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  Introduction




  When I was at school I hadn’t heard of Dubai. If you’d asked me where it was I would have guessed Africa. I wouldn’t have been far

  wrong. But if I’d guessed India I wouldn’t have been far wrong either, or Asia, or even Europe. Dubai isn’t far from anywhere. That centrality has served it well.




  I hadn’t heard of Dubai forty years ago because there wasn’t much to hear of. It was just a hot little port on the Arabian Gulf. People had lived there for hundreds of years.

  They’d put to sea and traded and eaten a lot of fish, but they hadn’t multiplied much because the land they inhabited was desert. Offering only dates, a bit of meat and a few sources of

  fresh water, the desert kept the people skinny and pinned them to the coast. Dubai, like Arabia in general, was a quiet place.




  Time was, however, when Arabia in general had run the world. In the middle of the eighth century, only a hundred years after the birth of Islam, the Arabian Empire was larger than the Roman

  Empire had ever been. It embraced Spain and about two thirds of the Mediterranean seaboard. It had swept up through what is now Turkey. It had penetrated the Indian subcontinent. It had reached the

  great mountain ranges of Central Asia and had even clambered over them into what is now western China. Arabia, in short, was the great world power and Islam was the great world religion.




  The world owes much to that empire. It kept learning alive in the West. When Europe was benighted under illiterate tribal thugs, the Arab world was fostering science and philosophy, translating

  classical texts, importing mathematics from India and adapting technology from the Far East.




  But gradually the empire declined as empires do and Arabia settled back into what looked like a terminal snooze. Then, in the twentieth century, oil happened. It happened to Dubai as it happened

  to much of the Middle East. Dollars rained down. If it hadn’t been for oil, Dubai would still be snoozing in the sun and I’d still think it was in Africa.




  The places that found oil, or had it found for them, reacted variously. Many leaders gorged on the wealth it brought, but Dubai proved wiser. Perhaps because it didn’t have as much oil as

  others had, it foresaw a time when it wouldn’t have any. So Dubai set about creating something that would endure when the party was over. The result was the city that seemingly grew

  overnight.




  In only a few decades Dubai has become a hub of global trade and global finance. It has developed a tourism industry. It has erected buildings that everybody knows. And it has attracted people

  from almost every country on earth. Since 1960, Dubai’s population has multiplied about twenty-fold.




  And all this has been accomplished peaceably. Though it is situated in the world’s most volatile region, where blood has been spilt throughout my lifetime and looks unlikely to stop being

  spilt any time soon, Dubai has fought no wars and suffered no terrorism. In a time of increasing tension between the Muslim world and the nominally Christian one, Dubai has somehow stood aside from

  the fray.




  On the face of it, Dubai would seem like a model for the way ahead, but its critics are abundant and strident. As the American economic crisis spread across the world and put the wind up

  capitalism, there came a flood of articles about Dubai that oozed hatred. The writers, most of them British, saw Dubai as the emblem of a rotten world, a world that was imploding. Dubai was brash.

  Dubai was cruel. Dubai was exploitative. Dubai was a speculative bubble. Dubai, in short, was plain bloody horrible, and if the economic crisis killed off Dubai it would at least have done one good

  thing.




  In the Independent Johann Hari called Dubai a city built ‘on credit and ecocide, suppression and slavery.’




  In the Sunday Times, Rod Liddle asserted that Dubai was ‘a slave state’ and ‘not too far removed’ from ‘a pre-war Third World fascist theocracy.’




  And Simon Jenkins of The Times went in for prophecy. ‘The dunes will reclaim the soaring folly of Dubai,’ he wrote. Dubai was ‘the last word in iconic overkill, a

  festival of egotism with humanity denied.’




  I joined the chorus in a small way myself. In a newspaper column in 2008 I called Dubai ‘the spiritual home of suit man.’ Suit man, I suggested, was the business-class executive with

  the BlackBerry and the Rolex and nothing to contribute to the world except his ability to turn one dollar into two without doing anything useful.




  And on what evidence did we so despise Dubai? Well, I can’t speak for the others, but I’d spent four days there one summer a few years back. During those four days, the heat was too

  fierce to do anything much but shift from air-conditioned hotel room to air-conditioned bar. In other words I knew next to nothing of the place. My opinion was prejudice.




  That prejudice had been partly fostered by a patrician Englishman called Wilfred Thesiger. Thesiger was an oddball, a loner and an explorer. In the 1930s and 40s he made repeated treks across

  the sands of the Arabian Peninsula, including two crossings of the Empty Quarter, a terrifying blank on the map. Like his hero, T.E. Lawrence, he dressed as an Arab and he travelled in the company

  of Arabs, the tribal nomads known generically as the Bedouin. ‘Born freebooters,’ he called them, ‘contemptuous of all outsiders, and intolerant of restraint,’ and he

  painted a picture of them as a heroic race; but also a doomed one, for oil had already been found in the region. Modernity was sniffing round the edges of the desert. It would seduce and destroy,

  predicted Thesiger, an ancient and noble way of life.




