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            Three days it’s been without a trace of him, his nag, his leather shield, his lance or his armour … It’s my belief, as sure as I was born to die, that his brain’s been turned by those damned chivalry books of his he reads all the time – I remember often hearing him say to himself that he wanted to be a knight errant and go off in search of adventures. The devil take all those books, and Barabbas take them too, for scrambling the finest mind in all La Mancha!

            
                

            

            – Cervantes, Don Quixote,

               trans. J. Rutherford
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         It was the night of the blood moon. The term was coined by Bible Belt millenarians who believed the phenomenon – a lunar eclipse when the full moon is at its perigee, therefore magnified and pink – portended Armageddon. Joel 2:31: ‘The sun shall be turned to darkness and the moon to blood before the great and dreadful day of the Lord comes.’ The timing was just good fortune but it turned out I’d have among the best views on earth. In my ignorance it was its redness I anticipated as much as its bigness or for that matter the fact that it would be eclipsed, and so when it rose into view, more embers than blood, I was disappointed – as disappointed as one can ever be by a new-risen full moon.

         By the time I’d rehydrated my noodles and poured my daily half-beaker of wine, the moon had returned from grey-pink to its customary white, like a fingertip pressed against glass, and every cactus and every shrub, and the strawbale cabin, had generated a hard exclusive shadow. It seemed to me that the chief characteristic of night in the desert was not darkness but this light that was not the sun’s.

         
             

         

         The cabin stands on a ridge above the San Pedro River sixty kilometres east of Tucson, Arizona. It is a one-room structure about three metres by five, with a door facing north-east. In each of the other three walls is a single window, screened with mesh against insects. It’s nice to open the windows to the evening breeze, but during the day they stay shut to keep out the heat. The interior walls are thickly plastered, bumpy and cracked. The floor is packed earth laid with two rugs heavily nibbled by mice. Furniture: a cabinet for cooking utensils, a folding steel cot and mattress, a pine table and matching chairs, and an iron-banded trunk a century old, containing Mexican blankets, batteries and a first-aid kit and dozens of candles. The table resembles an altar. On it, most of the time, stands a storm lantern and a bottle of screw-top Cabernet Merlot ($8.99, Trader Joe’s).

         Each of the four windows (there’s one in the door) gives onto a hillside thick with mesquite, paloverde, creosote bush, ocotillo, prickly pear, barrel cactus, and saguaro, the region’s characteristic cactus, the cactus of cowboy films. It is the saguaros’ giant candelabra forms that break the line of each hillside and provide landmarks. The tallest for kilometres stands beside the cabin. From the south-west-facing window you can see the Rincon Mountains, with the Little Rincons before them, dropping down to the San Pedro Valley, and the few dwellings of the Cascabel community ten kilometres away. When the sun rises behind me, a blade of light drops from the distant peaks of the Rincons, down the foothills and towards me across the alluvial plain, until slowly, like a lava flow, the threshold where light meets shadow approaches the cabin – and then: there! The warmth as the sun’s rays touch the back of my head and my shadow is thrown down long before me.

         From a hook fixed to a rafter-end I hang a kettle of water on a bungee each morning, and by 6 p.m. it is hot enough for a shower. On the cabin’s opposite side, where there is more shade, lies the two-hundred-litre drum that provides all my water, raised on a bed of rocks and protected against the sun with a jacket of wire-strung saguaro ribs.

         The ridge separates two washes (dry, except after cloudbursts): one is broad and shallow, the other is deep and narrow and what they call an arroyo. The ridge rises to the north-east – halfway up this hill, about thirty metres from my door, is a double wooden frame into which two identical square boards are slid, each painted white on one side and on the other red. Every evening, before my shower, though I don’t always remember, I walk up the hill along a path marked out with rocks on each side, and slide out the boards, flip them over, and slide them back into the framework. From the ridge near his home down near the San Pedro, my friend Daniel checks each morning with his binoculars, if he remembers; if the boards do not change for a day or two, he’ll come and make sure I’m okay.

         There are a few books here: a natural history of the Sonoran Desert and a book about the dangerous animals of the region, every one hair-triggered, you’d be forgiven for inferring, to sting you, bite you, maul you, or char you with its fiery breath. My own contribution is a paperback facsimile of John C. Van Dyke’s 1901 book The Desert. It describes a man’s journey, alone, into this desert, the Sonoran, a journey made chiefly in 1898, though its precise course is unclear. He was an accomplished art historian, but trust Van Dyke’s guidance at your peril. Here he is, homicidally, on the subject of food and water, for instance: ‘Any athlete or Indian will tell you that you can travel better without them. They are good things at the end of the trip but not at the beginning.’ Rattlesnakes he describes as ‘sluggish’. He shoots grey wolves in California, where there were no wolves, and eulogises the purple flowers of the saguaro, which are white (though the fruits are red). Alerted to certain errors by a well-meaning desert ecologist, he graciously acknowledged the mistakes, promised to correct them in future editions – The Desert had a long life – and so far as is known made no effort to do so. A note appended to the manuscript of his autobiography spells out his aim: ‘to describe the desert from an aesthetic, not scientific, point of view’. 

         I no longer sleep inside but, after my sunset shower, drag the cot out to the clearing in front of the door, where I am not disturbed by the lizards in the roof – or, more accurately, where the noise they make is subsumed by the larger racket of the desert at night. I lift each of the bed’s feet and slip containers of water under them – tin mugs, a wooden saucer, a saucepan – to keep conenose kissing-bugs or scorpions from joining me. I position the two chairs beside the bed, one at the foot, one alongside my head, and stand lanterns on them. In a row on the ground between them half a dozen candles are stationed. In the mornings the hardened wells around their wicks are black with flying insects. Within this lit perimeter I sleep more easily than I have for months, which is not to say deeply. Waking in the night to the buzzing of cicadas or the yapping of coyotes, I experience a weight of tranquillity that has the quality of a quilt. It might be the peace of the dying.

         Most afternoons, as the warmth first intensifies like an oven preheating, then levels off at a temperature that permits nothing but sitting in the cabin’s shadow cowled in a wet scarf, I try to remember how the song goes:

         
            
               
                  High on a hill was a lonely goatherd …

                  One little girl in a pale pink coat heard …

               

            

         

         This is my main afternoon work: to remember the words. And day by day, one by one, they return to me, though it’s a year since I last heard the song, coming from a cracked Samsung smartphone on the edge of the Worst Desert on Earth, while to the north a massacre was happening.

      

   


   
      
         

            1 THE DESERT LIBRARY
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            The Empty Quarter, Oman
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         It seems a long time ago. The woman I’d lived with for four years had taken a job overseas. I would not be going with her. The summer before, in the name of research, I’d spent a week with a community of Cistercian monks on the edge of Dartmoor in south-west England. I attended each of the abbey’s sacred offices – matins at 5.45 a.m., lauds an hour later, Mass at 8 a.m., vespers at 6 p.m., compline at 9 – and took meals in the vaulted refectory. As the days passed, each office became indistinguishable from the next. I’d sit at the high open window of my room, looking out from time to time to follow the swallows as they spiralled over the cloister roof. When the bell tolled, I would put down whatever book I was reading, and go alone down the long stone staircase, three flights, and wait in the chapel for the twelve monks to enter, one by one, and take their places along the walls on either side. I stood at the back and listened to their plainsong.

         It was in the monastery library that I became aware of the connection between Christian monasticism and the desert. I would make a pile of books and carry them up to my small room, and spend the time between offices reading. I learned about the Desert Fathers, the third- and fourth-century solitaries of Upper Egypt, and the first of them, St Antony. Antony was born in AD 251 in Upper Egypt, the son of a wealthy Christian family. At the age of nineteen, following the deaths of his parents, he happened to pass a church and hear the words of Matthew 19:21: ‘If you would be perfect, go and sell that you have and give to the poor.’ Antony obeyed and put his younger sister in a nunnery. To give up your possessions, to remove from your life those you love: these are a monk’s first acts, but they might also be described as consistent with grieving.

         Artistic depictions of St Antony – ‘the Star of the Desert’ – fall into two categories, each illustrating a central scene in the saint’s life: the first shows him in his nineties meeting the dying St Paul, having walked fifty kilometres from his cave on the other side of Egypt’s South Galala Mountains. It is this scene that Velázquez’s St Antony Abbot and St Paul the Hermit depicts: the dying saint, his beard whiter than his companion’s, sits on a rocky outcrop, hands fused in prayer, while Antony looks on in awe. Just above their heads a raven descends with a loaf of bread.
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         The bird appears in every image of St Antony and St Paul, and its presence alone identifies the human figures. The other scenario in which St Antony is depicted shows an early, more tumultuous period in his life and is much more common on account of its imaginative potency. Having left his home, the young man retired alone to a hut in the desert – but it wasn’t far, hardly the true desert at all, just a place outside the village walls. There he was besieged by the devil’s temptations: memories of his former comforts, his abandoned sister, the promise of money and glory, and above all the ‘spirit of fornication’. Hieronymus Bosch’s triptych of c.1500 depicts an army of grotesques crowding its central panel; in the left-hand panel the saint is being rendered away by a squadron of airborne frog-demons, in the right he sits reading, trying to ignore the nude sylph half-concealed in the bole of a dead tree.

         He travels still further into the desert, deeper into the devil’s domain, like a military scout preceding an invasion. At Pispir, close to the eastern bank of the Nile, he takes up residence in an abandoned fort. When, in Athanasius’s account, his friends visit with bread they hear wrestling and yelling from within: ‘Go from what is ours! What do you even in the desert?’ But when he emerges, Antony is ‘neither fat, like a man without exercise, nor lean from fasting and striving with demons, but … just the same’. By now he has become an iconic figure and must fend off acolytes as well as demons. He travels deeper still into the desert, until he reaches the place that would be his home for the rest of his life: the foothills of the South Galala Mountains.

         This story of a step-by-step progression into oblivion, from the lush Nile floodplain to the arid interior, became a model for others wishing to renounce society. According to St Athanasius, ‘cells filled with holy bands of men who said psalms, loved reading, fasted, prayed, rejoiced in the hope of things to come, laboured in almsgiving and preserved love and harmony one with the other’. These communities in turn inspired the establishment of Benedictine and Cistercian monasteries in Europe.

         
            *

         

         I started accumulating a library of desert travelogues, mostly by nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century travellers. I read them without system or coherence, least of all geographical. I was impelled by a sort of urgency, as if ransacking their pages for the code to deactivate a bomb. Sometimes I’d resort to Deuteronomy:

         He found him in a desert land, and in the waste howling wilderness.

         T. E. Lawrence – Lawrence of Arabia – was quoted so ubiquitously that it was barely necessary to own a copy of his first-hand account of the Arab revolt, Seven Pillars of Wisdom. But his fellow Arabists – Charles Doughty, Harry St John Philby, Wilfred Thesiger, and especially Bertram Thomas – joined the heap. A single book, one voice alone, was insufficient to hold my attention for long. It was a modern disease. I’d wake up in bed or on the sofa, ringed by half a dozen old books, each splayed face-down at the point where I’d moved on or nodded off, primed for the next round. As bedfellows went, they were a shabby, irascible, not-always-likeable bunch. Even among the women, the metaphor of sexual conquest was near-ubiquitous: time and again the feminised desert was unveiled, exposed, vanquished and finally penetrated. My bedding was dusty with dried binding-glue.

