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bu Dhabi’s manicured 
waterfront, the Corniche, 
offers a well-trodden 
path for an afternoon 
stroll with sweeping 
panoramas. But 
beyond the expansive 
boulevard are quiet 
streets and hidden 
back alleys that 
hold gustatory 
delights aplenty
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hen the temperature cools in Abu Dhabi, the 
capital city’s side streets come alive with 
children playing football and men in al 
fresco cafés engaged in a friendly game of 
backgammon. But beyond these outdoor 
dining spots, the emirate’s intriguing 
hinterland is best discovered on foot – 
taking the picturesque blue-and-white 
waterfront path, lined with trees, flowers 
and fountains, as the starting point. 

“I think people in Khalidiya are aware of 
how easy it is to walk in Abu Dhabi because 
there are always a lot of people on the 
Corniche, but perhaps there are fewer 
people who realize that you can walk 
around in the quieter streets and alongside 
parks,” says Juman, a long-time resident of 
the neighborhood. Located on the western 
side of the city, the Corniche offers dazzling 
views of skyscrapers on one side and a 
pristine beach on the other. Its 8km stretch 
starts from Hiltonia Beach Club and ends in 
the city’s charming old port area.

On a bright and breezy weekend, I hit the 
streets with the goal of discovering the 
gustatory secrets tucked beyond the 
Corniche. Starting my walk in Al Markaziya, a 
busy neighborhood known for its street 
food, I’m inundated with options. Behind 
the cluster of Indian restaurants off the main 
road, I watch as people jostle through the 

ON THIS SPREAD
An early evening 
at Abu Dhabi's 
waterfront Corniche

crowd to get in line for pani puri – a 
popular, savory Indian snack – while a group 
of men play doubles badminton nearby. A 
few boys playing soccer stop to watch, and 
laughter breaks out when one of the men 
busts out a particularly energetic move. A 
decal of Sheikh Zayed, the founder of the 
United Arab Emirates, peers down from the 
window of a dilapidated building. 

I ambitiously opt for a spicy version of 
pani puri – which leaves my mouth tingling 
after I scoff it down – before strolling to an 
area behind Hazza bin Zayed Street, close to 
the city’s main bus station. It houses 
Hankook Korean Restaurant – the first of its 
kind in the capital. The restaurant’s décor is 
simple, with a few wall hangings, paintings 
and small room dividers scattered 
throughout the main seating area. To the 
left of the entrance, laughter and chatter 
spill out of a row of private rooms, shoes 
laid neatly outside. Hankook opened a 
decade ago, and its customers are a mix of 
expatriates and Emiratis. Men are 
outnumbered here by the female patrons, 
who are big fans of Korean cuisine and 
culture. Among the most popular dishes, a 
waitress tells me, is bulgogi.

There’s recently been a boom in 
independent eateries in Abu Dhabi, and 
nowhere is the trend more evident than in a 

W
Mabuhay Issue 7

Jan-2017053-060_FEATURE Abu Dhabi on Foot.REL(JO)(JE).indd   55 13/12/16   8:48 AM



CLOCKWISE FROM ABOVE
The Al Mina Fish Market; the streets of Al 
Markaziya; an eatery in the Al Markaziya 
district; a group of men enjoying a meal 
along Khaleej Al Arabi Street 
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small alley between the Corniche and 
Khaleej Al Arabi Street. As I pass by a row of 
restaurants serving Arab, American and 
Italian-Japanese cuisine, I watch as a man 
donning a sombrero hands out leaflets for a 
restaurant specializing in buffalo wings.

Arabic music from one eatery floats down 
the road, mingling with the sound of 
gossiping from the al fresco area of La 
Brioche – a French café that opened in the 
1980s, and has since branched out all over 
Abu Dhabi and Dubai. For a handful of its 
customers, many of whom live nearby, it's a 
place of comfort. “For them, it’s like home,” 
says Anish, the restaurant’s supervisor. 
Having seen an increased clientele in the 
past six years, he concludes that areas like 
this are vital to helping communities thrive. 
“This is really wonderful, because it brings 
people together,” he adds.

But it is at the opposite end of the 
Corniche where I chance upon my favorite 
spot. Here, another community flourishes – 
mostly under the cover of darkness. At Mina 
Zayed, Abu Dhabi’s old port, lies a whole 
other world that’s heavily populated by 
laborers. Along one side of the concrete 
strip, fishnets sit atop each other and dhows 
line the harbor. A few meters further along, 
cars are parked in a neat line, their hoods 

pointing toward the city and glinting in the 
sunlight. Plastic chairs sit beside both the 
driver’s and passenger’s seats, a shisha 
gingerly placed atop each one, with the 
pipe snaking into rolled-up tinted windows. 

Lining the other side of the port, corner 
shops, cafés, a salon and casual restaurants 
are installed in an otherwise quiet area. One 
such establishment is Al Mina Modern 
Cuisine and Restaurant, which opened in 
1994. Serving seafood and Gulf cuisine, the 
menu is full of simple but delicious dishes 
including mandi – a popular meal in the 
region that usually comes with rice and 
chicken or lamb. Guests can sit in a private 
booth and eat their meals on the floor, or 
opt for a table and chair. 