  Thesiger died only a few years ago. As an old man he was invited to return to the United Arab Emirates and see the soaring new cities of Dubai and Abu Dhabi. He hated them. He described them as

  ‘an Arabian nightmare, the final disillusionment.’ It’s an old man’s lament, of course, for what was, for ‘a vanished past . . . and a once magnificent people.’

  But it’s a persuasive lament nonetheless. From the comfort of one’s armchair and with a supermarket just down the road, it is easy to view modern Dubai as the triumph of shallow

  materialism over ancient nobility, of consumption over honour, of shopping over endurance.




  It is equally easy to see Dubai as the purest expression of western free market politics. But Dubai isn’t the West. It is Muslim. Its laws are not western laws. Its press does not enjoy

  the freedom of the western press, and it remains an autocracy, run by an unelected sheikh from an effectively royal family.




  But the one outstanding truth about Dubai is that none of these facts and none of the criticism has deterred hundreds of thousands of people from travelling to Dubai in search of a better life.

  All of us know someone who’s gone there. And most of us know someone who has stayed there. Out of curiosity, I followed them.
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  Let It Snow, Let It Snow, Let It Snow




  Dusk in the desert. The sand’s warm. It seeps into my shoes like dry water and grinds beneath my socks. How deep the desert is I cannot

  guess. Ribbed like a beach, and relieved only by the odd sprig of grey vegetation, it stretches away from me for perhaps fifty metres. Whereupon it becomes the sixth fairway of the Arabian Ranches

  Golf Club.




  On the cobbled track for golf carts I empty the sand from the shoes, then set off for the distant clubhouse. As I pass a shrub, four birds erupt, plovers I think. They startle me. My spine jumps

  at the place where a dog has hackles. The birds screech a five-note alarm call. ‘Where are you going?’ it sounds like. ‘Where are you going?’ Well, birds, I’m going to

  meet Stephen for a drink.




  The birds wheel in the darkening air and settle further up the fairway. The base of the shrub they rose from is coiled around with irrigation tubing.




  Half an hour ago the sun set like a Christmas bauble. Now it’s no more than a pinkish smear on the horizon, but the air is still warm as a blessing. It’s deep mid-winter. Christmas

  happened just a few days back and, as in the Christian world, it’s party time in Dubai. Friends of friends have already invited me to a New Year’s Eve celebration. It is to be held in

  the desert, which I hope means more deserty desert than this. We’ll eat and drink amid the limitless sands, then sleep there in tents – like Thesiger but without the hardship. I have

  been warned not to leave my shoes outside the tent overnight. Scorpions like to snuggle down in them, apparently.




  I bet scorpions have been banished from this golf course. The place is encircled by the reason for its existence, a housing estate for ex-pats called Arabian Ranches. The houses are not ranches,

  and neither were they built for Arabs, but misnomers are endemic in Dubai. There are other estates here called The Greens and The Meadows, and it’s hard to imagine anywhere less green or

  meadowy. The estates have all gone up in the last four years, built on the sands that fringe the city.




  I follow the smooth track as it winds over bulldozed hummocks – their veneer of forced grass mown to different lengths as stipulated by the Royal and Ancient – and around bunkers.

  Dubai does excellent bunkers. Night’s approach has driven all the golfers to the clubhouse, and left the course to the birds. The birds have surprised me. Already I’ve seen plovers,

  partridges, doves, mynah birds, wagtails, and numerous bright and darting things I cannot name. Have they always come here? Or have they discovered Dubai more recently as the place has greened?

  Have they come, like the ex-pats, for the golf courses? I don’t know.




  Near the clubhouse the driving range and putting greens are lit by banks of floodlights. The air resounds with the surprising and distinctive twang of metal woods. A tractor of sorts glides

  about the range, driven by a man in a metal cage. The machine hoovers the balls into its innards as if feeding.




  More women than men are out practising, almost all of them white and middle-aged, their wide lower portions encased in three-quarter-length shorts. Despite the ballast of their butts, the women

  don’t hit the ball very far.




  I trot up the grand steps to the clubhouse. The place is mock-baronial, with a marble atrium and flunkeys in uniform. The bar is thirty feet long. Behind it stand more flunkeys in dark shirts

  and aprons. Their skins range from light hazel to lustrous African black, and they’re all young, fresh and well groomed. On the other side of the bar, and facing them, stand men in less

  appealing skins. Those skins are twice as old and range in colour from sallow straw to soon-to-burst burgundy, though these men would all describe themselves as white. They wear polo shirts and

  they don’t look happy.




  I order a Stella Artois, the Belgian beer that was the cheapest available when I lived in France thirty years ago but which has since thrown foil round the neck of its bottles and, by a

  masterpiece of marketing, become a premium brand. It still gets you drunk but more expensively. It’s a beer that seems apt for Dubai.