         It was in this way that I came to think of all these accounts as a single narrative: the deserts of the world as one. It wasn’t an unprecedented approach.

         In his translation of The Arabian Nights, I found a footnote by Richard Burton reporting that the ‘Desert Quarter’ in the original Arabic was given as ‘Rub’a al-Kharáb’, which he believed alluded to ‘the Rub’ al-Khali or Great Arabian Desert’. In rhetoric, Burton explains, ‘it is opposed to the “Rub’a Maskún”, or populated fourth of the world, the rest being held to be ocean’. Charles Doughty, in the Old Testament prose of his 1888 Travels in Arabia Deserta, writes that, in Arabic lore, ‘two quarters [of the world] divided God to the children of Adam, the third he gave to Ajuj and Majuj (Gog and Magog), the fourth part of the world is called Rub’a el-Khaly, the Empty Quarter’.

         I had to remind myself that ‘the desert’ was more than a metaphor. For geographers, deserts are simply places where the average annual rainfall is less than 250 millimetres, and where precipitation, by rain or fog or dew, is exceeded by potential evapotranspiration (loss of water through evaporation and the transpiration of plants). The Aridity Index gauges this ratio as P/PET and this formula is used internationally to define the four categories of ‘drylands’: Hyper-Arid, Arid, Semi-Arid, and Sub-Humid. Collectively these areas make up more than 40 per cent of the world’s surface. The model desert journey is a progression from the sub-humid to the hyper-arid – from the Nile to the ‘Inner Mountain’, as the South Galala Mountains were known to the Desert Fathers – and it was this centripetal tendency that interested me. French travellers in the Sahara in the nineteenth century sought what they called le désert absolu. In the Vitae Patrum, the collected sayings and biographies of the Desert Fathers, published in the seventeenth century, we learn of the paneremos (Gr.): at once the place of uttermost lifelessness, and the locus where the desert’s identity was most purely asserted, and that point furthest from the periphery. Polar explorers have another term: the Pole of Maximum Inaccessibility. This it seemed was the ultimate objective of every desert traveller: the axis where the absolute coexists with the infinite.

         
            *

         

         According to the early explorers of the Empty Quarter, the local Bedouin had not so much as heard of the ‘Rub’ al-Khali’. Bertram Thomas, the first outsider to cross the desert, noted that ‘they neither use the term nor understand it in its literal sense’. When Wilfred Thesiger mentioned the Rub’ al-Khali to his guides, they responded: ‘What is he talking about? What does he want? God alone knows.’ For them it was only ar-Rimal – ‘the Sands’.

         A depression the size of France, occupying a third of the Arabian Peninsula, the Empty Quarter is bounded to the north and east by the uplands of Qatar and northern Oman, and by the mountains of Oman’s Dhofar governorate and Yemen to the south and west. This tremendous bowl of sand has been stirred, clockwise, for perhaps two million years, by two great winds: the shamal that sweeps across the Arabian Gulf from Iraq, and the kharif that brings the south-west monsoon to soak Dhofar.

         In 1904 the Arabist David Hogarth wrote that the Rub’ al-Khali ‘has yet to be tried by a stranger, and we have no absolute assurance that even a native has ever crossed the heart of it. It is a name of terror throughout Arabia.’ The Empty Quarter was not entirely the virgin territory that Hogarth and his fellow Arabists perceived it to be, but during the two centuries of European presence in Arabia it had come to represent the archetypal desert void, and the archetypal test. Nineteen years after Amundsen and Scott reached the South Pole, Bertram Thomas was still able to describe the Empty Quarter as the ‘last considerable terra incognita’. For Richard Burton, travelling in Arabia the previous century, it had been simply an ‘opprobrium to modern adventure’.

         Every year perhaps half a dozen expeditions set out in Thesiger’s footsteps, completing all or part of his route across the Empty Quarter’s eastern edge, north-east from Salalah to the Emirates or Qatar. Of the three formative British explorers of the Empty Quarter – Bertram Thomas and Harry St John Philby in the 1930s, and Wilfred Thesiger in the 1940s – it is Thesiger whom modern-day travellers follow, and always his first, 1946, crossing, along the desert’s eastern edge, rather than the more troubled westerly crossing that he made the following year. It is not just that Thesiger is the more romantic and notorious figure (the better writer, certainly): like the courses of Philby and Thomas, his second crossing ventured deep into what is now off-limits Saudi Arabia, whose border encloses some 80 per cent of the Empty Quarter. If, as a non-Saudi, you wish to cross the Rub’ al-Khali, it will probably be in the footsteps of Thesiger.

         He was born in 1910 in what was then Addis Ababa, where his father was a British minister. It was those early years, and his experiences in the Sahara during the Second World War, that generated his love of arid places. Published in 1959, more than ten years after his crossings, Arabian Sands is full of nostalgia for a way of life – the ascetic nomadism of the desert Bedouin – that, in his view, was doomed by the discovery of oil under the peninsula’s deserts. ‘They are too lovely to last in the utilitarian age.’ His belief in the fundamental Nobility of the Bedouin echoed the sentiments not only of nineteenth-century European Romantics but of the fourteenth-century Arab historian Ibn Khaldun, who maintained that the ‘desert people are closer to being good than settled peoples because they are … removed from all the habits that have infected the hearts of settlers’.

         ‘It is curious how the desert satisfies me and gives me peace,’ Thesiger wrote to his mother. ‘You cannot explain what you find there to those who don’t feel it too, for most people it is just a howling wilderness.’

         But the desert, despite appearances, is not immune to the progress of time. Few desert travellers can bring themselves to conclude their accounts without lamenting the intrusion of mechanised transport upon the desert’s sanctity. Or worse yet, other people.

         One January evening I attended a lecture at the Royal Geographical Society in London. Two years earlier, the man on stage had crossed the Empty Quarter’s eastern flank by camel, with two Emirati Bedouin companions, travelling from Salalah in Oman to Abu Dhabi in forty days. And that was why he was here. The project was called ‘Footsteps of Thesiger’. Authenticity, he told us, had been everything – he and his team had planned to carry only what Thesiger had carried, and dress as he’d dressed, in Bedouin garb. And yet, he admitted, he had been obliged, under pressure from the authorities (and his sponsors), to endure the presence of a support crew, which trailed behind in a convoy of four-wheel-drives, bearing the photographer, the cameraman, the soundman, GPS and radios, medical supplies and, of course, food and water; they would also taxi the adventurer to the nearest hospital when he came off his camel. No longer was it necessary to be vigilant for raiders, the ‘feared puritans of Islam’, as Bertram Thomas called them, who would glory in a Christian’s slaughter.

         Thomas went on to describe the hostile tribes of the Sands as being ‘of two kinds: that whose tribe and yours have no blood feud [and] that where a blood feud exists. Both want your camels and arms, the second your life as well.’ Those times were gone. The Bedouin had been enfranchised, after a fashion. It was a further blight on the modern expedition that the Omanis of the desert edge were eager to see the procession as it passed, bestowing unwelcome gifts of yet more food and water, and insisting on feasting the travellers and their entourage each night. The stringencies enjoyed by Thesiger and his predecessors were denied them; you were as likely to gain weight on such a trip as lose it, and the eastern Sands were as footprint-riddled as Clacton-on-Sea. 

         It has become difficult to be a pioneer. The world has been done. There are only the adventurers now, this new breed of fanatic: rangy large-toothed guys seeking not knowledge or even territory but novelty, managed suffering, ‘experience’, material, sponsorship – K2 by canoe, the Amazon by bike, the North Pole on stilts. And then there are those who seek out the footsteps of the surveyors of the epic era.

         Such expeditions might still yield lessons for the budding CEO: ‘These guys put the team ahead of the individual,’ said the speaker. He was talking about the Bedouin. He had planned the expedition ‘like anyone wanting to succeed in business’. A question from the audience, the roving mic dispatched: where did he stand vis-à-vis the rumours about Thesiger’s ‘shall we say “unorthodox” lifestyle’? (Thesiger’s tender descriptions of his ‘disturbingly beautiful’ guide, Salim bin Kabina, remain unignorable.) A brief catlike rigidifying, then the recovery of sangfroid. ‘Personally? I firmly believe they were just good friends.’

         
            *

         

         Fifteen years before Thesiger’s crossings, Harry St John Philby wrote to his wife Dora, ‘With me, nothing counts but the Rub’ al-Khali, and I can find no peace of mind till that is over and done with. Curse!’ It was ‘this beastly obsession which has so completely sidetracked me for the best years of my life’.

         A Foreign Office functionary since his graduation from Cambridge, Philby had been Bertram Thomas’s superior in the British Political Service in Iraq, where both had been drafted in 1917 following the capture of Baghdad. Philby’s obsession with the Empty Quarter dated from his earliest excursions into Arabia, as revenue commissioner in Iraq, then as adviser to the minister of the interior. In 1924 he became Britain’s political representative to the founding monarch of Saudi Arabia, Ibn Saud. This acquaintance was to prove central to his future expeditions, for it was only with the king’s sanction that safe passage into the Empty Quarter could be assured.

         It was vital that he should be the first. ‘To that effort and its consequences’, he wrote, ‘I sacrificed everything – the security of an orthodox career and the rest of it.’

         It was not until December 1930 that Ibn Saud gave serious consideration to his request, recognising that the success of such an expedition under his patronage would vindicate his claim to dominion of the desert. Indeed, the Empty Quarter, with its vast oil deposits, would soon prove central to the wealth of the Saudi nation. Finally Philby was summoned to the king’s palace in Riyadh: ‘We will send Philby to the Empty Quarter.’

         But his departure was to be stymied by that old hindrance to adventuring, tribal unrest. As he wrote later, ‘A year’s delay would not be of serious moment – so all thought except myself.’ For Philby had been made aware that the thirty-three-year-old Bertram

         Thomas, his onetime underling, was in the south of the peninsula, preparing an expedition of his own. Thomas’s biography prior to the army is sketchy: born in 1892, he volunteered at the age of twenty-two and was sent to Flanders, where he served for two years before being dispatched with his regiment first to India, then to Baghdad. While posted in Shatrah in Iraq he would serenade the local sheikhs on the piano he had brought with him. Their favourite, claimed Gertrude Bell, who encountered him there, was Beethoven’s Sonata Pathétique.

         Having gained a reputation for securing the trust of Iraqi tribal leaders, in 1922 he was appointed financial adviser, wazir, to the Sultan of Oman. His appointment was a condition of the British government’s agreement to bail out the indebted sultan. Oman might not have been a colony, but its proximity to the strategically vital straits of the Persian Gulf, and its promise of oil, meant it could not be allowed to escape British influence. Thomas was not a particularly effective financial adviser. He was preoccupied, and not with his piano.