For owner Ayman Moris Saeed, who 
bought the restaurant in 2012, Al Mina is not 
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“To the left of the 
restaurant's entrance, 
laughter and chatter 
spill out of a row of 
private rooms, shoes 
laid neatly outside"

ON THIS PAGE
A cyclist at the Mina 
Zayed port; the 
interior of Al Mina 
Modern Cuisine

just about food; it’s also about history. In 
the restaurant’s seated area, the walls are 
covered in black and white images of the 
UAE and Sheikh Zayed. They’re from the 
personal collection of Ayman, who has 
amassed the photographs in the almost two 
decades he has lived in the country. 
Black-and-white photography is the 
Egyptian expatriate’s favorite. “I would like 
to convert my restaurant into a mini museum 
someday,” he tells me. Tourists who visit the 
restaurant can learn about the country in a 
few minutes just by looking at the pictures. 
When Ayman is there, he even gives lucky 
customers a personal tour.

From there I stroll into Al Mina Fish 
Market, which is always brightly lit and full 
of workers, customers and the odd street 
cat. Staff beckon potential customers 
toward their stalls, shouting out a list of the 
morning’s haul. At Mena Alkhaleej Fish 

Grilling, a small café in the main hall, fish 
can be grilled, barbecued or fried for less 
than $3 per kilo. Fresh fish can be bought 
and cleaned before being cooked at Mena, 
or any of the other small indoor cafés, in 
less than half an hour. It can be consumed 
even more quickly, as evidenced by the group 
of men nearby scarfing down their meals 
under the eager gaze of two stray cats.

Charmed into buying some sea bream, 
which I promptly eat after it's cleaned and 
grilled, I end my walk in what is perhaps one 
of the most alluring areas in the city – the 
row of Special Cafés along the Corniche, 
toward the Hilton Abu Dhabi end, that have 
become somewhat of an institution. There’s 
no big mystery behind the moniker. (“It’s 
just a nice name,” says George, an 
operations manager.) During the winter, up 
to 1,400 people pass through the doors of 
these 24-hour eateries each day. 

“Even if you come at 4.30 in the morning, 
you’re bound to find people smoking a 
shisha,” George tells me with a smile, as the 
outdoor seating area around him fills up 
with the evening crowd. The best flavors, he 
adds, are a grape and mint mix followed by 
two apples. But can people really tell the 
difference between one apple and two? “It’s 
likely that neither you nor I will be able to 
tell, but shisha smokers will definitely 
recognize the difference,” he laughs. 

Apart from the fragrant shisha and 
scrumptious cuisine, says George, the best 
thing about the Special Cafés is the diverse 
clientele they attract. “What’s amazing 
about this place is that you see all kinds of 
people. In the morning, the people working 
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ABOVE
A spot of green in 
the Khalidiya area

“Plastic chairs 
sit beside both 
the driver’s and 
passenger’s 
seats, a shisha 
gingerly placed 
atop each one, 
with the pipe 
snaking into 
rolled-up tinted 
windows"

Spinneys in Khalidiya
The strip of grass and 

trees outside this store is 
popular on weeknights. 

Bathed in the bright 
lights of a nearby gas 

station and drive-
through McDonald’s, 

people sit on deckchairs 
while children and 

toddlers ride tricycles or 
play with each other.

Abu Dhabi Theatre
No matter the time of 
day, the pier by Abu 

Dhabi Theatre is a busy 
spot. If you’re an early 

riser, a walk to the 
breakwater and giant 

flag that stands by the 
performance space will 

give you a front-row seat 
to a spectacular sunrise. 

A Peculiar Parking Lot 
The parking lot at 

Nation Towers is where 
you’ll find dozens of 

men enjoying a game 
of cricket. Some play in 

matching shirts, cheering 
their teammates as they 
score runs, while others 
relax on the curb with 

their bats by their sides.

Abu Dhabi's residents take 
back its streets in cooler 

weather. Here's where you 
can spot them

P E O P L E  WAT C H I N G 

I N  A B U  D H A B I

nearby take a break – they come here and 
smoke a shisha before hurrying back to 
work.” Others drop by for a quick spell 
during lunch, before the evening customers 
filter in. Some make their way over in the 
wee hours of the morning, following a night 
of dancing and revelry at the city's hottest 
nightspots. “It’s amazing to see all of these 
people together in one place,” he says.

Indeed, it’s the people you chance upon 
when walking through Abu Dhabi that show 
you the historic city’s real character. That 
night, long after sunset, I walk home via the 
bridge that leads from the breakwater back 
to the city. Rising above the sound of traffic 
is the chatter of five hijab-wearing women 
who are looking across the water at 
Emirates Palace, each with a fishing reel in 
her hand or propped up against the barrier. 
Laughing, talking and keeping a watchful 
eye on their young children, they seem 
entirely unperturbed about the lack of fish. 

With a view like that, it’s easy to see why. 

 PAL flies between Manila and 
 Abu Dhabi daily. For more 
 information, call PAL’s reservations 
 office at +63 2 855 8888 or visit 
 philippineairlines.com 

ABU DHABI
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