  ‘I’m sorry, sir,’ says the barman with a propitiatory smile, ‘fifteen minutes.’ He taps his watch to underline his point, then indicates a laminated notice, one of

  several dotted along the bar. It announces, with apologies, that the bar will not open until 6.30 p.m. in honour of the Islamic New Year.




  Only then do I notice that none of the men at the bar has a drink. And they are exceptionally keen to get one. They fizz like wasps in a jam jar, glancing abstractedly at a screen showing an

  English football match, then back to their wrists and the cruel dawdle of time. There’s an air of only just good-natured impatience.




  ‘What do they think this is, a fucking mosque?’ The speaker is short and tubby, and his accent, Liverpudlian at a guess, turns fucking into fooking. His plump little gut is enclosed

  by a shirt of a colour that I wouldn’t have chosen myself. For me or for him.




  I ask him how it is that the Islamic New Year differs from the Christian one, but in the circumstances it’s a poor choice of question. ‘Fook it,’ he says and turns to the

  football. Ads for beer line the pitch. I hope they annoy him. The pitch is English winter mud. Many of the lithe young footballers have skins like the ones behind the bar.




  One golfer ceaselessly drums his fingers on the bar top, as if doing a piano exercise. Others banter with the staff. ‘Come on, mate. The cops aren’t going to come in. We’re all

  friends here.’




  The youngsters behind the bar are used to accommodating these older men. They open doors for them, fuel their bellies with booze and food, agree with them at all times and on all subjects, laugh

  at their jokes and hope for tips. Thwarting them brings acute discomfort.




  More men come in and add to the waiting throng. The pressure mounts. In the end it tells. Watched by a hundred eyes, a barman reaches up, extracts a glass from the rack and pulls the Heineken

  tap. By my watch it’s 6.25. The tap gurgles and splutters. The froth becomes a steady stream of beer. The gates of heaven have opened and Allah chooses not to send a thunderbolt. And

  there’s an instantaneous exhalation of breath and a change of mood. The men stir with anticipatory pleasure. They do not clamour to be served, but they get close to it. The evening has begun.

  And so, almost, has the Islamic New Year.




  It takes a while to ease the backlog. The men retreat from the bar one by one, holding glasses of what they crave to smooth the edges of the evening, to put out the little fires of

  dissatisfaction. I take my Stella out to the patio, laid with tables and chairs for dining and big cushioned chairs for sprawling in and drinking. Free-standing heaters on wheels abound like tall

  green toadstools. They are not needed this evening. The air bathes the skin.




  The floodlit practice area is more sparsely populated than half an hour ago, the golfers whirring back to the clubhouse on their little electric carts like birds coming in to roost. A couple of

  stars have appeared in the night sky, or perhaps planets. I have never known the difference.




  The terrace starts to fill with men and family groups, a few of them Indian or oriental, but the great majority white. The women wear what seem to me to be abnormal quantities of jewellery, but

  maybe I am deceived by my expectations: I’m expecting the ostentation of nouvelle richesse.




  The villas that encircle the course are just inky shapes. The irrigated rock garden at the fringe of the patio is planted with exotic shrubs, immaculately tended. The trunks of the date palms

  have been clipped to neatness and wound around with strings of Christmas lights. Invisible speakers play easy-listening music, by which I mean the stuff that it’s easy not to listen to,

  familiar, tuneful, out-of-date songs, a sort of aural wallpaper.




  Stephen, my friend and host, arrives, his hair wet. He apologizes for being late.




  ‘I decided to have a shower,’ he says. ‘Wonderful showers here.’




  ‘I thought you said you weren’t a member?’




  ‘I’m white, aren’t I?’




  It seems that no one has ever challenged him.




  I offer to fetch him a beer but, as if by telepathy, a girl appears, places a salver of crisps and peanuts on the low table and takes Stephen’s order. She is from Myanmar. She’s been

  in Dubai for eight months, she says. She is pleased to be here. Her smile is all charm.




  A pair of young Indians appears, one in staff uniform, the other in the check trousers and straitjacket of a chef. They wheel a barbecue onto the patio and set up stall to make pasta on demand.

  And bang on cue for the Islamic New Year an Islamic moon rises. It’s the thinnest sickle, gleaming and whetted. I think immediately of the curve of metal that tops the roof of every mosque in

  the world. And simultaneously of a knife, curved and gleaming, a knife to slit the throat of an infidel dog.




  Stephen is more forthcoming than the Scouser on the subject of the Islamic calendar. It is based on lunar months, which are shorter than Christian months, so the date of the new year shifts back

  a bit each year. But apparently the local authorities are not above nudging it neatly onto a weekend so as to minimize disruption to business.




  I know Stephen from university. After he graduated he crewed for a few years on rich people’s yachts. He tells me how he loved being on watch on nights like this, calm nights with a moon.