         From the moment of his arrival, he began to map a route across the Empty Quarter, using his annual leave to make several long recces to the desert’s edge. Finally, on the evening of 4 October 1930, he set off from Muscat, aboard a British oil tanker that would drop him along the southern Arabian coast, near what was then the small fishing town of Salalah. As Thomas writes in his account of his travels, Arabia Felix, he ‘avoided the pitfalls of seeking permission’, knowing that such permission would very likely be withheld by both the sultan and his own British superiors.

         Some six weeks later a deputation of the Rashidi tribe, whom Thomas had been in contact with, appeared from the desert, ready to accompany him across the Sands. At the same time, however, according to Thomas’s account, a gunboat appeared offshore, carrying a summons from the sultan. Mr Thomas must return to his post immediately. He made up his mind: he would send the gunboat back to Muscat without him, while he would ‘join fortune with those attractive ruffians … and take the plunge with them into the uncharted wilderness’. In Muscat his British bosses quietly fumed.

         Thomas is still elusive. He was the first foreigner to cross the Empty Quarter, but unlike his successors, Philby and Thesiger, his name is barely known. There is no biography. Arabia Felix, a bestseller in its day and superior to Philby’s turgid The Empty Quarter, has long been out of print. In 1944, thirteen years after his crossing, Thomas was posted to Jerusalem as the first director of the British army’s School of Arabic Studies. A year later he took up a position as Shell’s head of operations in the Gulf, tasked with reporting on the movements of rival oil-company representatives and ‘the aspirations of various Arab rulers regarding petroleum concessions’. In 1950 he wrote to a friend: ‘Tobacco and alcohol are cheap but these I have to go slow on at the moment.’ Later that year, at the age of fifty-eight, alcoholic and overweight, Bertram Thomas died. I thought of Buzz Aldrin’s depression, his alcoholism, the way his existence was at once magnified and belittled by the experience of walking on the moon.

         I hadn’t any intention of pussyfooting in Thomas’s footprints, but I wanted to stand in the desert he had laboured in, and try to imagine what it might do to a person who abandoned himself to it. And of course there was the name of the place.

         
            *

         

         The first topographers of England, standing on the edge of some boggy realm like Dartmoor, some place that had not been colonised or cultivated, wrote ‘desert’ or ‘desart’ in their reports. From the Latin adjective desertus, past participle of deserere: ‘to abandon’.

         The chief characteristic of such places, then, was not a lack of water but of humankind. And they were not only unpeopled but in the original sense forsaken. Shakespeare’s ‘desert inaccessible’ in As You Like It is not arid, it is woodland; and when Noel Thomas Carrington in his poem ‘Dartmoor’ calls the moor a ‘silent desert’, he doesn’t mean it metaphorically. On my shelves was an 1872 book by the French naturalist Arthur Mangin, The Desert World, in which he seeks to describe all the regions ‘where Nature has maintained her inviolability’, including the Russian steppes, the ‘prairies, pampas and llanos’ of the New World, the Poles and the Pyrenees, and even Dartmoor itself.

         Europeans had no real conception of the world’s dry deserts until they started going to them. Look at the paintings of St Antony. It was not only that vegetation was a requisite compositional device in European landscape-paintings. Even for the most visionary painter, one who had pored over Athanasius’s hagiography, the sheer sparsity of the Egyptian desert was as beyond imagining as the moon. Scarcely any of these paintings are without trees, and many show the abbot sitting primly in a landscape as lush as the Apennines in spring. In The Temptation of St Antony, painted around 1560 by a follower of Pieter Bruegel the Elder, he occupies a bosky hillside overlooking a broad river that might be the Rhine. In a painting of the same name by a follower of Hieronymus Bosch, the desert anchorite sits on a lawn, in the shade of what might be an ash tree, overlooking a slow-moving brook, while in the distance the spire of a church rises behind a line of trees.
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         A kind of paradise, but a Netherlandish one. The desert, then, was European, until Europeans began to conquer it. Only then did a narrowing, an aridifying, of the word’s usage begin.

         A Dominican friar from Germany, Felix Fabri made two pilgrimages in the Holy Land, in 1480 and 1483. If we are to characterise what the desert is in the cultural, religious and psychological senses, his description remains persuasive five centuries later. I skimmed through the three-volume account of his journey, Wanderings in the Holy Land, and found both his retelling of St Antony’s walk to the dying St Paul, and a description of his own arrival at the edge of the ‘wilderness of Sin’, which lies between Mount Sinai and the Red Sea.

         ‘Holy Scripture tells us in many places about this wilderness, of what kind of thing it is and what it lacks.’ My emphasis. Fabri attributes to the environment no fewer than twenty conditions:

         
            Firstly, this country is called the desert because it seems to be, so to speak, deserted by God, as though God had used it to improve or adorn the rest of the universe … Secondly, this country is called the lonesome place, because no one longs for that land … Thirdly, this country is called the solitary place, because it is solitary and unfrequented by men. It is solitary because none of the countries which lie round about it wish to have any connection with or likeness to that land …

         

         He goes on to tell us that the desert is ‘the image of death’, that ‘nothing grows there’, that it is waterless, salt, pathless, inhabited only by serpents, scorpions, dipsades (a kind of snake whose bite causes intolerable thirst), worms, dragons, fauns and satyrs; that it is – as St Antony knew – a place of demonic temptation, ‘where great merit is acquired’, and ‘where the laws and commandments were given’. But it is also, says Fabri, ‘the place of manna and of Divine comforting’, a retreat from the world.

         Finally – twentiethly – it is a place of devotion and contemplation, ‘wherefore we read in the Psalms, “In a barren and dry land where no water is have I looked for thee in holiness.”’

         There it was: the hyper-arid zone in all its abundance: solitary, godless, lonesome, deathly, barren, waterless, trackless, impassable, infested, cursed, forsaken – and yet, at the same time, the site of revelation, of contemplation and sanctuary. Amid its horrors, peace – peace magnified by those horrors.

         The fact that Fabri had set foot upon its gravel plains and slept beneath its stars made the wilderness of Sin no less a symbolic realm for him. It was the wilderness known to Christ, Moses and St Antony. Fabri’s description draws on his own journey, naturally, but his understanding is influenced to an even greater extent by scriptural symbology, and especially St Jerome’s account of the life of St Paul and the limestone mountains of the Eastern Desert of Egypt, seething with ‘Fauns, and Satyrs, and Incubi’.

         To make a pilgrimage to the Holy Land, for Fabri and the thousands of religious tourists who went after him, was less to unscroll a map than to open a book. Even for the twenty-first-century visitor, equipped with satellite phone and Evian, it is very much through that same Biblical filter that the desert is comprehended. ‘I was like Moses,’ writes Philby, the man who titled his autobiography Forty Years in the Wilderness.

         
            *

         

         By the end of winter I’d given up most of my stuff. Apart from the bed, the flat in London was empty. The bed, and some photos – and the books. I’d taken most of them, hundreds of them, to Oxfam, but I kept the desert ones – a library of twenty or so, few enough to fit inside a wheeled flight case. I spent a week accumulating the gear I’d need, or thought I’d need. I bought a ‘hydration system’ called a CamelBak – a blue plastic bladder that slips inside your backpack and has a spigoted rubber catheter that snakes over the shoulder for on-the-go suckling. I bought sunglasses and two cheap hats and a cotton scarf and three identical beige shirts labelled ‘Craghoppers’. I bought sixty sachets of blackcurrant-flavour rehydration powder. I bought half a dozen family-sized dispensers of factor-50 sunblock (I’m a redhead), which I’d decant into pocket-sized sprays.

         During those early days of planning, I came upon an interesting historical document. Written by an American named W. J. McGee, ‘Desert Thirst as Disease’ appeared in a 1906 edition of the Interstate Medical Journal. It’s a unique study in the stages of dehydration and heatstroke, and no less alarming for being scientifically outdated.

         McGee, a doctor and geographer, sets the scene: he has established his field camp in south-western Arizona – close to the Tinajas Altas Mountains on the Camino del Diablo, one of the most feared of the Sonoran Desert’s ancient migration routes. ‘Hardly a mile of the 200 from Santo Domingo to Yuma remains unmarked by one or more cruciform stone-heaps,’ he writes. The events he goes on to describe take place in August 1905. The subject is a prospector called Pablo Valencia (‘one of the best-built Mexicans known to me, albeit lightly burdened with acute sensibility’). With his Sancho Panza, the ‘erratic and inconsequent and little dependable’ Jesus Rios, Valencia passes through McGee’s camp en route to an abandoned gold mine, which the two men intend to claim and revive.

         Having set out on 15 August, Rios turns back with both horses to fetch more water, arranging to rendezvous with Valencia the following day, an agreement McGee pronounces ‘inane if not insane’. Rios leaves the camp once more early in the morning, only to return exhausted and dehydrated, having failed to find Valencia at the agreed place. A local tracker is sent out to follow ‘old Jesus’s ill-chosen trail’, but he too returns to the camp alone.

         Four further nights pass. Valencia has been in the desert for eight days, with water sufficient for one day. There is no question but that he is dead. On 23 August, McGee is woken by what he recognises as the roaring of a bull, ‘an ear-piercing bellow of challenge and defiance’. Some distance from the camp, they find him, ‘the wreck of Pablo’, motionless under an ironwood tree.

         
            Pablo was stark naked; his formerly full-muscled legs and arms were shrunken and scrawny; his ribs edged out like those of a starvling horse; his habitually plethoric abdomen was drawn in almost against his vertebral column; his lips had disappeared as if amputated, leaving low edges of blackened tissue; his teeth and gums projected like those of a skinned animal, but the flesh was black and dry as a hank of jerky; his nose was withered and shrunken to half its length; his nostril-lining showing black; his eyes were set in a winkless stare, with surrounding skin so contracted as to expose the conjunctiva, itself black as the gums; his face was dark as a negro, and his skin generally turned a ghastly purplish yet ashen grey, with great livid blotches and streaks; his lower legs and feet, with forearms and hands, were torn and scratched by contact with thorns and sharp rocks, yet even the freshest cuts were as so many scratches in dry leather, without trace of blood or serum; his joints and bones stood out like those of a wasted sickling, though the skin clung to them in way suggesting shrunken rawhide used in repairing a broken wheel.

         

         Desert gothic. It is as if he has been possessed by the spirit of the desert or rendered into some calculus of all its extremes. The impression above all is of an organic being reduced to the mineral – this is what the desert does, before it scatters you. He is half-deaf, half-blind; and there’s one last foul detail: ‘his tongue shrunken to a mere bunch of black integument’.

         McGee douses him with water, ‘the skin first shedding and then absorbing it greedily as a dry sponge’. From shrunken rawhide to sponge. Valencia’s revival from living mummy is in fact remarkably quick: within an hour he is drinking, within two he can manage a little ‘bird fricassee with rice and shredded bacon’. All it takes is water.

         In the days that follow he becomes strong enough to recollect his ordeal. Having set out on foot, he became disoriented and exhausted. His canteen was soon empty. ‘He found some relief – after the fashion of all Mexicans and most Americans in like cases – by occasionally filling his mouth and gargling his throat with urine.’

