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Preface

Perhaps the most exciting aspect of traveling in the Western Desert is the feeling that
the great age of desert exploration is not over. Making your way into the interior of the
desert and riding the wind to an ancient fort is one of the few great adventures left in the
world. Knowing that the last time someone visited the area was years ago produces a
euphoria that is unparalleled. The strain of wading through old records means nothing
once you are standing in the desert, feet firmly planted in the sand. The eye searches the
horizon looking for the ghosts of the past: the amazing Kufra refugees, the slave
caravans, the great religious community of the Sanusi, the nineteenth-century explorers,
and soldiers of war.

Change is inevitable in the desert. It has always changed. It changed in prehistory
when people scribbled graffiti on the rock surfaces at Gebel Uwaynat. It changed in the
Middle Kingdom when someone built a temple along the shores of the lake in Fayoum
and when someone else, surely amid great protest and apprehension, changed the level
of the lake. It changed when the Romans built a string of forts in Kharga Qasis, when
the underground water systems were introduced in Bahariya, Kharga, and Farafra oases,
when the medieval rulers of Cairo established villages in Dakhla, and when the British
and Italians created the national borders. Surely, as each new change came it was met
with controversy.

The current round of changes in the Western Desert have been greeted with a lot of
criticism. They began in the 1970s when the government connected the oases with
asphalt roads. They continued with the creation of the New Valley, the laying of the
infrastructure, the immigration to Farafra, the emergence of East Uwaynat, and the
construction of modern hotels in the oases. This book, first published in 1990, has been
a part of the growth. It explained the desert. It built a bridge between the people of the
desert and the travelers who ventured there. It brought about change.

Some are angry because of these changes. They do not want tourists in the desert, yet
they lead safaris. They do not want people to follow after them into remote regions, yet
they want to earn their living from the desert. It does not work that way. In the 1920s,
Byron Khun de Prorok was appalled to find, on his return visit a year after making
Neolithic discoveries in the Fayoum, that his trackless desert between Cairo and the
Fayoum was “covered with motor tracks and countless sardine tins.” It would not be
surprising to find a papyrus on which some scribe in ancient Egypt chastised Egyptian
tourists for similar things, or Roman tourists for hauling precious cargo back to Rome.

Some are not so much angry at change as at how change is materializing in the
Western Desert. This, too, is an eternal conflict between ideologies. Critics bring their
own prejudices, their own shortcomings, their own agendas, when they pass judgment
on desert development. They may find change not within their financial interest, not up
to their moral standards, not within their environmental expectations. Surely they must
realize that there is more than one way for this desert to blossom. Surely they must
realize that no one person or idea will be the salvation of this desert, just as no one
person or idea is responsible for all the problems that development and change bring.
Although some abhor them, the modern changes are improving the quality of life for the
desert people. Thanks to the government there are better roads, better schools, hospi-
tals, telephones, televisions, and imported goods from the Nile Valley. How the desert
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people adapt these changes to their lifestyles and traditions is their most important task.
They can lose their identity, as many in the world have done, or they can create a
balance, making the new work with the old.

Today we are writing a new chapter in desert adventure. We are the inheritors of a
great tradition that has shown respect for the desert, its dangers, and its beauty. We owe
a debt to every person whose name is associated with this place: to the Oracle of Siwa,
who predicted the future; to the soldiers of the Persian Army, who are lost forever in its
sands; to Gerhard Rohlfs, who stepped off into the unknown; to John Ball, Hugh
Beadnell, and Patrick Clayton, who mapped the desert inch by inch; to Ahmed
Hassanein, who trekked over 1,000 miles to discover new places; to the Englishman
Ralph Bagnold, the Frenchman Théodore Monod, and the German Hans Rhotert, who
epitomize the international concern for the desert; to the intriguing, romantic spirits of
travelers like Count Ladislaus Edouard de Almasy, who add not only history but also
glamour to the desert; and to Ahmed Fakhry, who explored the desert’s antiquities.

It is our honor-bound duty to protect their desert, to keep it clean from modern
debris, unpolluted by cities and their clutter, and safe from human destructiveness. We
must maintain its wildness and natural splendor to hand down to those who come after
us.

Allah ma’ak wa ma’a salama (Go with God and with safety).
Cassandra Vivian
Maadi and Monessen, 1999

Global Positioning System (GPS) waypoints are given to all onroad and a limited
number of offroad sites in this book. There are no GPS points to remote sites or
unguarded archaeologial sites. This is intentional. The waypoints are here for the enjoy-
ment of the traveler, but not to the detriment of the desert. Nor are the GPS points to
be considered as life saving devices. How well a traveler knows his or her equipment,
understands how GPS works, and makes logical decisions are all factors in GPS travel.
Always maintain a backup. Do not consider these GPS points as 100 percent reliable:
nothing is.

The GPS receiver can be set to receive waypoints in a number of ways. The first is
Lat/Lon dd.mm.ss format. This format gives the waypoint in degrees, minutes, and
seconds. This format seems to be more popular in the United States. The second
format is dd.mm.mm, sometimes called the metric format, which is used by most people
throughout the world. The waypoint is in degrees, minutes, and 100 parts of a minute.
All the waypoints in this book were calculated in this manner. The third format is the
UTM (the Universal Transverse Mercator) or MGRS, the newest type of system devel-
oped by the US government. It is considered to be more accurate than the traditional
longitude and latitude systems. In the future it will probably be the system we all use.
For a full explanation on how to use UTM, go to www.maptools.comfindex.html. There is
a complicated formula to translate formats, but there are also electronic calculators that
can do it for you. One of the easiest to use is on the Jeep homepage at
www.feep.com/details/coord/ (one more exciting GPS page to explore). A click of the
mouse will move you from one system to the other.
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1
The Natural World

This desert has always been a mysterious land. The ancient Egyptians made it the home
of the evil god Seth, who like Cain, killed his brother. The classical world braved its
terrors to visit the Oracle at Siwa. The Greeks believed the desert was the home of
Medusa, the gorgon with hair of writhing snakes and a look that turned men to stone.
Caravans loaded with slaves and ivory traversed its dunes and suffered its perils. Entire
armies disappeared into its belly, while individuals have made incredible treks over its
hundreds of desolate kilometers and eagerly dug up its sands in quest for buried
treasures. One man thumped his way through the desert on camels laden with Bibles,
which he distributed throughout the hostile oases. Another carried a boat into the desert
in his search for hidden treasure. A third crossed and recrossed its dunes in an airplane
looking for a lost oasis. The Italians ran a barbed wire fence from the Mediterranean Sea
to Kufra QOasis to keep some people in and others out. The desert has beckoned to
explorers from around the world, eager to discover what lies over the next sand dune, or
beyond the next plateau.

But the Western Desert does not really exist. The name was invented by the British to
label their share of the North African wasteland. Mountains separate the Libyan Desert
from the Sahara Desert, but no natural barrier distinguishes the Western Desert from
the Libyan Desert. The Western Desert exists only as a political demarcation.

One cannot totally condemn the British, for the Romans had done the same thing
centuries earlier. When Octavian saw the last of Antony and Cleopatra, he changed his
name to Augustus Caesar and separated Egypt from the rest of Rome’s empire by
giving it a separate status: it acquired a separate ruler, separate legions, and, ultimately, a
separate history. As Augustus, Octavian was no fool. Roman politics were too full of
intrigue and Egypt too rich a plum for Augustus to allow an ambitious appointee too
tempting an opportunity. Egypt was too rebellious for him to let its leaders mix with
those of Rome’s other conquests. Egypt’s granaries were too vital to Rome’s sustenance
to have them used as pawns in a Middle Eastern power play. Thus, everything in Egypt
became, of design, isolated and self-contained, reporting directly to Rome and
bypassing the normal hierarchy. This one brilliant maneuver separated Egypt from the
rest of North Africa and the Middle East for the next twenty centuries.