  He’d sit on deck and stare up into the multitude of stars. And in the great rocking silence of a huge ocean he would sink into a reverie, a Wordsworth-like communion with a pointlessly

  spinning globe. And with it would come a sense of cruel beauty, allied to a sort of consoling indifference. The speech surprises me. I’d never thought Stephen was given to that sort of thing,

  though on reflection, I expect we all are in one way or another.




  Stephen tells me how, many years ago, on just such a night in the vastness of the Indian Ocean, he was alone on deck and sunk in reverie when, whoompha, something struck him in the back. He

  jumped more than he has ever jumped before or since. Instinct relayed mighty immediate messages of terror through his body. The shock, he says, must have come close to killing him. On the deck

  beside him lay a flying fish.




  We sit a long while in the sweet, luxurious evening. Stephen gives me some rudimentary lessons in astronomy, pointing out a couple of planets. Planets shine continuously, he

  says, while stars only twinkle. ‘See there,’ he says, ‘that one’s a planet, whereas that one next to it, that’s a star.’




  ‘Ah yes,’ I say, though I can see no difference. I think I may be looking at the wrong bits.




  Sprinklers pop up audibly on the golf course to ready it for tomorrow’s traffic. Our Myanmari waitress keeps us supplied with European beer. On the first evening of the Islamic year 1430,

  the Christmas lights twinkle in the date palms. The Indian chef cooks Italian dishes. The tubby ex-pat golfers and their families sit and laugh under a sickle moon. Dean Martin sings, ‘Let it

  snow, let it snow, let it snow.’ It is 9 p.m. and twenty degrees. And we are sitting above desert.




  ‘Welcome to Dubai,’ says Stephen.




  ‘Cheers,’ I say. We chink glasses. And I wonder to myself, quite cheerfully, whether I am going to be able to make any sense of this tangled place.
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  I Love You, I Respect You




  The Arabian peninsula lies between Africa and Asia. It’s bounded by the Red Sea to the west, and to the north-east by the Arabian Gulf. The

  little rhino horn of land that protrudes into the eastern end of the Gulf is the United Arab Emirates. It consists of seven emirates, one of which is Dubai. And the Emirate of Dubai consists of the

  city of Dubai and a small chunk of desert.




  If you drive west along the coast from Dubai you’ll pass through Abu Dhabi, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and Kuwait before fetching up in Iraq. Directly across the Gulf from Dubai is Iran. In other

  words, Dubai is close to a lot of oil and even more volatility.




  The rhino horn comes to a tip at the Straits of Hormuz, beyond which lie the Arabian Sea and the Indian Ocean. Carry on down the other side of the horn and you’ll reach Oman, Yemen, the

  Red Sea, Egypt and eventually the Suez Canal.




  Dubai sits on the Creek, a saltwater inlet that stretches inland a few miles before subsiding into salt marsh and, astonishingly, a flock of flamingos, as pink as teenage nail varnish. Beyond

  the flamingos lies desert – or at least it did until Dubai began to swell. A lot of the desert’s gone. I fear the flamingos may follow it, but it’s the non-flamingo end of the

  Creek that matters for the city. Without the Creek this place would never have been settled. From the very beginning the Creek has provided safe harbour for sea-going vessels and the sea has

  provided fish and trade.




  Down by the Creek at ten in the morning, in this most futuristic of cities I meet a scene that’s ancient. Moored at the wharf are a mass of chunky ramshackle wooden boats

  that look as old as Christ. These are dhows, big four-square blunt things. Each has an elaborate painted superstructure in a fetching state of decay. Their squat and bulbous hulls remind me of the

  dumpy galleons in which Europeans set sail during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries to grab what they could of a new world.




  Accommodation for the crew consists of ragged hammocks. The railings are hung with even more ragged washing. It’s a scene of picturesque poverty, ripe for the tourist camera, but it

  clearly isn’t laid on for the tourist. It’s business. The dhow is a small-scale trading vessel doing what’s been done up and down the gulf for thousands of years.




  The decks of the dhows are heaped with stuff, arbitrary stuff in arbitrary heaps. And the wharf is heaped with even more stuff, tons of it, all higgledy-piggledy. I can walk up and touch it:

  huge boxes of blanched cashew kernels from India, Best Brand Tamarinds, ten-inch oval plates from the Better Home Company of China, pallets of car batteries, fish traps, air-con units, Taiwanese

  tablecloths, fridges in cardboard boxes, all of them stacked any old how. Someone must know what’s where but it looks bewildering to me.




  People abound, a few of them actively loading or unloading stuff. But most just squat on their haunches smoking, playing cards, arguing, mending a sandal, drinking milky tea from polystyrene

  cups, eating rice and scraps with their fingers, or simply looking vaguely into an unfocussed distance and just being. All the people look poor. None of them looks remotely Arab. Most are from the

  vast Indian subcontinent: Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Pakistan, India. They are small, skinny, dark people, wearing cotton smocks or loose two-piece pyjamas or t-shirts and dirty jeans. And all of them

  are men. It’s a place of shouting and idling, a place of small-scale human business. I buy a cup of Lipton’s tea, sweetened with both condensed milk and sugar, and sit a while under a

  palm in the room-temperature air, just watching, and feeling that I like all this.