         On 17 August, two days after leaving the camp, he lay down in an arroyo and discarded his shoes and trousers. This shedding of clothes is common among those dying in the desert – instinctive but lethal, since clothing is often all that shields you from the sun. The following day he chewed some paloverde twigs and ate some spiders. He became convinced that Rios had deliberately abandoned him (and who knows, perhaps he did), planning to claim the goldmine for himself. It was this conviction that ‘spurred him on with the aim of knifing his deceiver’.

         On 19 August he recognised the Old Yuma Trail, which would return him to the camp, but ‘soon fell under the heat and lay all day long in an arroyo’. That evening, as he made his way along the old trail, he glimpsed a coyote following him at a distance. By now the urine he had been carrying in the canteen was mucho malo, ‘very bad’. 

         On 21 August, five days after Valencia’s last taste of water, the buzzards which had been monitoring him for two days ‘came almost within hand-reach’. The next day, his urine having ceased to flow, ‘he felt his last recourse gone’. The following evening McGee was woken by those distant bellowings. The dead man was alive, or rather he was not wholly dead.

         T. E. Lawrence believed that ‘thirst’ was an ‘active malady’ – ‘not a long death … but very painful’. McGee isolates five stages of what he too calls thirst: ‘normal dryness’, ‘functional derangement’, ‘the cottonmouth phase’, ‘the phase of the shrivelled tongue’, ‘the stage of structural degeneration’ and ‘the final phase’ – death. His stages correspond roughly to the three stages used by modern medics in describing dehydration and heatstroke: mild (dry mouth, rapid breathing), moderate (reduced skin-turgor, sunken eyes and irritability) and extreme (cold extremities, no identifiable blood-pressure or pulse).

         Valencia was fortunate. Once he was strong enough, he was taken by cart to Yuma, where he ‘spent practically the whole of August 31 deliberately and methodically devouring watermelon’.

         
            *

         

         Two days before flying to Oman, tetchy with waking visions of the desert, I caught a train to Cambridge and went to the Faculty of Asian and Middle Eastern Studies. There, one after another, while the rain pattered on the windows, I was brought the items I had requested from their Bertram Thomas archive. It was the map of his crossing I was interested in, pasted onto thin boards but now so dog-eared and friable that it required painstaking unfolding in order to avoid new tears. It seemed to have been drawn up from his records and subsequently corrected by him. Discredited or misdrawn features had been scrawled out in pencil, and new ones added. The Rub’ al-Khali itself, otherwise a blank, was dense with the author’s own pencilled features and labels – the courses of the dry riverbeds (wadis), dune formations and plains, as well as blots of what looked like coffee.

         In a footnote in Arabia Felix, he itemises the geographical features as he and his party move from south to north: ‘high, red dune country’; ‘elevated, less-rugged, red sands, with horseshoe hills’; ‘parallel white ridges with intervening red valleys’; ‘flat or gently undulating white sands with transverse red hills’; ‘steppe, salt plain, and red hills alternating’. Running from bottom to top of the map was a careful darker pencil line, coursing north-west from the coastal plain of Salalah. It passed over the Qara mountains to the waterhole of Shisur, into the dune regions known as Ramlat Fasad and Ramlat Mitan, before veering briefly west and then, for three hundred kilometres, following the sparse dots of waterholes north to the Persian Gulf.

         Also in the collection were Thomas’s tables, with columns for date, place, hour, course, rate and bearing: hundreds of entries over five or six pages, drawn up from the notes he took during his journey and recording his party’s precise course, hour by hour. As the Sands are entered, the proper names are left behind and replaced by mere descriptions – ‘white sands’, ‘dune ridge’, ‘dunes and basin’, ‘salt plain’, ‘white plain’ – repeated again and again, until place names return as the Gulf is neared.

         
            *

         

         A week later I was standing in Ramlat Fasad opposite someone called Nigel. He was so close I could feel his breath on my eyeballs. He lived in Northampton, he was saying. His life had not been easy, but nor, given the chance, would he exchange it for another.

         We had left the peripheral gravel plains behind. Underfoot was a floor of cracked white clay dusted with red sand. Between us and the mountainous pink dunes that formed the horizon were only two saltbushes, long dead. Nigel was bonneted in a Sahara cap, tied in a bow under his chin, his face crusted with factor-50. The headmaster, he was saying, the headmaster had been ‘more of a politician than an educator’, and it was he who, five years ago, had engineered Nigel’s dismissal from the school where he worked. A breakdown followed; divorce; a son’s alienation. At the age of sixty, he moved three hundred kilometres north and became a postman. As he continued, my eyes traced the tracks of the four-wheel-drive that had left us here, to the brow of a rise. The sand had reddened further, to the colour of a mouth’s interior. The land was ablaze.

         As retirement approached, Nigel was saying, he began to seek out challenges of a controllable kind: first he ran 160 kilometres along the South Downs; then, in the Sahara, he ran the Marathon des Sables – six marathons in six days. Most recently he had succeeded, after two previous attempts, in completing the Yukon Arctic Ultra, towing a sledge 690 kilometres solo across northern Canada.

         And now he was here, to ride a camel in Arabia, alone but for his guide. It was not, on this occasion, about distance, he said. As a young man, he had watched David Lean’s film Lawrence of Arabia and read Thesiger’s Arabian Sands. Finally, in his early sixties, he’d joined them, those men. When he looked back on his life, or even as he went about his work next week, he’d be able to describe to himself what he had done.

         As Nigel spoke, the realisation was dawning on me that I would die if Hassan, our guide, did not return. Never before had I known so intensely my life’s dependence on another. It was as if I had been dosed with a poison whose antidote he alone possessed. And where was Hassan?

         
            *

         

         I had arrived in the southern coastal city of Salalah two days before, and was met by Hassan at my guesthouse on the beach. ‘There’s a small problem,’ he had said, ‘but you should relax, and then we will talk.’ I asked him what the problem was. I didn’t want to relax, thanks. The problem was this: he was too busy to take me to the desert. Right, I said.

         It would be fine, there was a cousin. His cousin knew the desert well, but the problem, the other problem, was that he didn’t speak English. I bridled. I was tired from the flight. I came up with an English phrase, the phrase of an Englishman complaining to a call centre: ‘It’s not good enough.’ I said it again. Hassan said he would go away and give the problem some thought. The solution, an hour later, was that he himself would take me to the desert, after all. I was relieved, but our relationship had been soured. I’d played the monoglot Englishman who knows his mind; he the supplicant Bedu. It was 1914.

         For two hours, this afternoon, he and I had followed the tracks of Nigel’s camel and the Land Cruiser that was accompanying him, which was driven by Hassan’s son, Mohammed. When we had finally found them, Nigel was exhausted. Hassan had driven us both to this spot, ten minutes away, where we were to make camp, and then gone back to help Mohammed bring the camel. I imagined the words they would be exchanging about their English clients.

         How long had they been? Twenty minutes? An hour? Nigel had regained his energy and did not seem at all concerned. My eyes scanned the horizon and I cocked an ear for engine-noise as his lips continued to move.

         In The Arabian Nights is a story entitled ‘Ma’aruf the Cobbler’. Pretending to wealth he does not possess, Ma’aruf is reported to the king by his frustrated creditors. The king’s wazir (in Richard Burton’s 1885 translation) sends Ma’aruf into exile, summoning a jinni, or demon, and commanding it to ‘take up yonder wretch and cast him down in the most desolate of desert lands, where he shall find nothing to eat nor drink, so he may die of hunger and perish miserably and none know of him’. Snatching up the cobbler, the jinni tells him: ‘I go to cast thee down in the Desert Quarter’ – and there, ‘in that horrible place’, Ma’aruf is abandoned.

         The thought occurred to me that, while the desert was a sort of heaven – look at it – to be cast down here terminally would be an affirmation of Virgil’s idea that hell was a desert. ‘I’m not worried,’ Nigel said finally, peering out into the dazzling wastes, ‘but I’m beginning to wonder if they’re having trouble with Soran.’ Soran was the camel.

         
            *

         

         A day earlier, Hassan and I had left Salalah, with its date plantations and lawns, for the Qara mountains. On a globe you can make out two unruly hoops of shaggy yellow-brown, almost unbroken but for the oceans, circling the earth thirty degrees north and south of the equator respectively. They are the deserts. Warm air rising above equatorial regions loses its moisture to condensation as it moves north and south, hence the intense rainfall associated with the wet tropics. These poleward-rolling scrolls of circulation are known as Hadley cells, after the English meteorologist (George) who discovered them. As the risen air travels north and south it dries, cools and returns to the surface. In the course of the planet’s circling of the sun, it is these bands of dryness, close to the equator and unimpeded by cloud, that undergo the greatest heating. But desert formation is a local process too, and there are other kinds of desert. Along the western coasts of the continents, sea winds cool the air, reducing its capacity to hold moisture and preventing the formation of clouds, contributing to the creation of ‘coastal’ deserts such as Chile’s Atacama and southern Africa’s Namib. This effect is amplified, in the southern hemisphere, by the influence of anti-clockwise ocean gyres, which carry cold water to the west coasts of the continents. Meanwhile winds arriving from the east have surrendered any moisture to the parched land. Moreover the sheer remoteness and size of many deserts – those of Australia and Central Asia, for example – mean that vapour from the sea simply can’t reach them. So dryness is partly a factor of isolation. Topography also contributes to desert formation. The deserts of China – the Gobi and the Taklamakan – are bounded by mountains. In Oman fertile land exists in two thin strips: the arable corridor of Batinah, which runs north-west from Muscat; and in the south the Dhofar coastal plain, where Salalah lies. When air confronts a mountain range, such as the Jabl Qara, it cools as it climbs, forming rainclouds that sap its moisture. (In the Empty Quarter average annual precipitation is five millimetres.)

         Progressively, as we followed the pass north, the limestone slab that forms the mountains assumed the shallow down-slope that would continue for a hundred kilometres to the edge of the Sands. The legacy of the monsoon – trees, grass, scrub, however sere – resolved into a sequence of pallid landscapes denuded of all but the wiriest black bushes and frankincense trees.

         We entered the nejd, a rubbled karstland dissected by broad wadis that had not run for generations and scattered with cement-coloured bergs of limestone. Pink sand had been banked along the road’s eastern verge by last night’s winds. The nejd became the semi-arid ‘rocky desert’, the hamadah. All along the roadside were discarded tyres. They would still be there in a thousand years. I saw two armchairs, set side by side, a hundred metres from the road and ten kilometres from the nearest turn-off. The alluvial boulders strewing the hamadah became rocks; the rocks became smaller black nodules of basalt, laid down in rows upon the paler grit as if by a harrow. The land had been progressively degraded, growing flatter and smoother as it became drier. Hanging a hundred metres up against the electric sky was a pale unmarked blimp.

