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W
as it the passion for writing 
or for travelling and meet-
ing head-on with fascinat-
ing cultures and people that 
led her to Oman? Or was it a 

mix of all, which could give her real access 
to people’s hearts in foreign lands? 

Of course, as a writer-cum-freelance 
journalist, it was important for her to 
write. But beyond that, she knew what the 
writer’s crucial role in a globalised society 
should be: To be the intermediary or the 
link between different cultures, to bring 
people of various countries closer and to 

let them understand life better from new-
er angles.

For Maria Deckeersmaeker, the first 
step to touch the heart of the people is to 
learn their language. Hailing from Bel-
gium, she is already well-versed in Dutch, 
English, French, German and many other 
European languages. Now, she is fast 
learning Arabic and its varied dialects, as 
she is on a mission to take her country-
men closer to people of the Sultanate, to 
connect Oman with Belgium or with Eu-
rope, one should say.

The desired link already has its base in a 

few books and articles on Oman she wrote 
for the European market ever since she 
came to the Sultanate in 2008 as a travel 
journalist from Belgium at the behest of 
the Ministry of Tourism. “Through our 
writing, we can reach out to people and 
invite them to come and visit the places 
where we are,” says Maria, who has cho-
sen Salalah as her base in Oman.

They are coming, indeed! Recently in 
Oman was a ‘women only’ group from Bel-
gium, whose weeklong visit was inspired 
by Maria’s writings. “Maria was the link 
for us with Oman. She could tell us about 

what things we could do here and we 
came to know much about Oman through 
her books,” says Claudine Stevens, the 
tour leader with the Belgium-based com-
pany ‘Women Traveling the World’ which 
organised the tour with the support of 
Salalah-based Arabian Sand Tours and 
Muscat-based Eihab Travels. “She was 
the right person who could introduce us 
to the country and its people, especially 
women, besides the beauty, the nature, 
the culture and the heritage,” she adds.

More books and a film
The two books Maria wrote are ‘The DNA 
of Salalah, Dhofar’, a tourist guide in Eng-
lish and ‘Treasure Chest Salalah-Dhofar, 
Oman’ (English and Arabic). “Both talk 
about Dhofar region. Now I am doing re-
search to come out with more books on 
Oman and the third one will come out in 
2014,” Maria says. These books, she says, 
also guide her to another dream project - 
a novel which would have Oman and an-
other country as its backdrop.

“The whole country is progressing and 
there’s so much going on. It’s quite inter-
esting for a writer or a journalist to follow 
it up, to observe and analyse. I have also 
plans to launch an internet magazine by 
October this year, dealing with Oman, and 
it would be a mix of several aspects,” she 
points out.

A full-length feature film is also in the 
offing, which also calls for further re-
search. “I am in a country where all the 
tradition, culture and religion are differ-
ent from mine and I have to learn a lot.” 
Maria says, asserting that her efforts 
would attract more people from Belgium .

Authentic experience
Meanwhile, Oman did not disappoint 
the women group from Belgium and they 
were all quite impressed by the authentic 
experience they had during the short visit. 
“It’s for years now that we are organising 
exclusive tours for women and there are 
many women in Belgium who are single or 
widows who would like to see other coun-
tries,” Claudine, the tour leader points 
out. “The aim of the tours is to show them 
how women in other countries live. We 
think, if we learn to know other cultures 
and other religions, it will make our life 
better and enable us to live together with 
a better understanding,” she adds.

Moreover, there are many who would 
like to write about it. “We try to motivate 
women to do such tours and widen their 
knowledge and understanding,” Clau-
dine says. For her, Oman has its strength 
in its authenticity. “I am a tour leader 
and I have seen many countries. Because 
of tourism, you see countries changing. 
But what I liked about Oman is that it’s a 
country which is proud of being the way 
it is, maintaining its originality,” she says.

All the women in the group, majority 
of them on their first visit, were excited 
and were surprised to see Oman as very 
little is known about this country in Bel-
gium. “But when people see the pictures 
or if somebody talks about this country, 
they always show interest to visit. So they 
came, and my aim is to bring more women 
to this land. You have to experience by 
being here to understand it in a different 
way,” Claudine asserts.

Many western women, including those 
from Belgium, have doubts about the 
practice of  women in Oman wearing 
scarves. “They think women are forced 
by their husbands to wear it. But now, 
they have heard from Omani women that 
they are proud of their culture, heritage, 
and that nobody forces them to wear it. 
This realisation is very important as it’s a 
matter of big discussions and arguments 
leading to misconceptions on Islam,” she 
points out. Inspired and guided by Maria 
and Claudine, they have already touched 
the heart of the country and its people and 
they want to visit again, to explore and 
discover more. It’s all about understand-
ing the cultures and to live together in 
harmony, they say. - salim@hioman.com

Oman, just as it is!

Maria 
Deckeersmaeker
Journalist and writer

The whole of the Sultanate 
is progressing, there are so 
many things happening. 
And it’s quite interesting for 
a writer or a journalist to 
follow it up, to observe and 
analyse. I am just doing that 
for the European market.

Claudine Stevens
Tour leader from Belgium

As a tour leader I have seen 
many countries. Because 
of tourism, you see many 
countries changing. But 
what I like about Oman is 
that it’s a country which is 
proud to continue being the 
way it was, maintaining its 
character and originality.

A writer has to be a intermediary 

between different cultures, taking 

his or her countrymen or women 

closer to the hearts of people around 

the world. Maria Deckeersmaeker 

cannot be any different and she 

is on a mission to connect 

Oman with Belgium. 

Salim Joseph 

reports

LinguiStic diverSity
Belgium is the European Union’s HQ  
and several other major international 

organisations like NATO. It has a population 
of about 11 million people with a linguistic 

diversity and community structure 
allowing different cultures to live together 

peacefully. It borders France, Germany, 
Luxembourg and The Netherlands.
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