  A parakeet swoops between trees, a scream of luminous green, like lime juice brightly lit. Ants are busy at my feet, more industrious than the wharf but with a similar air of random activity

  held within an overall order. On the coarse grass of a berm there’s a patch of vomit in which the ants take great interest. And alighting to take an intense interest in the ants is, to my

  surprise and delight, a hoopoe.




  I know the hoopoe from the bird books I read as a kid. It was supposed to visit the UK but I doubted it. This bird was too exotic for the cloudy north. With its weird crest it belonged somewhere

  they worshipped odd gods. And here it is now, smaller than I expected, but every bit as bizarre. Its wings are zebra striped, its bill long and curved, but the bird is rendered distinctive by its

  crest. It resembles the bony protrusion on the heads of the first flying creatures, those nightmare dinosaurs with wings of skin and beaks of teeth. At the same time, that crest seems the distilled

  essence of Egypt, of a piece with hieroglyphs and the sort of neck-thrust dancing that some people perform regrettably at discos. Or used to anyway. I haven’t danced in decades.




  A man comes by pushing a bike. He is five foot tall, swarthy, fat as the Michelin logo and wearing pyjamas. The low-slung crotch of his pyjama trousers would arouse admiration in any

  skateboarder. He looks perhaps forty years old. The bike looks older. The hoopoe understandably takes fright.




  As I wander down the Creek the place smartens with money. Here’s a cliff of glass, the Dubai Chamber of Commerce and Industry. It’s everything the wharf is not: modern, rectilinear,

  impenetrable, air-conditioned, wealthy, security-guarded and daunting. And here are dhows that are dhows no longer. They’ve been refurbished, prinked and polished, permanently moored and

  turned into restaurants for tourists. Parodic authenticity, the hallmark of tourism the world over.




  I pass swanky hotels with big cars pulling up in the porte-cochere and doormen in uniform rushing to their sides. The doormen are Indian, the cars European and the people who get out of

  them mostly Arab. The Arab men all wear the long white surgical gown known as the dishdash.




  It’s evocative garb. I am immediately reminded of London in the Seventies, when a sudden spike in the oil price made Arabs into lords of the world. The white gowns moved about Mayfair in

  Rolls Royces and bought everything from whores to skyscrapers with what seemed like imperious disdain. I remember there was resentment and a sort of sulky dread. Britain was slumped in terminal

  decline and a three-day week and it seemed that the order of the world was changing.




  Beside the Creek a few tourists promenade, looking bored, looking not to have quite found the joy they expected to find when they planned this jaunt. Nevertheless they are storing in their

  cameras a mass of pixellated images, to be administered to friends at a later date, like soporific drugs.




  And it’s a pretty enough urban scene that the friends will be bored by, with the Creek glittering in the sun and the air benign, and poverty out of sight, and food and drink available at

  little cafes on the prom, at one of which I take a seat. Two men are playing chess. One coughs with a bubbling insistence that sounds terminal. An Indian fills a bucket from a standpipe. He has the

  deep-sunk eyes of a brigand and skin so dark it shines. His t-shirt says ‘Desert Car Wash’. I had expected to get through life without seeing the phrase ‘Desert Car

  Wash’.




  Coffee was the signature drink of the Bedouin Arabs. When Thesiger made camp for the night, his companions would always brew coffee. Strong and bitter stuff, apparently, served in a huge

  elaborate pot and tiny cups. I’ve already seen such a pot in a souvenir shop. It had a spout like a toucan’s bill. But drinkable coffee has proved hard to find. I order one now and get

  a plastic beaker of what I can only describe as a brown. Thin and warmish, it makes up for its lack of coffee flavour with sugar. A cat inspects me from a wall with that fixed stare they affect.

  Like every cat I have seen so far in this city it looks skinny and scared.




  An Arab approaches in full regalia – sandals, dishdash, head cloth. As he mounts the steps to the little terrace he grabs at his crotch. He grabs meatily and unabashedly.

  His eye meets mine. He grins and grabs his crotch once more, whether to relieve irritation or just for the pleasant sensation, I can’t tell. He smiles, broadly. ‘You want tea?’ he

  says. I have already given up on the brown.




  ‘Thank you,’ I say and the man calls like an emperor for two teas and sits on the plastic chair opposite mine. He takes off his sandals, folds one foot under himself, gives his

  crotch another affectionate mauling, and grins. His teeth are terrible. Broad and white at the business end, they narrow towards the gums, corroded by brown rot, so each tooth resembles an

  off-white miniature spade with a rotten wooden handle. ‘My name Abdullah,’ he proclaims.




  ‘Joe,’ I say.




  ‘John,’ he says as we shake hands.




  ‘Joe,’ I say.




