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Introduction

Across the shimmering coastline of the Arabian Gulf and into the heart of the desert,
the United Arab Emirates stands as a beacon of rapid transformation, ambition, and
unity. In just half a century, the UAE has risen from a collection of modest fishing and
trading settlements to a nation defined by its cutting-edge cities. This book, Cities of
The United Arab Emirates, offers readers both a window into the nation’s remarkable
urban journey and a practical guide to experiencing its vibrant cities firsthand.

The UAE comprises seven emirates—Abu Dhabi, Dubai, Sharjah, Ajman, Fujairah, Ras
Al Khaimah, and Umm Al Quwain—each with its own distinctive urban identity, cultural
richness, and appeal. While oil wealth catalyzed the early growth of the federation,
vision and resilience have driven these emirates to diversify their economies, invest in
breathtaking infrastructure, and become hubs of innovation, tourism, and
sustainability. Today, the cities of the UAE are celebrated for their spectacular
skyscrapers, expanding green spaces, and the seamless blending of tradition and
modernity.

Travelers to the UAE’s cities are often surprised by the diversity they encounter. Abu
Dhabi, chandelier-bright and lush, charts an ambitious path towards sustainability with
smart eco-projects like Masdar City. Dubai dazzles with record-breaking skyscrapers
and luxury experiences, yet its bustling souks and creeks root the metropolis in
history. Sharjah, meanwhile, treasures the nation's heritage, inviting visitors to explore
centuries-old fortresses, vibrant museums, and a celebrated literary and artistic scene.
Elsewhere, the authenticity of Al Ain’s oases and forts; Ajman’s relaxed coastal charm;
Ras Al Khaimah’s mountain adventures and ancient settlements; Fujairah’s unspoiled
beaches and historical mosques; and Umm Al Quwain’s tranquil lagoons combine to
reveal a nation of striking contrasts.

But the story of Emirati cities is not only about monumental construction. The UAE has
become a testbed for visionary approaches to urban life—integrating smart city
technologies, pioneering sustainable practices, and offering world-class healthcare and
education. This book uncovers how Emirati cities are reshaping urban norms,
championing holistic living, and pursuing a balance between economic aspiration and
environmental stewardship.

Finally, Cities of The United Arab Emirates is your companion for discovering the
country’s urban wonders. Whether you seek inspiration from the UAE’s history,
practical guidance for your visit, or a deeper understanding of the forces shaping the
region, you will find in these chapters both encyclopedic understanding and traveler’s
insight. The cities of the UAE await—dynamic, beguiling, and enduringly welcoming.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Birth of the Emirates: A
Historical Overview

The story of the United Arab Emirates is often told through the lens of its breathtaking
present, a narrative dominated by gleaming skyscrapers and ambitious megaprojects.
Yet, to truly understand the spirit and rapid ascent of these cities, one must journey
back in time, long before the glint of glass and steel. The land that now constitutes the
UAE has a history stretching back millennia, shaped by trade, tribal allegiances, and
an intimate relationship with the desert and the sea. It is a history that laid the
bedrock for the vibrant metropolises we see today.

For much of its early existence, this region was known as the Trucial States, a
collection of independent sheikhdoms bound by treaties with the British Empire. These
treaties, primarily focused on maritime peace and preventing piracy, allowed the local
rulers to maintain a considerable degree of autonomy while securing the trade routes
of the Indian Ocean. Before this, the area was a patchwork of tribal territories, where
life revolved around pearling, fishing, and nomadic pastoralism. The harsh desert
environment dictated a resilient and adaptable way of life, fostering strong community
bonds and a deep respect for natural resources.

Archaeological discoveries across the emirates reveal a rich tapestry of ancient
civilizations. Evidence suggests human habitation dating back to the Stone Age, with
settlements thriving during the Bronze and Iron Ages. These early communities
engaged in sophisticated trade networks, exchanging goods like copper from the Hajar
Mountains with Mesopotamia and the Indus Valley. The strategic location of the
Arabian Gulf, at the crossroads of ancient trade routes between East and West, meant
that its inhabitants were never truly isolated. They were conduits of culture,
commerce, and innovation, absorbing influences while maintaining their distinct
identity.