Today, scholars follow the same patterns. Roman scholars study North Africa and the
Middle East and for the most part ignore Egypt. Egyptian scholars study Egypt and
seldom look west to Libya or east to Sinai or Palestine for answers to perplexing
questions. North African scholars do not look to Egypt as a continuation of their desert
civilizations. Egypt stands alone, and so does its desert, a fact that makes unraveling its
mysteries more difficult. )

In Arabic, the word sahara means ‘desert.” The Western Desert of Egypt, one of the
many deserts that straddle the earth along the tropics of Cancer and Capricorn, is a
sahara, but it is not the Sahara. The term Sahara Desert was given to the entire desert of
North Africa by Europeans before they knew much about the interior. During the era of
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exploration, it was discovered that there were two distinct deserts in North Africa: the
western desert of Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia, which the French called the Sahara
Desert; and the eastern desert of Libya and Egypt, which the Italians called the Libyan
Desert. In the north the high plateau of the Fezzan, in Libya, forms a wedge that divides
the Sahara Desert in the west from the Libyan Desert in the east. Starting in Sudan,
mountains run west to meet the Fezzan. They include the Ennedi, Erdi, and Tibesti
mountain chains. These high points cut the Libyan Desert off from the Sahara.

So, in point of fact, the Western Desert falls out of Egypt into Libya in the west and
into Sudan in the south, and just keeps going. To understand it, one must understand
what happens to the Libyan Desert when it rolls out of Egypt. We should know a bit
about the people and places.

North Africa

In North Africa the northern coast from Tripoli to the west is called the Barbary Coast
and from Tripoli to the East, al-Diffa. Moving south are the two deserts, the Sahara and
the Libyan. South of the deserts is a stretch of semi-desert called the Sahel. At this
point, the entire continent from the Atlantic Ocean in the west to the Red Sea in the
east—s,500 kilometers (3,500 miles)—is the Bilad al-Sudan, the Land of the Blacks.
Libya is divided into a number of provinces. Cyrenaica abuts Egypt along the 25th
meridian and shares its desert. It was founded by the Greeks in the seventh century B.C.
when the Oracle of Delphi commanded the emigrants from the overpopulated island of
Thera to colonize North Africa. In the 630s B.C. they founded Cyrene. Soon Barce,
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Rock art of ancient desert chariot

Euhesperides (ancient Berenice, current Benghazi), Teuchira (Arsinoe, then Tuhra)
and Apollonia (Susa) followed. Collectively, they were called Pentapolis, the five cities.
The entire region was Cyrenaica. When Alexander the Great conquered Egypt, the
Cyrenaicans simple surrendered to him. Under the Ptolemies, a large Jewish community
revolted against Rome in Jerusalem in A.D. 70. In 115, they revolted again, and this
revolt spread to Egypt. Cyrenaica was wasted, Cyrene sacked, the northern coast of
Egypt devastated, Alexandria burned. In medieval times, Cyrenaica languished on the
perimeter of Egypt’s Islamic state from the rule of Salah al-Din to the fall of the
Ottoman empire. In the twentieth century, Italy lusted after its ancient colony once
again, dreaming of creating the ‘Fourth Shore’ to the Italian peninsula. It eventually did,
only to lose it again in World War II.

Tripolitania abuts Cyrenaica on the west. In its early history, the Phoenicians estab-
lished a number of colonies along the North African coast and were the first, as far as
we know, to establish trade with the caravans of the desert. When Carthage overtook the
Phoenician ports, it also took over trade with the caravans. By this time, three of the
great north—-south African trade routes had been established: Gabes to Ghadames,
Wayat to Fezzan, and Lept to Tibesti and Waidai. The Romans, around A.D. 200
created Tripolitania, the three cities. Tripolitania was conquered by Touareg ancestors
around 366. Then the Vandals took over around 440. In the next century, the area fell to
Byzantium. The Arabs were at Tripoli in 647. In the Middle Ages, Tripolitania was the
seat of piracy along the Mediterranean Coast, which continued into the nineteenth
century. In 1714, the Arab Ahmad Karamanli took Tripoli away from the Turks and his
family ruled until 1835. It took the Italians to join Tripolitania to Cyrenaica.

The Fezzan is a fertile plateau corridor that separates the Libyan Desert from the
Sahara. Early civilizations knew that the routes south through the Sahara via the Fezzan
linked interior Africa to the Mediterrancan Sea. Along these routes is an abundance of
ancient rock art including pictures of horses and ancient chariots, ascribed by scholars
to the Garamantians. The Garamantians were a formidable foe to the Romans, who
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never quite conquered them. Rome came to the Fezzan as early as 20 B.C., when Pliny
tells us that the consul Cornelius Balbus tried to overthrow the Garamantians and
occupy Ghadames. In the fourteenth century, the Moroccans took over the Fezzan and
established their capital: Murzuk. It lasted through the Ottoman era. The Turks came to
the Fezzan from Egypt in the person of Sherif al-Din Karakosh, who occupied its oases.
The Turks used the Fezzan as a place of banishment and many young men languished
amid its dunes and oases. The Fezzan was a difficult adversary for twentieth-century
Italy, just as it had been for ancient Rome.

Sudan

Two provinces of Sudan are important to our discussion, Darfur and Kordofan,
both northern provinces and part of the Libyan Desert. Darfur is a huge plain of
444,000 square kilometers (170,000 square miles). In prehistory the people of Darfur
were Nile Valley dwellers and it is probably correct to assume that the ancient
Egyptians traded with Darfur, via caravan trails. Darfur figured prominently in the
slave trade with Egypt. The people of Darfur caught the slaves, held them, and sent
them north along the Darb al-Arbain, the slave route to Egypt. Kordofan lies between
Darfur and the Nile. The history of Kordofan is similar to that of Darfur. Kordofan
was part of the Kanem-Bornu empire. Slavery was an important economic factor in
Kordofan. Eventually it was ruled by the Mahdi and fell to the Egyptians. It covers
390,000 square kilometers (150,000 square miles), its north being desert and its south
savanna.

Geography and Geology

The Libyan Desert is the most arid region on earth and is the site of some of the highest
recorded temperatures. A shocking 58° C (136" F) was recorded just south of Tripoli in
Azizia on September 13, 1922, which is the highest temperature ever recorded.

From near Kordofan in Sudan, the Libyan Desert covers 1,600 kilometers (994
miles) as it extends north through Egypt to the Mediterranean coast. Beginning at the
Nile Valley it stretches west for 1,760 kilometers (1,093 miles). The first soo kilometers
(310 miles) are within the Egyptian border, the desert thereafter extending far into
Libya. Covering 2.8 million square kilometers (1 million square miles), including two-
thirds of the area of Egypt, it is the largest desert in the world.

Scientists once believed that the desert was expanding, moving ever southward.
However, with the advent of satellite technology, several decades of monitoring indicate
that the desert moves south when rain is scarce and north when rain is abundant. This
has probably been the case since as early as prehistory, when four wet periods occurred.
Geology and climate have changed very little since the Roman Period.