         Hassan was from a mountain tribe, he said. He was in his early fifties and had a neat black beard and a steady, strategising gaze of the kind I associate with both artists and military men. He was quick to judge any situation, and was sensitive to danger. In the boot of the Land Cruiser, I’d noticed, was a giant wooden club, but he carried no gun. He wore a white headcloth, and a white dishdasha, grease-fingered across its front. On his feet were perished black rubber sandals. In the late 1960s, during the Dhofar uprising against the Sultan of Oman, he had trained as a paramedic at an insurgents’ school across the border, in what was then the People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen. When all of his friends had been killed, as he put it, and the Soviets and Chinese had co-opted the rebellion, he accepted an amnesty offered by the new sultan (who had deposed the previous sultan, his father) and made his way to Salalah. And that was where he lived still. But the mountains, the plains and the desert remained his home, the home of his father, even if the Bedouin as a nomadic people had practically ceased to exist.

         In the Sands he couldn’t be lost. He became a different man there: no-nonsense, a figure of authority. And as we put the coastal plain behind us and approached the desert, the unease between us lifted. I might have been a camel. He would lead me, I would follow.

         His father, as it happened, had met Bertram Thomas in the late 1920s, when Thumrait – the town above which the blimp was bobbing – was nothing but a waterhole. ‘The Englishman is crazy,’ the Bedouin told one another: he had been seen walking in the midday heat, stopping every so often to build a small pile of rocks (he was surveying the site). Take him the corpse of a mouse, or a snake, or an eagle, and he’d pay in gold: ‘The Englishman is crazy.’ And it was not only animal remains he had an interest in.

         Thumrait is the last town before the desert, a stopping-off place for HGVs and camel traders travelling to and from Qatar – at once abandoned-seeming and bustling. Everything carried a sifting of red dust. There was an air of impermanence and urgency. Cats crawled about under the cars, mewling. Unfinished buildings going to ruin stood beside a new Shell garage. The tall palms planted alongside the road appeared to be dead. Outside the al-Khayam Bakery, three pickups were lined up, and in the bed of each one, couched under netting, a silent black camel.

         Thumrait is the base of the Royal Air Force of Oman and served as a US logistics hub during the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. The men at the bakery pointed to the blimp and asked Hassan what it was. Its mooring cable could be followed to the grounds of the American base on the town’s outskirts, Hassan explained – a radar balloon, surveying Yemen to the west. (American drone strikes against Islamic militants in Yemen were already occurring. A few months later hundreds of Yemenis would be killed when the government in Sana’a was overthrown.)

         The road between the town and the desert had been used by Yemeni militants, and as we drove we were twice stopped at roadblocks. The usual portly swaggering policeman, in blue camouflage, checked our papers while behind him his soldier colleague in green stood with his feet planted wide, cradling his rifle. Flanking each checkpoint, fore and aft, were low-slung sun shelters of camouflage netting, and gun-jeeps manned by watchful teenagers.

         These last outposts of life were quickly left behind. The landscape flattened. The horizon was lined with low dark hills like spoil heaps. In an hour we reached the serer, plains swept free of everything but fine gristle-coloured gravel and occasional black camels in pairs. Placed upon the horizon, twenty kilometres away, were four broad silos with conical tops, perhaps twenty metres tall. ‘Chicken farm,’ said Hassan. Of course: highs of fifty-four degrees centigrade; wind speeds of 140 kilometres per hour; five millimetres of rain per year. But there it was, the A’Saffa Poultry Farm: ‘The third biggest chicken farm in the world!’ It was a risky venture: during a heatwave in Oklahoma in 1980, a chicken farm’s air conditioning failed, and within minutes half a million hens were dead.

         Out of the heat-haze a smear of green resolved: fields of alfalfa, fed by the waterhole at Shisur. Stretching the width of each field, motorised irrigation booms mounted on trolleys travelled back and forth day and night. At the limits of their reach the green stopped dead. There were people alongside the road, Pakistani labourers bare-headed in the impossible heat, as if hitchhiking, but making no attempt to flag us down. They were employed to superintend the irrigators. It was a kind of intensive care. If the watering were to cease for a day, said Hassan, the crop would be ruined. He added something I did not understand at first: ‘Like African people use creams, to make their skin lighter. But they are still African.’ Then he said: ‘The desert stays always desert.’

         He veered off the road, it seemed arbitrarily, and followed a plait of tyre tracks. As if the green had been only imagined, a fine pale grit extended to the horizon in every direction. Everything else had been ground away. We were travelling at 100 kilometres per hour, but it might have been 60, or 120. The only way of assessing speed, other than checking the dashboard, was the G-force and the intensity of the rattling. There was only the flat plain outside: no trees flashing by, scarcely any rocks bigger than a thumbnail. A stage was being progressively cleared. We would thunder joltingly over an isolated hectare studded with pebbles like blackened eggs. Dust devils shimmied in the middle distance. You blinked and they’d vanished. In the heat-haze the horizon lifted like a page in a draught. For eighty kilometres just these gravel plains, more relentless in their aridity than even the Empty Quarter’s heart. At least in the Sands, for Bertram Thomas and his retinue, there had been occasional waterholes; here, for camel-days, there would be nothing, not so much as a frond of ailing saltbush, and no shelter for anything bigger than an invertebrate.

         There had been a quiet sifting of the land as we’d dropped down from the mountains: solid to particulate, coarse to smooth, hard to soft; almost indiscernible.

         What was this process of atomisation? It was the desert’s forces doing their work. A boulder warmed will expand; cooling, it will contract. Repeated over a hundred thousand days and nights, the opposing pressures will begin to undo the rock’s integrity. Tiny fractures will appear and widen; in high-altitude deserts, frost will enter these cracks and jemmy them apart; salt will seep into the rock as a solution and in crystallising expand the cracks still further (a process known as salt-jacking). The boulder thus divides and subdivides, spalling and flaking and crumbling, and with wind and water (such water as there is), the pieces will be dispersed. And so mountains become boulders, and boulders rocks, and rocks stones, then gravel, shingle, grit, sand – ultimately, dust. And the edge of the Rub’ al-Khali, a sea of sand, when it came into view, was as unmistakable as the skyline of New York.

         Rising from the plains, the dunes were visible from twenty kilometres away. After the hours of ash-like grey and pale cracked clay, it was as if we were nearing a new reality, one that seemed as gorgeous and auspicious, from afar, as the world of dreams. Here was a place for a checkpoint, I thought, a true border. I sensed Hassan’s relief.

         From the desert’s edge, crescent dunes no bigger than whales encroached onto the plain like scouts sent ahead of a vast school clamouring to their rear. Hassan got out and crouched in the thin sand and released a minute’s air from each tyre for traction.

         
            *

         

         Writing about the Empty Quarter in 1888, Charles Doughty claimed he ‘never found any Arabian who had aught to tell, even by hearsay, of that dreadful country’. He spent years travelling in the Arabian Peninsula but never reached so far as that dreadful country’s edge. Richard Burton was considered ‘demented’ by his Bedouin guides when he proposed entering the region (he decided against it). But in Arabia Felix, Thomas’s ‘companions started shouting excitedly, “ar raml! ar raml!”, sweeping their canes as they did so along our right front, where in the far distance a sunlit yellow ribbon edged the skyline’.

         In between accounts of derring-do, Thomas takes an anthropological interest in his escorts – their foods and dialect, their rites of circumcision and marriage, their religious ablutions and sexual practices. A footnote on ‘the marital bed’ he encodes in paternal Latin, but a few pages later he admits, unblushingly, to relieving a Bedouin tomb of its skeleton in order to smuggle the skull back to Britain for analysis. He is equipped with ‘head callipers to make and record skull measurements, for such measurements are vital to anthropologists’.

         When Hassan returned to the driver’s seat after letting down the tyres, he unfurled and removed his headscarf and I saw that he was bald, his crown as glossy and planar as a club head. Why it came as a surprise I don’t know. 

         We entered the dunes and almost instantly it was impossible to tell in which direction lay the plains we had just come across. To one lost in a maze, the outer passages are indistinguishable from the interior. I was reminded that one of the Arabic words for desert is a synonym of ‘labyrinth’. For two hours Hassan drove deeper into the Sands, looking for his son Mohammed and the other Englishman, cresting one bank of dunes after another, following a trail that was invisible to me.

         The dunes at the desert’s edge were beach-size but kilometre by kilometre their stature grew. It was like nothing I had experienced save for being at sea. As if Hassan were piloting a skiff over choppy straits, our path up and down the dunes assumed a rhythm: a pass identified; a roar of acceleration; then the momentary sensation of equivocation on the wind-stropped crest, before the sudden plummet. I felt myself being made dumb first by the rhythm and then by the minimalism of the place. It went on: the nearby sand, the horizon – then just sky. It was the desert as pictured by a blind person.

         After an hour we found Mohammed’s Land Cruiser in the centre of a flat rink of gypsum. Soran the camel was couched nearby. And crouching in the shade of the vehicle were Mohammed and Nigel, the other Englishman, with whom we would be spending the next few days. Nigel was not what I’d expected – a man of my age or younger was what I’d expected. No tan, not especially tall. The first thing he said when we met, as if hailing a celebrity across a river, was his own name. There was a boyish intensity about him that was unusual but which might have been less conspicuous in a British setting.

         It was hard to believe Mohammed was Hassan’s son – hefty, buzzing Mohammed. Under the seat of his Land Cruiser he kept a ceremonial sword, which he would sometimes unsheathe and, with a glance to ensure you were watching, throw spearlike into a dune.

         Hassan set the English down at the spot a few kilometres away where we were to camp, and then drove back to help Mohammed with Soran. It was then that I found myself face to face with Nigel, and learned about the things that had happened to him. When Hassan and Mohammed and Soran finally returned we made camp in the windbreak of a ring of low dunes.

         So loved was Mohammed by Soran that the mere sound of his vehicle approaching would send the camel into groans of exaltation. As the day began to cool, I clambered barefoot to the summit of a tall dune nearby. It took twenty minutes. The sand under my soles was losing its warmth, as if life were abandoning it. Like a pond it was cool beneath the surface. I wanted to convince myself of our massive isolation. From there, maybe thirty metres up, the desert laid out before me was brinkless, its colours shifting by the second as the sun went down; but its vastness was not of the ‘sublime’ kind that induces unease. The scale wasn’t belittling, because one had no sense of one’s own size in proportion to it.

         My eyes followed a line of footprints progressing along the dune ridge – mine. For Hassan, Mohammed and Nigel, thirty metres below, the sun had already set, and the flicker of the fire they had made was visible against the darkened sand. The edge of night was reeled away.

         Soran, once hobbled at the knees, was docile. Camels’ night vision, Mohammed told me, is exceptional. ‘If your camel looks slowly left to right, it is a fox. If your camel stops chewing and stares into the darkness, something is wrong.’ Arabian camels come in five colours: white (‘fawny cream’ – Thomas), red (‘gazelle colour’), black (‘black-brown’), yellow (‘between fawny cream and gazelle colour’) and green (‘dark wood-smoke’). Soran was a ‘yellow’, with a dark bushy hackle along his spine, smaller than the all-black brutes loitering alongside the road from Thumrait. He wore a smile of beatific forbearance, and was the object of lavish tenderness on the part of Hassan and Mohammed – tenderness born of respect, even love. They would no more shout at or beat him than they would the sagest of grandfathers. When a campsite had been chosen, an empty plastic feedbag was filled with sand and Soran was slackly tethered to it. For hours, as we sat around the fire, he stepped his front feet from side to side, left foot to right, right foot to left. More than once in the night I would wake to that gentle sound, the sound of an old man sweeping his yard.