The arrival of Islam in the 7th century CE profoundly transformed the region. It
brought a unifying faith and a new legal and social framework, integrating the local
tribes into the wider Islamic world. Cities like Julfar (present-day Ras Al Khaimah)
emerged as important maritime centers during this period, facilitating trade and
intellectual exchange. The pearling industry, in particular, flourished, becoming the
economic lifeblood of the coastal communities for centuries. The arduous and
dangerous pursuit of pearls fostered a unigue maritime culture, with
dhows—traditional wooden sailing vessels—plying the waters of the Gulf for months at
a time. This era instilled a spirit of enterprise and a connection to the sea that
continues to resonate in the modern UAE.
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As the centuries progressed, various powers vied for influence in the Gulf. The
Portuguese established a presence in the 16th century, seeking to control the lucrative
trade routes, leaving behind forts and watchtowers that still dot the coastline. Later,
the Dutch and the British entered the scene, each seeking to secure their commercial
interests. It was the British who ultimately became the dominant foreign power,
signing a series of maritime treaties with the local rulers from the early 19th century
onwards. These agreements, which gave the region its "Trucial" designation,
effectively brought an end to widespread maritime conflict and laid the groundwork for
a more stable political environment.

Under the Trucial System, each sheikhdom operated with considerable independence,
with internal affairs largely left to the local rulers. However, the British provided a
degree of external security and mediated disputes, a role that inadvertently fostered a
nascent sense of collective identity among the disparate emirates. Life remained
largely traditional, dictated by the rhythms of the seasons, the ebb and flow of the
tides, and the dictates of tribal custom. Education was primarily religious, and
infrastructure was basic, consisting mostly of unpaved tracks and simple port facilities.
The global demand for pearls sustained the economy, providing a modest living for
many.

The early 20th century, however, brought significant challenges. The advent of
cultured pearls from Japan severely impacted the traditional pearling industry,
plunging many coastal communities into economic hardship. This period of decline
forced many to seek alternative livelihoods, often in the burgeoning oil industries of
neighboring countries. The Great Depression further exacerbated the economic woes,
leading to a period of introspection and a greater awareness among the rulers of the
need for diversification and development. It was a stark reminder of the vulnerability
of an economy reliant on a single commodity.

Against this backdrop of economic uncertainty, a new hope emerged from beneath the
desert sands: oil. While initial explorations had begun earlier, significant discoveries in
Abu Dhabi in the late 1950s and Dubai in the early 1960s would prove to be the
ultimate game-changer. The discovery of vast oil reserves promised unprecedented
wealth and presented the rulers with an opportunity to transform their societies. This
newfound resource would not only lift the emirates out of poverty but also provide the
capital necessary for ambitious development projects, fundamentally altering the
trajectory of the region.

However, the path to prosperity was not without its complexities. The British decision
in 1968 to withdraw from "East of Suez," including the Trucial States, created a power
vacuum and raised questions about the future stability of the region. The rulers faced
a crucial choice: to continue as separate, vulnerable entities, or to unite and form a
stronger, more resilient nation. The initial idea was for a federation encompassing all
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nine British-protected states in the Gulf, including Bahrain and Qatar. However, after
lengthy negotiations, Bahrain and Qatar opted for full independence.

Undeterred, the rulers of the Trucial States, led by Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahyan
of Abu Dhabi and Sheikh Rashid bin Saeed Al Maktoum of Dubai, pressed ahead with
their vision for unity. Their foresight and diplomatic skill were instrumental in
overcoming tribal rivalries and individual emirate interests. On December 2, 1971, six
of the seven emirates—Abu Dhabi, Dubai, Sharjah, Ajman, Umm Al Quwain, and
Fujairah—came together to form the United Arab Emirates. Ras Al Khaimah joined the
federation a few months later, in early 1972, solidifying the union. This historic
moment marked the birth of a new nation and the beginning of an extraordinary
journey of urban and national development.

The formation of the UAE was a triumph of cooperation and shared vision. It
transformed a collection of disparate desert sheikhdoms into a unified federal state,
capable of harnessing its newfound oil wealth for the collective good. The nascent
federal government immediately embarked on ambitious programs to build
infrastructure, establish modern healthcare and education systems, and diversify the
economy beyond oil. The leaders understood that true progress required investing in
their people and creating opportunities for all citizens.

The initial years of the federation were characterized by rapid construction and
foundational development. Roads were paved, hospitals and schools were built, and
basic services were extended to remote areas. The small, close-knit communities,
accustomed to a slower pace of life, withessed an unprecedented influx of foreign
workers and expertise, necessary to fuel the construction boom. This period laid the
essential groundwork for the urban explosion that would follow, transforming modest
towns into bustling cities. The cities that had once been defined by their proximity to
pearl beds or ancient trade routes were now on the cusp of a new identity, fueled by
ambition and a collective desire for progress. The historical threads of trade,
resilience, and community, woven over millennia, would now be intertwined with the
bold aspirations of a modern nation, giving birth to the vibrant cities that define the
UAE today.
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