How did it all happen? How did the mountains and valleys of the desert come into
being? Within the cliffs of the barren and exposed mountains can be found a
chronology of events that changed the surface of the earth. For age after age the
environment that is now the Libyan Desert was lifted up, sank, was submerged, was hot,
cold, moist, or dry. As it evolved, debris piled up, level after level, that can now be
identified as coming from a particular age. These strata, exposed in the cliffsides of the
mountains and escarpments, were laid into place over billions of years, locking into the
rock the secrets of life on earth.

Life on earth began about two and a half billion years ago. About six hundred million
years ago life forms began to leave traces behind in the form of fossils. These were trilo-
bites, and some 2,500 species have been found, many, we are discovering, originating in
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an even earlier time. The Libyan Desert is rich in fossil history, perhaps the richest
desert in the world.

Archean Era

The Archean Era, ‘ancient age,” which began four thousand million years ago, was a
period of great disturbance, when under great pressure the earth’s surface folded and
cracked along fault lines. These upheavals laid the foundation from which the oldest and
strongest rocks in Egypt can be dated: the granite of the Red Sea Mountains, the base
rock of the first cataract of the Nile at Aswan, and the lofty summits of Gebel Uwaynat
in the southwestern corner of Egypt. These mineral-bearing strata contain gold, diorite,
white silver, copper, and iron. At the end of the Archean Age, the Precambrian period
saw the development of the land masses, the seas, the atmosphere, and simple plants,
fungi, and algae. The Sea of Tethys, the ancestor of the Mediterranean Sea, probably
formed at this time with its southern shore somewhere around modern day Fayoum.
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Paleozoic Era

Scientists divide the Paleozoic Era, ‘age of ancient life,” into six periods. For much of the
Cambrian period, over a hundred million years, most of the earth, including Egypt,
was submerged, and the fossils from this period, the first signs of life on earth, consist of
simple algae, worms, and mollusks.

The Ordovician period, when life existed only underwater, and the Silurian period,
which lasted for twenty million years, saw the reshaping of landmasses. Drifting conti-
nents clashed, creating mountains, until finally two super continents were formed,
Laurasis in the north and Gondwanaland in the south.

During the Devonian period the earth’s climate warmed and land masses collided to
form a single continent, called Pangaea. This collision happened somewhere in the
Libyan Desert, probably in northern Sudan. Although called ‘the age of fishes,” fossils
found in Egypt include evidence of forests, ferns, corals, and the first land animals—
spiders, millipedes, and insects.

As its name suggests, the Carboniferous period saw the beginning of coal forma-
tions. Throughout the world there were shallow seas and swamps. Egypt was
submerged by the first of three inundations. Uplifts at the end of this era caused the first
sea to recede and Egypt to reappear as a landmass. Reptiles and amphibians such as
snails, centipedes, scorpions, and giant dragonflies began to emerge. Carboniferous
formations exist near Gebel Uwaynat in the southwestern corner of the Western Desert.

The Permian period, from 320 to 280 million years ago, saw Pangaea move north
and glaciers move south, Mountains, ancestors of existing ranges, formed. The climate
became cooler and dryer. Reptiles replaced amphibians as the dominant life form on
earth and an insect group emerged.

Mesozoic Era

The Mesozoic Era, ‘age of middle life,” is divided into three periods: Triassic, Jurassic,
and Cretaceous. It was a time of reptiles, birds, mammals, flowering plants, and trees
like elm, oak, and maple. Named for three (2r7) strata of rocks, the Triassic period,
forty-nine million years, saw the first mammals, dinosaurs, sponges, and protozoans.
Only so square kilometers (31 square miles) in Eastern Sinai at Gebel Arif al-Naga
contain evidence of this arid period. The Libyan Desert has no sediments from this
period and so, it 100, was probably arid and dry.

The Jurassic period lasted forty-six million years. The super continent
Gondwanaland, of which Egypt was a part, broke into smaller continents. The climate
was warm and moist and it was the age of the dinosaurs: the sauropods, stegosaurs, and
theropods. Mammals and birds also began to emerge. Though much of Egypt
continued to be uplifted, the northeastern section was now under water.

Named because of the massive chalk (crerq) layers that were created during this time,
the Cretaceous period lasted for seventy-two million years. Continents began to take
shape. Mountains like the Rockies and Andes were created. Dinosaurs, which had
existed on all continents and in Egypt at Maghra and Bahariya oases, became extinct.
Oak trees and flowering plants like hickory and magnolia developed. Much of Egypt
was submerged. Rock formations from this period, the Nubian sandstone south of
Kharga and Dakhla oases and chalk north of Kharga to Bahariya Oasis, comprise two
fifths of Egypt’s landmass. At the end of this period upheaval occurred once more. This
upheaval created an anticline, evident in southern Bahariya and northern Farafra (see
Bahariya Qasis for details).
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Cenozoic Era

The Cenozoic Era, ‘the age of recent life,’ the current geological era, is divided into two
periods the Tertiary and the Quarternary. In the Tertiary there are five epochs:
Paleocene, Eocene, Oligocene, Miocene, and Pliocene. At last the earth warmed,
modern continents formed, and mammals became the dominant species on earth. The
first epoch of this era, Paleocene, ‘old recent life,” saw the seas retreat, new mammals
emerge, and gastropods and bivalves dominate the seas.

The ‘dawn of recent life,” the Eacene epoch, lasted twenty-two million years and,
although the climate was warm and mild, involved great upheavals. North America was
cut off from Europe, South America from Antarctica. Familiar forms of life came into
existence: true rodents, rhinoceroses, the early horse, giant pigs, ancestral camels,
mastodons, saber-toothed cats, the first whales, and sea cows. The Eocene sea, which
varied in size, covered Egypt as far south as Aswan, and the Old Libyan River of the
Western Desert was formed. The mud left behind from the Eocene period is called Esna
Shale and extends from Esna to Cairo along the western portion of Farafra and the
plateau above the Kharga-Dakhla depressions. The latter stretches north to the
Qattara—Siwa depressions. Eocene debris includes limestone, marl, and clay with marine
fossils. Thebes limestone can be found on the fringes of the Farafra Depression.

The Oligocene epoch, ‘few kinds of recent life, lasted eleven million years.
Antarctica became isolated. The climates cooled. Grazing and browsing animals multi-
plied. The outline of Africa emerged. It was a time when Egypt saw much faulting,
folding, and volcanisms, accompanied by massive rainfalls. The land mass of the
Western Desert reached north beyond the Fayoum Depression. Oligocene deposits of
sand, fluvial gravel with fossil plants, petrified wood, and fossils of elephants, crocodiles,
Arsinoitherium (a large, two-horned mammal), and other animals, were left between
Fayoum and Bahariya. It is believed that the corpses of these animals were carried by
the massive drainage system of the Old Libyan River to be deposited in bone beds.
During the Eocene epoch the mouth of the river was near the western edge of Lake
Qarun in the Fayoum, by the dawn of the Pliocene it was at Wadi Natrun (although by
the end of the Pliocene the river was gone). When the Oligocene ended, Egypt, which
was near the equator, drifted northward and rainfall ceased.

The ‘less recent age,” the Miocene epoch, lasted twelve million years. During this
epoch the Mediterranean Sea extended to Cairo. This was not a time of great change in
Egypt. There was subsidence, but no tectonic activity of note. Miocene deposits cover
most of the northern portion of the Western Desert including the Qattara Depression.
The mastodon fossil found in the Maghra Oasis of the Qattara Depression is from this
era. As the period drew to a close an uplifting of the land caused the sea to retreat and
the Nile River to form.