  ‘John,’ he says.




  ‘I’m pleased to meet you,’ I say.




  ‘John,’ he says, giving me another unimpeded view of those teeth. ‘I see you. I respect you. I love you.’ And he lays his hand on my arm and beams.




  By means of some simple questions several times repeated and rephrased I discover that Abdullah is from the Yemen. He has a wife and four children.




  ‘I working very good,’ he says with evident pride.




  ‘Working,’ he repeats when he sees me looking puzzled. He places his hands on the table to indicate a length of about a foot, then he thrusts his pelvis back and forth so that the

  chair legs rasp on the concrete. ‘Working good, good,’ and when I catch on and congratulate him, he is delighted and tells me once again that he loves me.




  ‘Where you are sitting?’ says Abdullah.




  It’s clearly a question, but I suspect that the obvious answer isn’t the one he’s looking for. I resort to my puzzled look.




  ‘Where are you sitting? You are sitting in hotel?’ he says.




  ‘Ah, I see. No, I am sitting with friends.’




  ‘I am sitting in Sharjah.’




  Sharjah is the emirate next door to Dubai.




  I ask him about his work. He either doesn’t understand or doesn’t work, but he has plenty to tell me about a local prostitute.




  ‘Too expensive. No good. She want dinner. She want room. She want present. She want thousand dirham. I working very good,’ and he slaps his hands together to illustrate a brisk

  sexual efficiency. ‘All over. One hundred dirham. All over. You got telephone?’




  I don’t, but he gives me his number. ‘You lonely you call me. How my English?’




  ‘Your English is very good,’ I say. Were he a pupil I would give him top marks for gusto.




  ‘No book. No writing. Oh no no no, no writing. I talking, see, talking everybody,’ and he spreads wide his arms to embrace the linguistic world.




  In Yemen, he tells me, he chews a lot of khat, the mildly narcotic leaf that is apparently a way of life there. Perhaps that explains his teeth. He misses khat in Dubai. Dubai has similar

  drug laws to Singapore. Here he has to smoke cigarettes. I offer him a Rothmans but he waves it away with theatrical disgust. ‘Hot hot hot,’ he exclaims, ‘My God no,’ and he

  extracts a packet of Pine cigarettes which I’ve never seen before. He doesn’t offer me one.




  When conversation dries up, in other words when he is confident that he has communicated to me all the things that I need to know about his life and in particular about his sexual potency and

  his forthright treatment of prostitutes, and he has learned of me only the wrong name and my current sitting position, I tell him I must be on my way. We shake hands, he repeats his love for me, I

  tell him I have enjoyed meeting him, which I have, and I get up to leave.




  He gets up to leave too. He puts his arm in mine. I don’t think he’s paid for the teas.




  As we stroll like lovers beside the Creek, he waves and says hi to a western man who does not wave or say hi back.




  ‘I speak that man many time,’ he says. ‘Many many time. Pah! Now where going?’




  I have no idea where we’re going. I’ve planned only to wander. I know this won’t be a satisfactory answer. ‘The gold souk,’ I say because I have seen it marked on a

  map.




  ‘Long long way,’ he says with alarm. He stops, grips my arm, points down the road, gives me some incomprehensible directions which I make no effort to comprehend, says, ‘I love

  you, I respect you’ with more apparent sincerity than I have ever heard from anyone but drunks, and certainly with more than I feel I’ve earned, releases my arm and leaves.




  Having mentioned the gold souk to Abdullah, I feel that I may as well try to find it. And in the warren of buildings and businesses stretching back from the Creek, it takes

  some finding.




  When Thesiger came briefly to Dubai after one of his desert treks he found a sleepy place of twenty-five thousand or so inhabitants. But it was already a place of trade and it was already

  cosmopolitan. ‘Behind the diversity of houses which lined the waterfront were the souks, covered passageways, where merchants sat in the gloom, cross-legged in narrow alcoves among their

  piled merchandise. The souks were crowded with many races – pallid Arab townsmen; armed Bedu, quick-eyed and imperious; Negro slaves; Baluchis, Persians and Indians.’




  An entrance arch says ‘Dubai, City of Gold.’ As in Thesiger’s day it’s a covered passageway and as in Thesiger’s day it is crowded with many races. But that’s

  about it for similarities to Thesiger’s day. For in the rush to modernize over the last forty years or so, Dubai demolished most of its souks. But then the tourists started to arrive, and

  tourists like to shop. And they particularly like to shop in traditional markets. So Dubai rebuilt its souks.




  For some reason most of the windows sport a sign in English saying ‘German Spoken Here’. Every shop is a jeweller’s shop. Every shop seems to have identical stock. And the

  cumulative effect of all that gold is numbing.




  In one of the little shops all four of the assistants say ‘Good morning, sir.’ All four are Indian and all four have moustaches. I ask them how business is.




  ‘Very good,’ says one. His colleagues nod and smile.




  ‘Better than last year?’