         Nigel seemed concussed. He sat silently in his camp chair in the darkness a few metres from the fire. I went and spoke to him and saw that his face was still caked with sunblock. He looked up at me and I was dazzled by his headtorch. ‘Have you had a spiritual experience yet?’ He was serious. I wondered if that was what he was waiting for. I held a hand over my eyes. ‘Not yet,’ I said. In retrospect I shouldn’t have been so cynical.

         
            *

         

         The main quality sought in a desert campsite, other than shade from the sun as it rises, is shelter from the wind. It’s thought that most of the Rub’ al-Khali’s dunes accumulated some one million years ago, during the Late Quaternary period, when winds even stronger than today’s winnowed sand both from the wadis of the peninsula’s interior and the Arabian Gulf. The wind continues to be a potent presence: it shapes and reshapes the dunes, and, during the day, is as constant as the sun. The sun heats the morning sands, the warm air rises and must be replaced. Hence the wind ubiquitous in desert literature. Herodotus tells the story of a Libyan army sent into the desert to subdue the lord of the desert wind, only to vanish in its entirety, ‘into a red cloud of swirling sand’. At a ruined fort in northern Syria, T. E. Lawrence and his Bedouin companions ‘drank with open mouths of the effortless, empty, eddyless wind of the desert’. Bertram Thomas recounts the story of a party of the Mahra tribe who pursued a band of camel raiders into a part of the desert unknown to them, only for a wind to rise and obliterate the tracks they had been following. ‘Six months later one of my own party of Rashidis came upon the seven skeletons and the bones of their camels.’

         The desert is mobile, and wind its engine. It is the wind that shapes the dunes. To travel in the Empty Quarter is to see their forms – ‘species’, as they are known – in their infinite permutations. The desert is formed chiefly of the uruq variety (from the Arabic ‘vein’), towering parallel ridges sometimes tens of kilometres long; and of crescent-shaped barchans (from the Arabic ‘horn’), whose tips point in the direction of the prevailing wind. But few deserts, even the great ergs or ‘sand seas’ of the Sahara, are formed of sand alone. In the southern marches you experience not a pure dune-land, an endless beach, but rather a complex of arenas. The sand is quartz; anything softer will be ground to dust and blown away. Each surface grain accumulates a rind of ferric oxide, and it is this that accounts for the Arabian dunes’ characteristic redness. Thomas suggests that ‘Dhofar’ means ‘Red Country’. The redness was most conspicuous in hollows, and where the sand was finer; but dig beneath the surface and the colour changed to a cool grey-green.

         The dunes are separated by shuquq, ‘interdune corridors’ – elongated plains of brown gravel and white gypsum; while the dunes are barriers exhausting to man, camel and vehicle alike, these flat plains are the desert’s highways. From their edges archaeologists have recovered the bones of water buffalo, the shells of freshwater molluscs and the teeth of hippopotami. For, some twenty-five thousand years ago, during a cold phase in the global climate, these plains were lakes. Arabia, like the Sahara, became green. Then, as the planet warmed once more, the water evaporated and the vegetation died. The desert returned. Today, even from a small distance, the plains can resemble lakes – it’s possible to walk along their shores or between islands of crusty marl deposited by the ancient waters. These honeycombed accretions, sometimes a metre or more tall, are home to desert foxes, and twice I caught a distant glimpse of one – black against the gypsum – ducking into its cave.

         To travel here, then, is to move from one lakebed to another, over passes in the intervening dunes. Even for the desert traveller who is not dying of thirst, it is easy to believe, having laboured across the partitions of sand, that what you are beholding as the next plain comes into view, sometimes rippled or blue-tinged and shimmering with heat-haze, is a tremendous sheet of water. Not mirage, not illusion, merely resemblance. At such times the aridity of the desert occurs to you with its full force.

         
            *

         

         It was where the sand melded into a gypsum plain that two ravens came to inspect me, as I was walking alone the following morning, soon after dawn. They monopolised the attention, as did any living or moving thing. They were a delight – their darkness refreshed the numbed eye. Their vibrancy and their familiarity. Where had they come from? I looked up and they were there, circling against the blue, and only when they were near did they begin to emit their noise, a single bark traded every thirty seconds, thrown casually one to the other. There was a mutual curiosity, I was glad of their coming; but their curiosity wasn’t idle. 

         In explorers’ accounts, the raven always appears as one of a pair. Harry St John Philby, who knew these sands better than any other foreigner, describes every raven he meets – those that visit his camp or which he and his Bedouin party come upon. Finding one wounded at an oasis, he keeps it as a mascot, christening it Suwaiyid, the diminutive form of the Arabic suwid, ‘black’. When one of his retinue shoots a hen raven at her nest, ‘the cock with hoarse cries of anger and distress intervened bravely to protect his wounded mate’. Ravens also punctuated Bertram Thomas’s crossing a year earlier: ‘I shot an interesting example with a neck ringed with white feathers. A badu asked for the heart of another pure black specimen which he proposed to eat whole because of some virtue it possessed.’

         It was hard to think of the ravens as ill omens. I stopped and tipped my face up towards them, and held my breath. The thrash of their pinions was audible – I could almost feel it – as they swung overhead, once, twice, before settling side by side twenty metres away, pecking desultorily at the sand. They stood wide-legged and haunchy, watching me, showing their gloss to the sun. Each cast a shadow as black as itself.

         It hadn’t been my intention to follow in Thomas’s ‘footprints’, but here I was, walking between Ramlat Fasad and Ramlat Mitan, as he had done: ‘high, red dune country’; ‘parallel white ridges with intervening red valleys’; ‘flat or gently undulating white sands with transverse red hills’. The crusty gypsum underfoot had yet to absorb the sun’s warmth. Before the heating ground caused the winds to rise, the sky was already an intense blue. The horizon dunes were a clean grey-mauve, the dunes a hundred metres away gaining colour as the sun rose.

         I walked until it was too hot. Every few kilometres I would find Hassan parked high on a dune-side overlooking my approach, dozing with his bare feet on the dashboard. I might get lost but he wouldn’t lose me. In the sand under his window, scraps of orange peel would be scattered; nearby, the double dents where he had knelt to pray. We would sit and talk for a few minutes, I would drink, and then he would drive on and I would follow his tracks for another few kilometres.

         The desert was not only vast: there was intimacy in its involutions and granularity – the cool mouth of a tunnel dug by a mouse; the arc scribed by a windblown strand of vegetation; the campfire’s dome of light. Mohammed and Nigel and Soran were camping elsewhere that night. In the light of his headtorch, Hassan swept a smooth plaque in the sand beside our own fire with the edge of his hand, picked a bone-white twig from the embers, and began to draw.

         With darkness the wind drops. In the morning all about the camp are the tracks of every creature that passed by while you were sleeping – foxes, hares, mice, scorpions. ‘The sands’, wrote Thomas, ‘are a public diary … No bird may alight, no wild beast or insect pass but needs must leave its history.’

         Occasionally, Hassan would stop and place the twig upright in the sand, while with the tip or edge of a finger he swiped out an unsatisfactory line, or extended the canvas to accommodate the expanding picture.

         Animal after animal he drew: the hyena, the fox, the oryx, the hare, the leopard. Mouse, cat, man, camel. The scale and the medium disallowed fine detail. A frisson passed between us when his quick marks resolved into recognisable form. The drawings of one who knew his subject from life.

         Always they were in movement, the active animals of the mountains and the gravel flats, the plains and the dunes. He might take five, perhaps eight minutes to perfect the few necessary strokes: the hyena’s arched back must be just so; the angle of its head; its glutted smirk. The angle of the camel’s long neck, the extrusion of its lower lip, the length of its tail proportionate to its hind legs. If the sweep of the oryx’s horns did not match what Hassan knew to be right, a thumb would be applied and the sand refreshed, the line redrawn. And there, suddenly, would be the complete and living animal.

         I was to write its name in the sand. ‘Camel’, say. Hassan copied it alongside and inscribed its Arabic counterpart below, [image: ] with the same grace of hand that characterised his drawing. I would attempt to copy the Arabic, the diacritical dot subsumed as soon as it was poked. We would share a moment’s appreciation of the drawing and the three iterations of the subject’s name, and then, with a flourish, the sand was refreshed once more, and the twig was moving in Hassan’s hand, and a new creature was lured into being.

         On his mobile phone, a bright window in the windless night, he played me a film of forty minutes, which Mohammed had downloaded for him. It was composed of archive footage from the late sixties showing the build-up to the rebellion: women milking goats; boys stooped in fields with rifles strapped to their backs; lines of troops happily brandishing AK47s; a British-made Strikemaster jet sweeping low above a distant horizon, then a plume of blast-smoke rising from behind a limestone outcrop. And playing over the footage – a dreadful sound, really, in the desert quiet – a scratchy recording of the rebel marching song.

         
            *

         

         As wazir in the late 1920s, Bertram Thomas observed that the Sultan of Oman, Said bin Taimour, ‘treated Dhofar as a royal domain’. When the rebellion started forty years later, this mountainous region, some one thousand kilometres from the sultan’s palace at Muscat, remained a dependency of Oman. I had been only vaguely aware of the Dhofar Uprising and Britain’s role in it before coming to Oman. It began as a popular rebellion among the tribes of the mountains and desert against bin Taimour. The elderly sultan’s conservatism had confined Oman to an antique destitution, while the people – without hospitals, without schools – watched the neighbouring Gulf states prosper on growing oil revenues. The insurgency began in 1964, with a crossing of the Empty Quarter from Saudi Arabia by the leader of the Dhofar Liberation Front, Mussalim bin Nafl, and thirty followers. In a declaration of June 1965, the movement associated the sultan with the ‘hordes of the British imperialist occupation’. The DLF’s first act was largely symbolic: a machine-gun attack on an oil-company party surveying the Dhofar desert. In 1967, Britain’s chaotic withdrawal from its colony of Aden, in today’s southern Yemen, coupled with the Arab–Israeli Six-Day War led to a surge in Arab nationalism in southern Arabia. The influence of the new People’s Democratic Republic of South Yemen, Dhofar’s western neighbour, and its Soviet and Chinese sponsors, led to a schism within the remaining ranks of the DLF, which prompted the renaming of the movement as the People’s Front for the Liberation of the Occupied Persian Gulf. Its fighters were sent to China and Iraq to train in guerrilla warfare. In those days, Hassan told me, ‘every Omani wanted a gun. An AK47. If he joined the Communists he got a gun. If he joined the army he got a gun. He wanted a gun. That was his ideology.’ He’d treated those men as a paramedic.