The Pliocene epoch, ‘more recent age,” also lasted twelve million years. There was a
great glacial age in Europe, during which the Alps were formed. In Egypt, the gulfs of
Suez and Agaba were created by great rifts in the earth’s crust. Typical Pliocene forma-
tions of marine, fluviomarine, and continental debris are rare in Egypt, but the second
can be found in the northern escarpment of the Fayoum. Fossilized elephants, giraffes,
and crocodiles have been found at Wadi Natrun. Despite glacial formations in Europe,
moisture was not increasing in the Libyan Desert. The Old Libyan River disappeared.
The landmass underwent periods of subsidence followed by periods of faulting and
folding. This upheaval is evident in Bahariya Oasis in the form of a large fold that cuts
through the entire depression. Once created, the depressions were covered by a lake and
later, maybe, by a sea.

In the Quarternary period there are two epochs, the Pleistocene and Holocene. The
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Pleistocene, ‘most recent age,” lasted until 10,000 years ago. The Ice Age gripped
Europe and the levels of the oceans fell, allowing more land to emerge from the water.
Combined with the heavy rainfall were the beginnings of human beings and the extinc-
tion of many mammals like mammoths and saber-tooth tigers. It was during this epoch
that the depressions of the Western Desert took their present form. The dry desert
climate began around 8coo B.C.

The earliest traces of human beings in the Libyan Desert are found during the
Pleistocene period, in the period we call the Paleolithic. From the scientific investigation
we have learned that the Libyan Desert had (at least) four periods when it was wetter
than present: Pre-late Acheulian, Acheulian, Paleolithic, and Post-Aterian Hyperarid
Interval, all in the Pleistocene. One of these, the Paleolithic, brought a substantial popula-
tion of cattle herders and hunters to the southeastern desert. Settlements throughout the
desert from the Fayoum to the Sudanese border, from the Nile Valley at Maadi to the
southwestern corner of the country at Uwaynat, tell us about these early peoples.

The Holocene epoch, ‘the recent age,’ is the present age. South of Kharga Oasis the
Western Desert is composed of sandstone and is called the Nubian Sandstone Plateau.
This plateau, recently named the Darb al-Arbain Desert, begins at Gebel Uwaynat and
ends in the depressions of Kharga, Dakhla, and Abu Mingar. The Nubian Sandstone
Plateau is then replaced by the limestone of the Gilf Kebir Plateau, which continues
north until it, in turn, is replaced by the limestone Miocene Plateau, just south of the
Qattara Depression. Called al-Diffa, this final landform continues to the coast.

The Holocene has three periods: Terminal Paleolithic, Neolithic, and Bronze. They
lasted from about 10,000 years ago to 1,000 years ago.

Depressions and Oases

The depressions formed in the Pliocene epoch contain the famous oases of the Western
Desert. Some Christian sects believe that Ham, the son of Noah, created the oases of the
Libyan Desert. Called “Islands of the Blest” by Herodotus, the oases are seldom what
visitors expect. They are not small areas of the desert offering scrub for animals, a few
trees for shade, and enough water to quench one’s thirst and fill a waterbag. This type
of oasis exists, of course, at places like al-Shab in the southeastern section of the
Western Desert. But the major oases are not like that at all. Nor is each depression a
single continuous oasis, all lush and green.

The depressions are the same as the desert terrain that surrounds them, the difference
being that they have fallen below the average surface of the desert and are near or at sea
level, where subterranean water is easily accessible. Where this water comes to the
surface plant and animal life can exist more easily than in other parts of the depression
or the desert at large. In these places, either thanks to natural springs or tapped under-
ground water, oases have come into existence. In each depression there may be dozens
of such places. Some have become towns, others are used only as day stations by
farmers.

There are seven major depressions in the Western Desert (the Libyan Desert has
many more): Qattara, Kharga, Dakhla, Farafra, Bahariya, Siwa, and Fayoum. In
addition there are minor depressions including Kurkur, Wadi Rayyan, Wadi Natrun,
and Qara. All the depressions tend to be near a geological boundary and are surrounded
totally or in part by a cliff called an escarpment or scarp, the top of which is at the level
of the normal desert floor. The major depressions in Egypt all have northern escarp-
ments, with Bahariya and Fayoum completely hemmed in. The first line of defense for
the people who live in the oases, it wasn’t until modern roads were built that the scarps
were penetrated with ease.
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How these depressions were formed has been a matter of great speculation, but the
general consensus among geologists is that they are the result of the combined action of
structural weaknesses, salt weathering, and wind erosion during the Pliocene epoch.

Sand and Sand Dunes

Sand is the final form of rock. The small grains come from quartz, sandstone, or
igneous rocks that have been pounded round and smooth by the wind. In the Western
Desert they are primarily 40 percent quartz. Sand is the final menace. Nothing stops it.
The Great Sand Sea steadily moving south has begun to infiltrate into several high
valleys in the northeastern corner of the Gilf Kebir. Slowly the sand is piling up in great
waves against one of the sides of each valley. In January of 1998, climbing over each
other piggy back style, a few dunes had actually reached the top of the plateau
encroaching on Lama Point and Almasy Mountain. It is a horrific yet awesome view, as
it becomes evident that a barrier the height and size of the Gilf Kebir cannot forestall the
moving sand. It makes one believe that sand is truly the final form to which all things
will be reduced.

Sand dunes, which exist only when there is enough fine-grained material to allow
them to form, cover 40 percent of the Western Desert. Beginning around an obstruc-
tion, most sand dunes are constantly moving, their size, form, and speed determined by
the force and direction of the wind. Without a good unidirectional wind, a dune isn’t
going anywhere. With a good wind, dunes will move at a rate of up to ten meters (32
feet) a year and rise as high as 156 meters (500 feet). That does not mean all sand dunes
move. Some do not, as we shall see. Others behave without any logic at all. When
Almasy, Clayton, and Penderel were exploring the Gilf Kebir in 1934, they found a
series of dunes along its northwestern side ‘guarding’ the entrance to a pass. Upon their
return a few days later, everything had changed. Their tracks were gone. Seif dunes had
become whale dunes, whale dunes seif. New dunes had formed, smaller ones had
vanished. There was no logic to it at all.

In the early 1970s, photographs of the earth’s dune fields taken by Skylab 4 were
studied by scientists, who then made a global classification of dunes. The object of the
project was to compare dune fields around the globe with those found on Mars in an
effort to better understand that planet. They categorized five major dune types: parallel
straight dunes, parallel wavy dunes, star dunes, parabolic dunes, and sheets and
stringers.

The parallel straight dune is long and slim with slipfaces on both sides and waves
on top, just like a sea. In the past, scientists referred to them as longitudinal dunes. In
the North African deserts they are called seif, sword, dunes because they look like the
long, slender blades of Arab swords. They are formed by a unidirectional wind. Seif
dunes are found mostly in the northern portions of the Libyan Desert, around the

Seif
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Qattara Depression in Egypt and in the Great Sand Sea in Egypt and Libya. Some of
the seif dunes in the Great Sand Sea are as much as 145 kilometers (91 miles) long.
When these dunes fall over something as big as an escarpment and reform at the base,
they reform as crescent-shaped, or barchan, dunes. This is why seif formations
dominate in the north of Egypt and crescent dunes dominate in Kharga and Dakhla.
The dunes fell off the mountain.

