was five in the afternoon and the terminal was
jammed.
Some days later, I received an email from the
oilman from Texas that said: “Honey, the last I saw of
you was a little light from the heel of your shoe when
you were being escorted through the diplomatic exit
while the rest of us were slogging our way through
customs.”
Attached here is the picture taken by the
stewardess, of the famous writer from New York with
my new friend from Texas and Oman. It is the only
photo I have of myself from the event. I may not be
wearing a pink wristband but I sure had fun.
May all your journeys through life be filled with
rainbows and ruby dust.

I did go to the desert camp but not to stay. I
was treated royally in the festival pressroom once
they saw what I had done for the event. I was even
given help beyond the call of duty by a lovely young
woman at the registration desk at the Rotana when
I lost my only Chanel lipstick. A word of advice to
any woman travelling in the Emirates: bring an extra
lipstick. They are not easily replaced. The search
for another was a real journey culminating in three
women, including the desk attendant who actually
left her post to help ultimately select the right color.
It’s always the people you meet, really.
More adventures included a trip to the Al Ain Zoo
where I photographed the famous white tiger. As part
of my VIP designation Etihad arranged a car to take
me to the airport. And, since I was flying Business,
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Ms. Rooney’s article “Full Flight” begins on page 46 and is
reprinted with her kind permission.
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