         Oil production in Oman had increased from 88 million barrels in 1967 to some 120 million barrels two years later. The British were not unaware of these figures. When, in 1970, the sultan granted oil-exploration rights in Dhofar to a US firm, his overthrow became  inevitable. He was by then virtually impotent, in any case, confined day and night to his palace in Salalah. In 1971 a bloodless coup saw the twenty-nine-year-old Qaboos bin Said depose his father. ‘My first act’, Qaboos promised his people, ‘will be the immediate abolition of all the unnecessary restrictions on your lives and activities.’

         He was a moderniser, educated in England, first at Eton and then at the army officer training school at Sandhurst. Former rebels like Hassan were offered amnesty, a resettlement grant. The sultan’s armed forces were enlarged. The rebellion became increasingly brutal: oil installations were attacked, oil-company drivers machine-gunned, the road to Thumrait mined and the RAF base in Salalah shelled. Tribal leaders who refused to give the rebels succour or safe haven were thrown off cliffs and ‘counterrevolutionaries’ summarily executed. It was not until 1975, as Britain began to appreciate the strategic threat posed by communism in the region, that British officers and mercenaries were dispatched to Dhofar. The uprising was finally extinguished in December 1975, its surviving fighters ‘rehabilitated’ or absorbed back into the desert. Qaboos the moderniser remains a popular figure among today’s taxi drivers and camel farmers, a friend of the Duke of Edinburgh and beyond public reproach. From the wall of every coffee-house, restaurant and guesthouse in Salalah he gazes down with formidable benevolence. ‘We could not have asked for a better sultan,’ said Hassan.

         The Americans found oil in Dhofar. Twenty-nine wells were sunk. But the output quickly declined and the remaining oil in any case proved too heavy for commercial exploitation. Fifty million dollars having been spent, the Americans packed up. But prospectors, from Oman and elsewhere, continue to survey the deserts of Dhofar, and the evidence of their efforts persists. 

         In the firelight I noticed that Hassan’s beard was hemmed with fine white where it met his cheeks and neck, as if its pigment were migrating from the edges. I thought of Bertram Thomas’s raven, its neck ringed with white feathers. We drank sugary ginger tea in paper cups, softened with cardamom milk from a tin. Dates were prised from a glistening mass. Hassan resumed his drawing. Again and again, between animals, there was the woman. When she first appeared he laughed, as if she had come unbidden; we both laughed. But then, as the face emerged, he became quiet with concentration. The point of the twig moving across the sand was suddenly the desert’s centre. The same woman each time; she was wide-mouthed, round-eyed, heavy-browed, cinch-waisted and curvy. His strokes slowed. I did not write the word underneath. When she was finished, we would both admire her for a moment, then a swipe of the hand refreshed the drawing plane. But after a few more animals had been drawn, hedgehog, raven, there she was again, rematerialising line by line. Finally the twig was put aside, he moved from sitting cross-legged to propping himself on one elbow, and we watched the fire. When I dropped a date stone in the embers, he silently reached into the flames, extracted it and flung it into the darkness behind us. No offer of life was to be wasted.

         
            *

         

         I had been in the Sands for two days. We were to meet Nigel and Mohammed, with Soran, at the waterhole at Burkhana, fifty kilometres from the Saudi border. It wasn’t far from our camp. After an hour, as the morning marshalled its warmth, I spotted something lying on the gravel five hundred metres away. It was a triangular road-sign on a striped post, felled by the wind: an arrow veering left. Its presence here, fifty kilometres from so much as a camel farm, had the quality of a prank. It had been erected thirty years ago by the oil prospectors who had graded the track across the plain. The triangle’s border, once red, had turned yellow. And yet it had remained exposed, as if it had been laid down yesterday. Things on the gravel flats do not accumulate the sand that lies heaped in inordinate masses all around. The sand is blown from the surface, while the heavier gravel and anything discarded upon it remain – rocks, branches, shredded tyres, drinks cans and water bottles and oil flagons. Such was the permanence these articles seemed to possess that to pick one up – a rare length of dead wood to use as a walking stick, say, or a red stone shaped by the wind – felt like an almost profane intervention, an act of vandalism. A few weeks later, at home in my empty London flat, I would pour a pure white sharded grit from my trouser pocket, all that remained of a gazelle’s rib, as if, removed from the desert, like some memento from a dream, it could not exist.

         I followed the direction indicated by the sign, and, after an hour, stopped and sat cross-legged on the gravel, and peeled an orange. The pungency of its aroma was enough to make me woozy. The previous evening, while I was exploring the dunes around our camp, I became aware of a noise slowly growing louder. Where there had been quiet, a dead bush, thrashed by a jet of wind that had no influence beyond the shrub itself, was letting out a soughing that was overwhelming. This was not Lawrence’s ‘effortless, empty, eddyless wind’. The shrub – a saltbush gone black years ago – was like something ensnared; in its fury it had thrown dark splinters of itself for metres downwind.

         Even when the wind dropped, you had to work to experience the silence – had to shut your self up, for a start: stop fidgeting, stop the gulping, the ceaseless tonguing and lipping, the clicking of your jaw, the blinking of your jellied eyes, the burbling of the nostrils and the boiling of the guts. Stop breathing. It was easier at night, when the wind had stilled. I would wake to a full moon so bright it dazzled the stars, and as I held my breath in my sleeping bag the ‘silence’ was a sharp hum, and accompanying it, much lower, there was a sound of liquid in circulation, as of water moving through a pipe deep underground.

         Perhaps two kilometres off, a large grey vehicle was approaching. I got to my feet and watched it, but it seemed to get no closer. It was a quality of these plains that their selfsameness obscured the passing of time: a perished tyre thirty metres away might take half an hour to reach. Earlier I had picked a black rock from the ground and thrown it as far as I could, and within what seemed like just a few steps, I was stooping to pick it up once more. ‘Hour after hour,’ Thesiger wrote, ‘day after day, we moved forward and nothing changed; the desert met the empty sky always the same distance ahead of us. Time and space were one.’

         I resumed walking, and within ten minutes was close enough to hear that the vehicle was silent, nor had it moved for years. A water tanker, abandoned while making its way from the waterhole at Burkhana, it had been scavenged of its rear wheels and lay canted in the middle of the track, its paint peeling and its consignment long siphoned off or evaporated. Later Hassan would tell me it had been there since the oilmen came thirty years ago. Its cab, to look at it, might have been deserted yesterday, apart from the smashed-out windscreen. I had imagined myself to be many kilometres from the tourist trails, but the paintwork was strewn with the graffiti of passers-by, from Sweden and Germany and Qatar. ‘We love Oman,’ a visitor from Switzerland had written. Had they carried their marker into the desert on the off-chance?

         I climbed into the cab and sat in the driver’s seat, and looked through the glassless windscreen, back down the track that led, fifty kilometres away, to the village of Fasad. The desert’s stillness leaves you dazed, and it is hard to find a better word for it: at dusk, from the top of a dune, stillness. And yet it quickly becomes apparent that, just as the desert is not silent, it is far from being still. As a shaping force, the wind has a quality that water lacks: the ability to flow uphill. From the pinnacle of a dune a skein of spindrift is spun into the sky; along a dune-brink, a hundred tiny cyclones shimmy in line; a sheet of sand scuds over a ridge like a spool of paper rushing through a press.

         The desert is refashioning itself. Nod off in an exposed place and you will wake to find you have been partnered by a buttress of sand, laid down snug beside you. The smallest twig will accumulate a hump in its lee. It is how even the mega-dunes began. In any torch-beam, even on the quietest night, airborne dust is visible. Subtly the desert is in motion.

         
            *

         

         A couple of kilometres across the plain, under a dune thirty metres tall, I made out a jerry-built sun shelter. It had been nailed together from timber stanchions and roofed with plywood. The waterhole, Burkhana. The few patches of green seemed like the utmost abundance. Tethered to Mohammed’s four-wheel-drive, I could see Soran nosing a bag of feed. I spotted Mohammed and Hassan lying on a rug under the shelter, eating. All but two of the roofing boards had been torn off by winds and lay scattered hundreds of metres across the plain. Then I saw a figure, walking bandily up and down in the sun, some distance from the shelter. Where had his Sahara cap gone? Seeing me, Nigel raised his hand and roared. He was elated, too excited to rest. As I closed in, there was the smell of sulphur.

         Bertram Thomas was disappointed to find that the ‘great brackishness’ of the waterholes was ‘not disguised by desiccated soup’. Burkhana didn’t exist when he came this way in December 1930. Thirty years ago, a new foray of oilmen had arrived with their rigs, driven in convoy two hundred kilometres from Salalah, directed by those absurd signposts. Four kilometres down, they’d hit a pressurised reserve – not the heavy crude that had been struck in the 1970s, but warm sulphurous water, undrinkable by humans. Today, on the desert surface, were three artesian gaskets and an open concrete tank ten metres square, continually overbrimming onto a border of marshy turf. There is no water so tainted, Hassan told me, that a thirsty camel will not drink it, and Soran had already sated himself. There were birds here, a desert wheatear and a southern grey shrike, but like most desert ‘oases’, the place had been made a tip. It was impossible to tell the age of much of what had been dumped – bottles and oil cans, lengths of metal piping and boles of cement, plastic feedbags, cleated loops of tyre-rubber, and another of the oilmen’s felled signposts. Nothing was allowed to corrode in the desert dryness. This was a factor of its timelessness. The shelter might have been put up last year by the local camel farmers, or thirty years back by the oilmen. The camel droppings might be last night’s or last summer’s. The gaskets, four feet of red steel bearded with mineral encrustations, were ringed by chainlink fencing. Watered by the dripping gaskets and protected from grazing camels, the plants contained within these cages thrived.

         We sat in the shade and ate last night’s camel stew reheated on a gas stove. Nigel’s cheeks and nose were livid. I was worried about him. He seemed exhausted. The man was sixty-five and today he had ridden twenty-five kilometres. He was drinking quickly, one bottle of water after another. He stood up and removed his camera from its case and took a dozen quick photographs of the dunes. Then he sat down. He was a natural camel jockey, Mohammed said, standing over him and clapping his shoulder. Nigel wouldn’t glory in the praise, but he had realised a childhood ambition. He had reason to be overjoyed, it seemed to me. It was possible to survive the hardships experienced by Lawrence and Thesiger; he’d earned some kinship with them.

         His relief on this his last day in the desert seemed to allow some pent-up emotion to be eased out, and again he talked – as I sensed he’d wanted to talk since I had first met him. In the shade as we ate he spoke about his dismissal from the boys’ school, the headmaster who had been ‘more of a politician than an educator’ (that phrase again), and the resentment he’d felt, before his redundancy, at being forced to admit girls into his classes – his belief that the sexes should not be mixed in secondary education. As he continued, he grew angry.

         Hassan got to his feet. He was looking across the plain, where dust was rising – a vehicle, careening towards us at perhaps eighty kilometres per hour. He spoke to Mohammed quickly, and for a minute we watched the truck until it skidded to a stop beside Soran, the dust settling in its wake.