Parallel wavy dunes are crescent-shaped dunes formed into straight lines that
march like soldiers in a specific direction. Also called barchan dunes, their width is equal
to their length, they have a single-sided slipface, and are often equidistant from each
other. Corridors appear between them. In the Libyan Desert these dunes occur mostly
in the south, in the Kharga Depression in Egypt (especially at Ain Umm Dabadib and
Dush), and near Ghat in Libya. They can go as high as 94 meters (300 feet), extend for
375 meters (1,200 feet), and even while climbing over a large object, like a building,
remain the same height. There are no bulges to indicate something is underneath.
Barchan dunes can travel as much as 19 meters (60 feet) per year and change direction
if the wind pattern changes. In Dakhla, individual dunes can be seen falling down the
cliff of the escarpment only to reform and continue marching south once on the desert
floor. The ends, or horns, of a barchan dune usually remain parallel and baby dunes are
reproduced downwind from one of the horns of the parent dune. This is how chains of
dunes are formed.

The star dune has been known by a number of names including polypyramid,
mastodons, oghurds, khurds, draa peaks, and stellate roses. They do align in chains, but
more often they are found in isolation. Star dunes are created by a wind that often
changes direction. These dunes do not move forward, but turn round and round in the
same spot, the sand accumulating from point to point in a constant circle. Star dunes
have been found in the Erg Oriental of Algeria in the Sahara and in the northern Namib
Desert of South West Africa. They are seldom seen in the Libyan Desert, but the
Apolio-Soyuz team recorded one in the upper part of Wadi Bakht at the Gilf Kebir in
1979.

Giant crescent dunes are called whalebacks or megabarchan. These magnificent
mountains of sand are created when a series of dunes pile together, one on top of the
other. When they collide, the smallest dune simply climbs up the back of the others. The
sides of the dunes point in various directions and reflect the light like the facets of a
diamond. A particularly fine grouping of whale dunes can be found on the way to Ain
Umm Dabadib in Kharga Oasis.

Parabolic dunes are U- or V-shaped dunes also called upsiloidal. The edges of the
arms are held in place by vegetation. None are known in the Libyan Desert. There are
also compound parabolic dunes, some as long as 40 kilometers (25 miles). Skylab found
some of these monsters in the Thar Desert of India and Pakistan, but none in the
Western Desert.

Sheets and Stringers are flat, hard, sheets of sand that go on for miles. The north-
western coast of Africa including Mauritania and the Spanish Sahara has sand sheets
and stringers. The Darb al-Arbain Desert in the southeast corner of Egypt has the
Selima Sand Sheet.

Dune Fields

Dunes do not move alone, they travel in groups. According to Farouk al-Baz of the
Center for Remote Sensing at Boston University, there are 32 dune fields in the desert
area in North Africa. He has concluded that the sand came to the desert because of
running surface water. The wind reshaped the sand into dunes.

John Ball, in 1898, believed a dune field would move at about 15 meters (48 feet) a
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year, with large dunes moving slower and small dunes faster. He estimated the Abu
Mubharrik belt (see Western Desert map) at 350 kilometers (219 miles) was not only one
of the largest dune fields in Egypt but that it was moving at 10 meters (32 feet) a year
and was about 35,000 years old. A more recent study by N. S. Embabi, with the use of
aerial photographs, space images, and new topographical maps, further defines the dune
belt. In 1996, almost a hundred years after Ball’s observations, the dune field measured
500 kilometers (300 miles) and covered about 6,000 square kilometers (3,750 square
miles). In the north the chain is seif dunes, but once they fall from the Kharga escarp-
ment they become barchan. These dunes moved at a rate of 9 meters (29 feet) a year
from 1930 to 1961. Embabi estimates that the “last dunes at the southern margins of
Kharga, which lie at about 200 kilometers from its northern scarps, entered the depres-
sion 22,000 years ago.”

One cannot wander long in the Western Desert without running into a dune field.
They are scattered everywhere. In the north they flow in a north-northwesterly direc-
tion, while in the south they move north—northeasterly. Dunes are especially prominent
southwest of Fayoum, Areg, Wadi Rayyan, Wadi Mawalih, north of the Giza Pyramids,
and between Bahnasa and Mallawi near the Nile Valley. The Western Desert map at the
beginning of this chapter shows most of the dune fields in the Western Desert.

Sand Seas

Then there are the sand seas. These are great expanses of sand. In Algeria, in the
Sahara, there is the Grand Erg Occidental in the northwestern part of the country, south
of the Atlas Mountains in Morocco, and the Grand Erg Oriental in the northeastern part
of the country, which runs into Tunisia. There are three major sand seas in the Libyan
Desert, the Rebiana Sand Sea and the Calanscio Sand Sea, both in Libya, and the Great
Sand Sea, the largest, which falls out of Libya into Egypt.

The Great Sand Sea enters Egypt just to the west of Siwa and continues southeast,
staying to the west of Ain Della, Farafra, and Dakhla. It splits into three major fingers,
the eastern one ending above and to the east of Abu Ballas, the middle one ending to the
northwest of Abu Ballas, and the western one splitting into a number of paths but all
ending north of the Gilf Kebir.

In 1981 imaging radar on NASA’s Space Shuttle found ancient river beds under the
sand. (For more details on the Great Sand Sea see Uwaynat).

Water

Generally, deserts don’t have a lot of water; that is the missing ingredient. Not so the
Libyan Desert. There is plenty of water. The trouble is, it is not easily accessible. In
1927 John Ball, in “Problems of the Libyan Desert,” concluded that water is trapped in
subterranean chambers throughout the thousands of kilometers of the Libyan Desert.
He was right. It is easily accessible in the depressions, where the floor of the desert is
near or below sea level and water gushes from natural springs or can be tapped by
drilling wells. Here the land is productive, while the rest of the desert lies barren.

This underground water is believed to originate in the rains of Equatorial Africa.
Taking thousands of years on its journey north, the water works its way through under-
ground fissures to the Mediterranean Sea. The more southern the source, the fresher
the water. Kharga, Dakhla, and Bahariya oases have the sweetest and most plentiful
water supply, while Siwa, in the north, has highly saline water. That does not mean that
all the springs in an oasis are sweet. Many are brackish and unpleasant to the taste, but
all contain gases and minerals of great medicinal value.
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Birs and Ains

The oaseans extract trapped water by drilling artesian wells. These wells, providing the
very lifeblood of existence, are of three types: modern; Romani, ancient wells drilled by
the Egyptians and Romans; or aqueducts, of which we will hear more later. There are
an amazing number of them—420 Romant wells in Dakhla Oasis alone and a similar
number in the other oases. Drilling a well is a laborious process taking up to six months.
Often the expense and labor are shared by the farmers expected to use the well.
Although there are plenty of cold water wells, the majority of the wells in the Western
Desert are hot, with temperatures sometimes exceeding 100 degrees Fahrenheit. That
means they are deep, for deep wells produce hot water. Wells that produce hot water are
described as thermal.

The village wells were once centers of the community where the people met to
exchange news. The hot springs were used to wash clothes and dishes (one spring in
Dakhla was used to boil eggs), and hours were specified for bathing. Bathing was
usually at night, when the stars twinkled like tiny lights, the Milky Way hung heavy as
clotted cream in the sky, and the moon sent an unforgettable halo of color over the land.
That was ten years ago, and had probably been the same for thousands of years before
that. Today modern plumbing is reaching the oases and fewer and fewer people use the
wells as gathering places.

In each oasis at least one spring has been set aside for tourists. Almost every new
hotel opening in the desert features a hot spring either on the facilities or nearby. It is
one of the great pleasures of the desert.

Out of Water

When will the water run out? This question hangs over life in the Libyan Desert. For
the past quarter of a century it has been the consensus view that the water under the
desert is nonrenewable. When it runs out it will be gone forever. It is predicted that the
water will be gone in 100 years if consumption remains at the current rate. However,
some new studies maintain that the water is in fact replenishing itself regularly. If this is
true, then there is no problem with water in the desert, but skeptics doubt its accuracy.