  ‘Oh no, sir, no, sir, very worse.’




  ‘Do you think it will pick up again.’




  ‘Oh yes, sir, yes, sir, definitely.’




  I finger a delicate golden crucifix on a chain. There are hundreds of designs to choose from.




  ‘You want cross, sir? Very nice cross.’




  ‘Where do you get your stock from? Is it made here in Dubai?’




  ‘Italy, sir, most from Italy. Very good jewellery, Italy.’




  Suddenly all four assistants look up. I follow their eyes. A girl is passing. She is perhaps nineteen and has the honeyed skin of the Mediterranean. She wears sunglasses, a halter top that makes

  much of her breasts, and a tiny pair of hot pants, white and tight, cradling the taut little rounds of the buttocks. Thesiger saw nothing like that.




  







  3




  Just Walking the Dog




  I wake early. Stephen’s house is silent. I cannot even hear air conditioning, though the place is the same temperature as when I went to bed.

  Buddy the dog is delighted to see someone up so soon. He brings me a rubber bone to biff. ‘Come on, Buddy,’ I say, ‘we’re going out.’ It’s what I do at home.




  Hung in the hallway I find one of those spring-loaded retractable leads, and we emerge from the baronial front door into Arabian Ranches. The street’s as quiet and windless as the house,

  the air as mild as an English spring. A slight mist hangs like stage smoke. The berms are planted with shrubs and other tuberous or wispy things, all immaculately trimmed and thriving, it seems, on

  just sand and irrigation. The dog fossicks down drives and wraps the lead deftly around lamp posts.




  The large detached houses loom sandy-grey in the half-light. Garage doors stand open, partly because there is no need to lock them but mainly because they are too full of vehicles to close. The

  vehicles spill out onto the hard standing, three or four per house, big vehicles, flashy vehicles, vehicles that cost a lot. Every house has a four-wheel drive. Many have two. About one in four is

  a Range Rover, that most squirearchical of cars, the car for the owner of acres who doesn’t have to work those acres, or for the owner of a suburban house who likes to appear to own acres. I

  suspect the Range Rover owners of being British. They’ve made their money here in the desert but they trumpet it in the vehicular language of home.




  I suspect the Hummer owners of being American, and in this silent suburban street there are more Hummers than in a Schwarzenegger movie. Brute cars, bully cars, singing a song of paramilitary

  virility. On the rear windscreen of a yellow one there’s a big red sticker: ‘I Brake for Nobody’.




  And all these mechanical beasts – Range Rovers, Hummers, Jeeps, Prados, Pajeros, BMWs, Audis and low-slung growly sports cars – amounting to what must be several million

  dollars’ worth on this single street, stand beaded with moisture and silent, like sleeping animals.




  The houses they sleep in front of are known as villas but they look like mansions. There are several thousand of them in this complex. Most have a pool set in an automatically irrigated garden.

  All have accommodation for a live-in maid. Her room is about a third the size of the garage. The houses have no external guttering. Rain, when it comes, which is rarely, just bounces off and soaks

  into the limitless sands beneath. But these villas have been built with a nod to the region’s past. With their rounded edges, and their sandy coloured plaster and their flat tops and their

  pediments and balconies, and the wooden beams that protrude from their walls for no structural reason, they resemble, or at least allude to, the only local buildings that are more than fifty years

  old, the mud-built forts and palaces of the sheikhs. And right now, against the bleached pre-dawn sky, they don’t look entirely out of place.




  The reason that these buildings exist goes to the root of the nature of this place. Dubai is a sheikhdom. The Al Maktoums are the ruling family, increasingly referred to as the royal family, and

  they are not elected. They were never elected. They rule because they rule. The current sheikh is Mohammed. His brother was sheikh before him. His father before him. That man was Sheikh

  Rashid, universally acknowledged as the creator of modern Dubai. Further back than that we won’t go for the moment.




  All land belongs to the sheikh but he can and does dole out chunks of it as gifts. These gifts go exclusively to Emiratis so, until recently, there simply wasn’t a real estate market.

  Ex-pats, which meant pretty well everybody, had to rent. However wealthy they became, however their collection of Hummers for all occasions might spill out of the garage and onto the street, they

  could not own that garage. As the city boomed, so rents soared. The result was wealthy Emirati landlords and grumbling ex-pat tenants. The tenants clamoured for property rights. Without them,

  though they might have lived in Dubai for ten or twenty years, their toehold in the sand remained only a toehold.




  Every ex-pat in Dubai is here on sufferance. He’s a guest with a visa. The longest visa available lasts only three years, and most visas are tied to employment. Lose your job and you lose

  your right to stay. And all visas can be revoked at any time by the sheikh without legal comeback. From Dubai’s point of view, it’s a most convenient system. You can get rid of anyone

  any time.




  But if you allow a foreigner to buy a house then it’s harder to justify hoofing him out if he loses his job. He’s gone part way to becoming a citizen.