         In the back were a black plastic water tank and plastic bags of feed and a rope net. Two men got out, slamming the doors. They looked tired and hungry. They were camel farmers and had been driving for two days, looking for fifteen camels that had gone astray. We’d seen nothing. Hassan and Mohammed spoke to them, and the two men sat together with Mohammed on a piece of roofing board that lay on the ground some distance from the shelter. Hassan took food to them, and he and Mohammed stayed with them while they ate. Nigel, after a moment’s pause, continued; the distraction hadn’t soothed him.

         It was not, as I’d first thought, a mere re-enactment of the frustration he must have expressed to his wife and colleagues at the time, but a reigniting of it. He was yelling. I was holding a half-eaten flatbread in my hand. He was like a cyclist who has lost control on a steep, potholed slope. ‘Of course it’s a bloody stupid idea! Of course! What did they expect? The boys were fine. The boys you knew where you were with. It was the bloody girls. All that … emotional baggage.’

         The camel farmers and Hassan and Mohammed had stopped eating and were watching us, these red-faced tourists furiously arguing in their metre-square of shade. There was no way to quieten him. When I got up and walked off for a piss, Nigel watched for a moment, then yelled after me, ‘It’s a mess! The system! Christ!’

         
            *

         

         In the Cambridge archives was a series of telegrams received by Bertram Thomas in Bahrain, where he had stayed immediately after his crossing of the Rub’ al-Khali in March 1932. ‘The King has heard with much interest of your great achievement and offers you his hearty congratulations,’ wrote George V’s private secretary. From Thomas’s mentor, David Hogarth, in Egypt: ‘Congratulations journey’. From his friends Mr and Mrs How in Edinburgh: ‘It takes a remarkable fine man to do that’. From the literary agent Curtis Brown: ‘Have firm offer English language book rights story your journey’. From Mecca: ‘Heartiest congrats Philby’.

         In a letter to his wife, Dora, however, Harry St John Philby had no reason to rise to diplomacy (it didn’t come naturally to him): ‘Damn and blast Thomas … I have sworn a great oath not to go home until I have crossed the R. K. twice! and left nothing for future travellers.’ Then he shut himself in his room for a week.

         It was in 1928, Philby claimed, that ‘the great peace of Islam slowly and surely descended upon me’. In that year he wrote to the king, Ibn Saud, for permission to convert. According to his friend Hope Gill, ‘he made no pretence whatsoever that his conversion was spiritual’, but as his biographer Elizabeth Monroe put it, ‘becoming a Muslim seemed to him the only way of accomplishing the exploit of his dreams’. Finally Ibn Saud granted Philby permission to embark. He left the royal palace at Riyadh, reaching the oasis of Hufuf, north of the Empty Quarter, on Christmas Day 1931, some ten months after Thomas had completed his crossing. Nevertheless, for Philby, ‘the great adventure had begun’, and he and his Bedouin guides set off south, into the Empty Quarter, on 7 January 1932.

         At Naifa, in the heart of the Sands, Philby’s guides rebelled. Their camels were collapsing; there was no guarantee of water to the south. Already they had had to slaughter the newborn calf of one of their camels for food. They would go no further. ‘The Arab’, he reflected bitterly, ‘clings frantically, desperately to life, however miserable … I could not, would not, yield.’ On 5 March, three months after setting out from Hufuf, he and his remaining guides moved west, finally arriving at Sulayil, on the Empty Quarter’s western border, nine days later, where they were able to recover sufficiently to make the onward journey to Mecca. ‘I think’, Philby wrote to his wife in England, having completed his pilgrimage, ‘I have done with desert exploration for good.’

         A year before his own journey, Bertram Thomas had told the British political agent in Kuwait that he had ‘every intention of being the first man to cross the Empty Quarter and to live the rest of my life on the proceeds’. Following his success he was indeed feted by the British press, and he returned to Britain a hero. He was awarded the Founder’s Medal of the Royal Geographical Society and a CBE; he wrote articles and lectured in America. The Times announced that he had ‘achieved one of the greatest geographical exploits of modern times’. 

         And yet, while Philby’s and Thesiger’s crossings ensured their lasting fame, Thomas seems to have allowed himself to sink into obscurity. Today, the first Westerner to cross Richard Burton’s ‘opprobrium to adventure’ – a feat compared at the time to those of Scott and Amundsen – is virtually unknown. In a photo of 1932, captioned ‘My Party’, the central figure is monkish in Bedouin dress, white and pale grey against his companions’ darker garb and darker faces. He clasps the crook of his camel stick with both hands, and squints out at the camera through wire-framed spectacles. A tall abbot or housemaster. His face betrays neither relief nor satisfaction, unlike those of his retinue. Having arrived at Doha, his account concludes simply: ‘The Rub’ al-Khali had been crossed.’
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         That night, Nigel was in pain, his inner thighs bruised from the hours of riding; but he was genial and solicitous, and from time to time he would get up from his camp chair to speak tenderly to Soran, to stroke his muzzle and feed him flatbreads. It was as if his earlier outburst, in the dazzle of the afternoon, had not happened. My skin smelled slightly of eggs from the sulphurous water at Burkhana (I’d had a dip in the overflow tank). I watched Soran as he stared out across the darkened plain. If your camel stops chewing and stares into the darkness, something is wrong.

         ‘What is wanted is a new master species,’ wrote Lawrence: ‘birth-control for us, to end the human race in fifty years – and then a clear field for some cleaner mammal.’ His emphasis. This was the Lawrence, who, in the Sinai, found his body ‘too coarse to feel the utmost of our sorrows’, and sought ‘abnegation, renunciation, self-restraint’. Thesiger admits in his memoirs that sex had been of ‘no consequence’ to him: ‘the celibacy of desert life left me untroubled. Marriage would certainly have been a crippling handicap.’

         True, it is partly a matter of old-fashioned, foggy Protestant repression, of a peculiarly English brand. The other desert Lawrence, D. H., reflecting on his transformative time in New Mexico, remembered his native Britain as ‘an island no bigger than a back garden’. For those sweating, leaking, reeking, dreaming travellers in the hyper-arid Middle East, the desert promised asylum – both from garden England and from their own body and its cursed fecundity and importuning, its uncleanness – at the same time as it consoled those who were denied a true sense of feeling-at-home because of the simple variety of their desires. I remembered that nudge-nudging question from the audience at the Royal Geographical Society, about Thesiger’s ‘shall we say “unorthodox” lifestyle’.

         No wonder they preferred it here. Better to be straddling a camel, miles from the nearest waterhole, than hemmed in by men made from beeswax and snuff. 

         The devil’s first attempts to seduce St Antony from his course in the Egyptian desert having failed, he deployed instead ‘the weapons which he knows every man carries about him in his own flesh; for here he mostly lies in ambush against the souls of the young’. Appearing first as a woman, ‘the devil threw filthy thoughts into his mind’. Athanasius’s emphasis.

         Who was the woman Hassan had sketched in the sand? You might travel to escape the self, but in the desert of all places, where there is little else, you are thrown back upon your mind and your body with intensified force. Quietness offers no liberation, after all: there had been midnights when I swear my libido – whatever it consists of – was audible (somewhere between a stiff door and a backed-up drain). Nope, the body was there; the body was there more than ever, and with it all its claims.

         
            *

         

         Before dawn I was woken by Soran whimpering; he was saying good morning to Mohammed, who was reviving the banked fire. Crouched nearby, Hassan was using the tip of his pocket knife to bore a hole in a water bottle’s lid. I had seen him do this before: it allowed a jet to be squeezed out for ablutions. He walked away behind a nearby dune, returning a few minutes later. Then he handed the bottle to Mohammed, who went behind another dune. Finally, standing some distance away so as not to wake their guests, father and son performed the morning prayer together.

         The determinists tell us ‘le désert est monothéiste’ (Ernest Renan); that the inescapable consequence of peoples existing in a realm deprived of all but trackless ground and cloudless sky is a theology matchingly monolithic and unforgiving. Mohammed was a dryland prophet, just as Christ and Moses were. 

         John Steinbeck, travelling in the American West, noted that the ‘great concept of oneness and majestic order seems always to be born in the desert’. Bertram Thomas’s mentor David Hogarth reflected that ‘the Arab owes in part at least to singular climatic conditions his strong and simple intelligence which has formulated again and again a conception of God simple and strong enough to convince alien myriads of mankind’. The Japanese geographer Tetsuro Watsuji – whose language, he tells us, has no indigenous word for desert, there being no conception in Japan of an earthly realm of death – is of the view that it produces two main characteristics: submission and aggression. ‘The spiritual characteristics of the tribe of Shem, its thoughts, its religion, its polity and the like can all be interpreted in terms of desert living conditions. This life pattern is that of struggle.’

         The theologian William Harman Norton, in an essay on ‘The Influence of the Desert on Early Islam’ (1924), tells us that ‘the empty environment offers little food for reasoned thought. Surcharged with emotion, the Semite of the arid lands has turned easily to meditation and contemplation of the supernatural.’ He goes on to explicate Renan’s position: ‘As the rich scenic profusion of India and Greece led the Aryan to think of gods as many, so the barren simplicity, the endless monotony, the sterile uniformity of the desert, led the Semite to think of God as one.’

         I could barely make out the words, only Hassan’s repeated Allahu Akbar, but as they prostrated themselves to the radiant sky, the scene seemed wholly proper to the place, as if it – the desert itself – were the subject of their veneration.

         
            *

         

         Later, once the sun was risen, the ravens reappeared. Their materialising made me aware they had lives lived out of our sight: they’d have been doing something else when they had been prompted to attend our camp. Had they seen the smoke from our breakfast fire? What had they been doing? What would they do when we were gone? I watched them through Mohammed’s binoculars and remembered the ravens described by Thesiger, Philby and Thomas. Thesiger’s guide, bin Kabina, seeing a solitary individual, shouts ‘Raven, seek thy brother!’ and explains to the Englishman that ‘a single raven is unlucky, a bearer of ill tidings’. To Mohammed it was a matter of delighted awe that they mated for life. The birds were a reminder that the desert was an ecosystem; that lives in their entirety were eked out within its bounds. It was not just a mausoleum or a museum.

         Even as we crossed from the dunes back to the plains and the road to Salalah, I wished we were going the other way, north: deeper, deeper into the Empty Quarter. A person who has visited the desert once, Thesiger wrote, ‘will have within him the yearning to return’. Yet it was impossible to think of him and his predecessors and the brutalities they embraced and not identify in them some grating perversity. Abnegation, renunciation, self-restraint. What I’d come to feel for Thomas and Philby and Thesiger was something like awe, but it couldn’t be called sympathy. To seek to prove yourself against this place, forsake the palms and papaya of the coastal plain, seemed like a betrayal of a glorious endowment. It is easy to mistake flight for quest, yes. For all the desert’s dreamlike beauty, to travel here, as they had, for months and almost blindly, was not just to pitch yourself into oblivion, it was to grind away at yourself until nothing was left. It was to aspire to the condition of sand.
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