A related concern for Egypt is the huge water scheme undertaken by Libya in the last
decades. The underground water at Kufra Oasis has been tapped to create “a river in the
desert.” The artesian water level in Egypt is falling a meter per year, some believe as a
direct result of the Libyan project. This is serious. Rushdi Said, former director of the
Geological Survey, acknowledges that this is a complicated problem, but he does not
believe the Libyan scheme is a threat. ““The underground water is not in a single reser-
voir, but in many reservoirs,” says Said, who believes the Kufra water is separate from
the Western Desert water.

Fog and Rain

Although there is practically no rain in the Western Desert, there is fog and dew. Fog is
most common in the fall, but can occur even in the middle of summer. Heavy morning
mists create an eerie atmosphere and gently drop life-giving moisture like a blanket on
the sands. This moisture provides drinking water for insects, reptiles, and mammals. It
also waters the plants that grow in the highly saline soil. Although salt is the primary
factor affecting desert waste, it is also the salt that helps natural desert flora survive.
Moisture is attracted to the salt where it accumulates, allowing plants to drink. High on
the Gilf Kebir the dew freezes on the sand dunes overnight as the temperature falis, then
in the early dawn the dunes, looking like icicles lying on their sides, slowly shed the
moisture as the sun rises.



And in fact it does rain. Seldom, but when it does the desert comes alive. Rain is
reputed to have saved the Rohlfs expedition in the winter of 1874. English-language
texts maintain they were locked into the Great Sand Sea, out of water and out of time.
And it rained. This is the equivalent of snow falling on Aswan or icebergs forming in the
Caribbean. It rained enough to fill their water tanks, refresh their camels, and save their
lives. That is a lot of rain. (For the Rohifs water controversy, sec People.)

H. E. Winlock recorded a similar rain on May 18, 1908, while he was at Deir al-
Hagar in Dakhla, not too far from where Rohifs met his rain. “It grew warmer in the
afternoon, clouds gathered, at 2:20 p.m. rain began to patter, and 10 minutes later we
were in the midst of a cyclonic disturbance that kept things lively around the tent for
half an hour.”

The same thing happen to this author on February 20, 1998. We had a deluge for
about 2o minutes while we were at Deir al-Hagar. Everything was soaked. Then the sun
came out and so did a rainbow. Yes, a rainbow. Could anything be more spectacular?
That was the same day we had rain between Abu Mingar and Dakhla. The previous
month, on January 19, 1998, at 5:13 in the early dawn, it began to gently rain at our
camp in the Great Sand Sea. The patter continued on our tents until 5:20. Throughout
our entire trip we saw evidence of rain in places where it was not supposed to rain for
ten to twenty years at a time. The top of the Gilf Kebir had had rain, as had the Wadi
Abd al-Malik.

During 1998 weather patterns all over the world were affected by El Nifio, a hot water
spot in the Pacific Ocean that affects weather around the globe. El Nifio was unusually
large and warm during the winter of 1997-98. Could El Nifio, lying off the coast of
South America and devastating the west coast of the United States with rain and
mudslides, be affecting the desert in North Africa?

Wind

Wind is the alpha and omega of the Western Desert. It creates and destroys the
landscape, blasting against mountains and carving out depressions. Its unrelenting
movement establishes the direction of the dune belts, dehydrates the plant and animal
life, and pulverizes mountains until they breakdown and turn to sand. It prematurely
ages the skin and is the main factor in heat stroke.

When moisture dominates, it erodes the land, but here in the Western Desert,
where it has been arid since at least 5000 B.C., the wind creates and destroys. Farouk
al-Baz and R. W. Wolfe tell us that the wind in the Libyan Desert is influenced by two
factors, the seasonal high pressure areas and the Inter-Tropical Convergence Zone
(ITCZ). The latter follows the path of the sun and “may play the greatest role in
determining the winds of southern Egypt and the Western Desert.” In the winter,
from December to February, it is to the south. In the spring, from March to May, it
moves northward. In summer, from June to September, it reaches northern Sudan,
and in autumn it retreats south again. All of this affects the direction of the wind. The
winter winds are north-northwesterly, except in northern Egypt where they are
south—southwesterly. In spring, sandstorms arrive, brought on by the strong southern
winds. In summer, the winds are northerly, and in autumn, as the ITCZ retreats, the
winds are at their lowest.

The wind is constant in the desert, sometimes merely a breeze, but often a steady
blast. When it does die for a few minutes at dawn and dusk each day the silence is
almost unbearable, similar to the time just before a great storm.
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Sandstorms

Blowing slightly west of north, the wind carries the sandstorm. Sandstorms can happen
at any time and come in varying degrees of intensity, from slight gusts that swirl sand
over the road and create wind devils—zazaya bi-l-gebel—to terrifying gales that can sand
blast the paint off a car and get into every crease and crevice imaginable. In the Western
Desert sandstorms are to be expected during November and December, but may occur
anytime.

In the spring, from March to May comes the special sandstorm, the khamasin (the
50). The season lasts for 50 days, and most storms are a few days in duration. Called
stroccos in Morocco, gibli in Libya, cheheli in the northern Sahara, irifi along the coast,
and ouahdy in the central Sahara, the storms of North Africa each have their own special
personality. Some, like the khamasin, are hot winds, others cold winds, but all are laden
with sand and dust. The khamasin blows from the south to the northwest, in opposition
to the prevailing winds. The Aarmatian in West Africa is a cold northeasterly wind that
blows in November through February. The simum, ‘poison wind,’ is hot and dry and
temperatures reach 55° C or 130° F. The kabub is hot and moist and is prevalent along
the southern edges of the Sahara and in Sudan. It carries sandstorms and duststorms,
but can also be the harbinger of thunderstorms and small tornadoes. With each storm
lasting about three hours, the kaboob is mostly a summer affair. Its wall of sand and dust
can be as high as 900 meters (3,000 feet).

Like the regular sandstorm, all of the storms can be minor irritations that affect the
sinuses and make the day uncomfortable, or they can last for days, turning the sky dull
yellow and laying low everything in their path. In the open spaces of the desert one can
often see the storm coming. The air grows still and in the distance a huge dull yellow or
black wall of sand and wind stretches into the sky, sometimes thousands of feet high.

Stones, Oils, and Gases

Egypt has an abundance of minerals, including, says Rushdi Said, former director of the
Geological Survey, “gold, copper, tin, tungsten, lead, zinc, nickel, chrome, iron,
titanium, beryllium, talc, barite, asbestos, graphite, phosphate, marble, and alabaster.”

The Eastern Desert is loaded. The Western Desert, dramatically larger, considerably
more inhospitable, far more barren, far less studied, has yielded less. Although there is
the dolorite for Chephren’s immortal statue, there is no wonderful porphyry for statues
or bowls. There is iron ore at Bahariya and it has fed a steel industry for several decades.
There is phosphate in Kharga Oasis and its development is underway. Said says it is not
that the minerals are not there, but that the sands of the Libyan Desert have covered
them up.

Through the centuries different desert stones have been held in esteem. The ancient
Egyptians of the Old Kingdom used basalt from Abu Rawwash and Widan al-Faras
(Fayoum) to pave the funerary temples. Of course, granite was used throughout all the
phases of the ancient civilization, as were the salts and natron (sodium carbonate) from
Wadi Natrun. Even ancient Egyptian cosmetics came from the deserts: limestone and
gypsum produced white, ochers yielded yellows and reds, malachite created green,
azurite was blue, and black was created by burned woods mixed with oils. For adorn-
ment, the ancient Egyptians had 9o gold mines, none of which were in the Western
Desert. Today we know that gold is found in the southwestern corner at Gebel Kamil.
Lapis lazuli is found in the remote regions of Gebel Uwaynat. Silver was, and is,
imported.