  So the sheikh was faced with a dilemma. If he allowed ex-pats to own houses he would to some extent lose his power over them. Moreover he would run the risk of alienating the Emiratis. They do

  not elect him, but he retains power only by their consent. So he has to keep them sweet. And what better sweetener could there be than allowing them a monopoly on residential property in a booming

  metropolis?




  But at the same time, if Dubai was to continue to boom it needed ex-pats, and if they continued to be unable to own a house then Dubai might lose out to the several other cities that were trying

  to imitate Dubai’s success.




  Around 2002 the belief grew that the sheikh would cave in and people began to trade in houses. In 2006 the sheikh caved in. He didn’t grant ex-pats citizenship, but he did allow them to

  buy freehold property. There remains some confusion over precisely what rights this confers, and there may be horrible legal problems down the track, but the decision was like dropping a bleeding

  carcass into a sea of sharks.




  The house in which I’m staying was bought in two minutes. Stephen’s wife, Kay, was given a numbered ticket to a show day for the development called Arabian Ranches. That was all Kay

  knew about it. The show day was held in a downtown office because there was nothing to show. The houses hadn’t been built. The land was still sand.




  Kay attended only out of curiosity. When she arrived, the queue of ex-pats stretched round the block and then some.




  She was tempted to turn back but her numbered ticket entitled her to jump the queue. She presented it at the door, was ushered to a desk in a thronged office and was shown three different house

  designs. She thought she preferred one.




  The saleswoman pulled out a plan of the proposed development and asked where she would like her house built. This was all happening a little faster than Kay had expected or felt she could cope

  with. Nevertheless she studied the plan and pointed a tentative finger at a lot backing onto the golf course because Stephen liked golf.




  ‘Right, Design three, Lot thirty-two,’ said the saleswoman and she typed something into her computer and said that as yet Lot 32 had not been taken and she could hold it for two

  minutes while Kay made up her mind. If she decided to go ahead she had to pay her deposit right then. If she didn’t she missed out.




  Kay rang her husband. He didn’t answer the phone. ‘Time’s up,’ said the saleswoman.




  Kay is a farmer’s daughter from the Midlands. She is not given to whimsical purchases. But then she thought of the queue outside the office. ‘I’ll take it,’ she said. As

  she wrote a cheque for a hundred thousand pounds or so, she felt queasy and guilty. This wasn’t the sort of thing that a farmer’s daughter from the Midlands did. But farmers in the

  Midlands had never seen anything like Dubai.




  She left the building feeling that she might throw up. When she emerged, the first person in the queue asked if she’d bought a house. Kay said she had. The person made her an offer for it.

  So did the next. She could have doubled her money, perhaps trebled it, in a minute. All of which made her feel she’d done the right thing.




  Every available lot in the unbuilt Arabian Ranches sold that day. And that story was replicated all over the city. It was a property boom to rival any in history. In the golf club the other

  night I heard tell of an Irishman who flew to Dubai one morning, bought a handful of houses off plan, sold them in the afternoon, and flew home in the evening a millionaire. The story may even be

  trueish.




  Buddy has sunk his snout in a pile of Christmas wrapping paper overflowing from a bin. Turning over a red and black cardboard box that held a remote-controlled car far bigger than him he

  extracts a discarded hard-centre chocolate with tooth-marks. A gate opens just along the street. A woman and a dog. The woman’s a tiny Filipina maid, the dog’s a vast mastiff. The maid

  could sit astride the beast and ride it like a jockey. She sees me, yanks the mastiff’s head, and walks swiftly in the opposite direction. Another gate opens, another maid appears, this time

  with a lolloping shaggy retriever. She too heads in the opposite direction when she sees us. It is obvious from the way they walk that the maids have no affection for the dogs. Walking the dog at

  dawn is just the first of the long day’s chores.




  Arabian Ranches is walled like a medieval city. To enter or leave you have to pass through one of perhaps forty checkpoints. Each has a barrier arm and a guard in a guardhouse.

  As we approach, the guard emerges, a brown-skinned man in a blue semi-military uniform. He observes my white skin. He observes my un-Islamic dog.




  ‘Good morning, sir.’




  I am unaccustomed to being called sir, especially when dog-walking at dawn. I am wearing old jeans and yesterday’s soiled shirt. I feel a middle-class uneasiness with deference. I ask the

  man where he’s from.




  ‘Nepal, sir.’




  ‘How come you’re in Dubai?’




  ‘Sir?’




  ‘How did you get this job?’




  ‘Security, sir, I am security.’ And he smiles with a sort of eager desperation.




  I don’t push it, and Buddy is keen to move on. We cross the road that circles the blank outer wall of the Ranches. I release the dog. He rewards me with the unfailing joy of dogs. He

  exults, as little children do, in the simple delight of running. When I call him he stops in a cloud of sand and hurtles back to me for a morsel of hamburger I filched from the fridge. His flesh

  quivers with zest. To see him is to smile by contagion.
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