During the Middle and New Kingdoms, sandstone became the stone of choice for
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buildings. And in Ptolemaic times the iron deposits in Bahariya Oasis were used. The
Greeks also enjoyed emeralds and peridot. They were found in the Eastern Desert and
the islands in the Red Sea. The Romans imported Egyptian alum found in the southern
portion of the Western Desert. And it was during this time that glass became a major
Egyptian product. Alexandria became the center of the glass-making industry, which
relied heavily on the salts from Wadi Natrun.

In Islamic times the deserts were almost shut down and Egypt imported its gold from
the caravans of West Africa. Bur alum was definitely mined in the oases until it was
discovered in Asia and imported. Gypsum, mined in the Fayoum and along the
northern coast near Alexandria, was used for architectural ornamentation in many
mosques.

Qil and Gas

By 1974, the Egyptian General Petroleum Corporation had contracted 100 agreements
with 40 companies, and the Red Sea became the main oil producing area of the country.
Oil exploration did not begin in the Western Desert until 1940 and no oil was discov-
ered in the Western Desert until 1955, when the al-Alamein field began to produce. By
1983, 223 exploratory wells had been drilled and over 150,000 kilometers (94,000 miles)
of seismic work had been completed. Yet, while Libya enjoys large deposits, oil remains
the most elusive of treasures in Egypt. In 1996, 32 companies were operating in Egypt,
12 in oil and 20 in gas.

Natural gas is abundant in the Western Desert. With a reserve of 21 trillion cubic
meters (67 trillion cubic feet), 421 billion cubic feet were produced in 1994. Gas repre-
sented 35 percent of the country’s total energy consumption and was used for 80
percent of the fuel for electricity. Plans for expansion in both domestic use and exporta-
tion are underway. Foreign companies have been offered incentives to explore for
natural gas.

Fossils

The Libyan Desert is host to a multitude of fossils, the remains of plants or animals that
have been preserved in sedimentary rocks. Fossils can be a variety of things: a cast or
mold of an object, a piece of a skeleton, a footprint, animal droppings and trails, or,
rarely, a complete organism. They are classified into type, class, order, and families,
with each individual organism bearing a scientific name. Fossils of prehistoric animals
have been found in many areas of the Libyan Desert, with spectacular finds in the
Fayoum and the Qattara Depression. (See individual sections for details.)

Petrified Wood

Medusa has been held responsible for turning the great trees of the Libyan Desert to
stone. One look from her frightening eyes was enough to petrify any living thing. In
truth, however, the petrified forests of the North African deserts are the remains of
thousands of trees that existed in the distant past. Through a natural process over an
extended period of time they have been turned into silica. They retain their original
shape, down to the fine splinters of wood and the central rings that mark the age of the
trees, but the wood has been replaced by a hard, almost glassy substance. This is done
in one of two ways: bubbles or replacement. In the former, bubbles of silica (or calcite,
pyrite, or marcasite) dissolve and seep over and into the oxygen-denied, decaying wood.
The silica gradually fills the pores, turning the tree to stone but keeping its form and
texture. In the latter, the molecules of the tree are completely replaced by the silica.
Either process is thought to take millions of years, although recent experiments in
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Yellowstone National Park in the United States have shown that in a rich silica environ-
ment, under certain conditions, the process can be relatively short.

There are many petrified forests in the Sahara and Libyan deserts and a short walk in
any spot will produce a small specimen of petrified wood. One must not expect standing
trees with their roots firmly planted in the ground, however. These are fallen forests,
with trees fragmented into millions of pieces, leaving an occasional large log that has not
disintegrated.

There are dozens of mountains throughout both the Eastern and Western deserts
bearing the name Gebel Khashab, Wood Mountain, and the desert track running due
north from Asmant in Dakhla Oasis is called Darb al-Khashabi, the Wooden Road.
Petrified wood can be found here in quantity. There is a great deal of petrified wood
along the route to Bahariya, and at Qattara it is so plentiful that the Bedouin use it to
outline graves. The routes to Ain Amur and Ain Umm Dabadib have scattered heaps
along the way. Within 80 kilometers (50 miles) of the Giza Pyramids lies a forest where,
according to R. A. Bagnold, “They [the tree trunks] were scattered everywhere over the
country, sometimes singly, sometimes in tumbled heaps, mostly intact save for the
leaves and smaller branches. One could see the details of the bark, the very pores of the
wood and the knots from which big boughs had parted . . . for all this tropical life had
been turned ages ago to a stone so permanent that untold centuries of driving sand have
not defaced it.”

Plants and Animals

The Libyan Desert is the most sterile desert in the world. Flora has to be sturdy to
survive, for in some areas it has not rained for thirty years. Yet, when the occasional rain
does fall, the dormant seedlings burst into bloom and the desert floor is a carpet of
beauty. During the short lifetime of the bloom, complete cycles that would normally
take a full season are completed in a few days so that the seedlings can be replenished.
This is when the desert is at its most surprising, when it smiles. The most typical flora of
the desert includes acacia and palm trees, salt bushes, and sage, together with varieties
of bushes and plants that have adapted to the harsh environment.

Water is and always has been a determining factor for life in the desert. Adaptability is
another. Animals living in desert climates develop features unique to their species that
enable them to withstand the harsh conditions. As with the flowers and plants, the
lifecycles of smaller animals and insects are shortened and their eggs lie dormant over
long periods awaiting a great burst of life.

Most of the fauna is nocturnal, so do not count on seeing much and put your food
away in sealed containers at night unless you want visitors. Even if you do not see them,
in the morning you will find plenty of trails left by insects, and sometimes larger
animals, in and around your camp.

Insects and Reptiles

In 1874 P. Ascherson collected 400 different types of insects. The children of the oases
would follow behind him and bring him plants and insects. He must have asked them
for unusual things because they came bearing a lizard with a broken tail, a cricket with
three legs, or a mouse with no ears. Among the insects are varieties of ants, beetles—
including the famous scarab beetle of ancient Egypt—moths, spiders, ticks, wasps,
centipedes, snails, scorpions, and locusts. Scorpions will sting, but the sting is usually
not fatal. Locusts have been a plague since biblical times.

White snails are prevalent along the northern coast and throughout the Qattara
Depression. They may not look it but, as one of my traveling companions discovered,
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they are alive. She put two shells in her jacket and upon returning to Cairo put her
jacket in the closet. The next time she took out her jacket the snails had made a mess in
her pocket. They had survived on some famous Mersa Matruh pumpkin seeds. In R. S.
Gwatkin Williams’ book In the Hands of the Senussi we are told that the English soldiers
captured from the Tara had only these snails for survival.

The locust of the Western Desert comes in two varieties, the solitary locust, which
creates littde harm, and the migratory locust, which can devastate an area in a matter of
minutes. The former is small and pale, while the latter is dark with orange and yellow
markings. Interestingly, both can come from the same nest of eggs. Lack of food may be
a factor for migration, but we are not really sure. What we do know is that the locusts’
flight ends in death. The swarm gathers prior to mating and begins its journey after the
female has deposited her eggs. There is no pattern to the yearly flights, and the swarm
may take off in any direction.

There are thirty-seven varieties of snakes in Egypt and seven are poisonous. Among
the poisonous varieties are the cobra, spitting cobra, and horned viper. Although one
seldom sees a snake in the desert, precautions must be taken. Some live in the dunes,
many burrow under the sand and are not visible at all. They are waiting for some unsus-
pecting target to pass by. They also live in crevices and cool places, like caves. Snakes
come out to drink at night and hibernate in the winter.

Mammalis

Among the smaller animals are weasels, hares, gerbils, mice, and rats. Two of the most
fascinating animals in the desert are the fennec fox, with its large ears and big eyes, and
the tiny hedgehog. The fennec is an excellent example of how animals adapt to desert
life. The large ears and huge eyes that make it so endearing to humans enable the fennec
to hear and see better than most desert animals. A nocturnal creature, the hedgehog
lives on insects and can sometimes be seen, or heard, foraging around a camp at night,
grunting and snorting as it looks for food. When frightened, the hedgehog rolls itself
into a spiky ball.

Although most visitors seldom see large
animals in the desert, they do exist. Among the
largest are the Barbary sheep, mainly found
around the Gilf Kebir; cheetah, oryx, and
jackals in the Qattara Depression; and hyenas,
gazelles, and cats roaming throughout the
Libyan Desert. William Eaton saw an ostrich
along the northern coast on his journey to Libya
in 1805. Archibald Edmondstone said there
were “lions and tigers (hyaenas?),” in . Dakhla
around 1820 and they were not uncommon; but
“there are no ostriches.” Wally Lama saw two
ostriches heading -for Egypt while she was in
northern Sudan in 1984. Ball, in 1897, said that
jackals “abound in Dakhla, especially near Qasr
Dakhla, Birbaya and Ufaima, where they are
frequently a great source of annoyance owing to
the din they make at night.” G. W. Murray
claims to have seen cheetah footprints only 100
miles west of the Great Pyramid in the 1920s Fennec Fox
and “knows” that “Abu Fideil killed the last
addax in Egypt by running it down with his car
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near al-Shab while on Clayton’s 1931 expedition.” As late as
1998, workers on the new al-Sheikh Zayed Canal in the
Arbain Desert needed sharpshooters on the lookout at night
to protect them from marauding wolves.

On his 1938 trip to Gilf Kebir and Gebel Uwaynat
Bagnold encountered a waddan or wild sheep at Karkur
Murr. When he approached one of the huts, it came rushing
out. “As he trotted away I saw that his mane of chest hair
reached to the ground, trailing between his forelegs. It has
recently been said in Cairo that these animals were extinct at
Uweinat, but we saw many.” He goes on to say there was
plenty of wildlife at Karkur Talh too, including gazelle and
foxes, and that at Gebel Kissu the plants were in full flower in March. As for the
Barbary sheep there was plenty of evidence that they were roaming the top of Gilf Kebir
on our expedition in January 1998. Small circular patches of dusty sand peeked through
the blackish earth where they had stopped to roll in the sand and their sandy-colored
footprints were easily seen in the open areas of the Gilf.

If you see any wild animal in the desert, it is most likely to be a gazelle. There were
once herds of gazelles throughout all the deserts of Egypt. P. A. Clayton found twenty-
three of them dead or dying in the Qattara Depression. They had fallen off a cliff after
what Clayton surmised was a chase by a cheetah. Now one is lucky to glimpse one or
two scurrying away.

African elephant remains have been found at Bir Kiseiba and in Kharga Oasis, both
places at Neolithic sites. Probably the last area of North Africa where elephants existed
was the Atlas Mountains in Morocco; but alas, that, too, was long ago, probably in the
Byzantine period. Their disappearance was partly due to the Roman hunger for exotic
animals to die in the arenas. In one set of games sponsored by Augustus, 3,500 African
animals were slaughtered.

It was the camel that made desert travel possible, and it came late to North Africa.
According to Bovill in Caravans of the Old Sahara, the first news of the camel comes at
the Battle of Thapsus in 46 B.C., when Julius Caesar took twenty-two as booty. By A.D.
363, four thousand of them were demanded by the Romans for Leptis Magna, which sat
at the head of the Garamantian Road in what is now Libya. These sturdy, violent beasts
have natural defenses against harsh conditions.

Evervone knows that a camel can go for long periods without water, but they are
especially suited to the desert in other ways too. Their feet are covered with pliable
sturdy pads that travel as well on sand as gravel. Their knees are padded so they can rest
on them. Their noses have filters and their eyes have a second membrane and extra
lashes to keep out sand. Their lips thicken when they eat thorny plants.

Most camels stand over 2.1 meters (7 feet) high and average over 122 kilos (400
pounds). They live an average of forty-five years. Their thick hairy coat keeps them
warm in winter and sheds to keep them cool in summer. They walk at a pace, moving
both legs on one side at the same time. Although mostly domesticated, some camels live
in the wild in Farafra. Their hump is made of fat, not water, and it stores the energy
needed for long periods without food or drink.

The Bedouin have names for their camels at every stage of life, variety of color, size,
strength, stubbornness, and valor. The Rashida of Sudan train their camels to crawl
forward and backward on their knees, to race, to move without making a sound, and to
carry up to 262 kilograms (800 pounds) of cargo. One of the last enclaves of nomadic
lifestyle and master camel trainers, the Rashida still come to the southern oases from
time to time to pasture their animals, and sometimes they stay at Wadi al-Gamel in

Barbary Sheep
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Bahariya. The Tuareg camels are taught to move quickly through the desert at a gait of
6.4 kilometers (4 miles) an hour, traveling in a straight line without losing direction.

Archibald Edmondstone saw a curious thing in Dakhla Oasis in 1819. When a baby
camel was born the Bedouin beat its legs against the ground very hard. When he
protested he was told this harsh treatment would make the joints supple. Hassanein tells
us that the camel will instinctively continue to move to safety during a sandstorm, but as
soon as it rains it sits down. The idea being that a sandstorm will bury it, but the rain
will provide sustenance.

In Egypt, there aren’t as many camels as one might suppose. There never were. Most
of the camels are brought north by the Rashida over caravan trails like the Darb al-
Galaba close to the Nile Valley (see Kharga Oasis and Darb al-Arbain for details). It
takes them sixteen days to get to Daraw, just south of Kom Ombo, where camels are
sold in the market. Whereas a few years ago they continued their journey north to Cairo,
now camels are mostly shipped by truck and train up the Nile Valley. They do not use
the ancient Darb al-Arbain because it is too far west for their needs.

Birds

The ancient Egyptians had a special fondness for birds, which they used as hieroglyphic
symbols and as manifestations for some of the gods. It is no wonder, since they were so
abundant. Egypt is on one of the world’s major migratory paths. These visitors,
combined with the abundance of resident birds, make the country a bird lover’s
paradise. Mass migration takes place in the fall when the birds leave the cooling climates
of Europe-and Central Asia, and in the spring when they return to enjoy the summer in
the north. Most birds that follow the broad front migration across the Mediterranean
continue their journey south down the Nile Valley, but many continue over the desert, a
frightening barrier. Some stop in the southern oases of Kharga and Dakhla to spend the
winter, but most continue south of Egypt into Central Africa.

Schweinfurth tells of a caravan out of Darfur along the Darb al-Arbain that got lost
and as it unknowingly approached Baris in Kharga Oasis found a pool of water filled
with wild geese. Rohlfs comments on migrating swallows near Kufra in 1879. Archibald
Edmondstone saw coveys of partridges along the Darb al-Tawil on his journey to
Dakhla in 1819. Each season around 1900, André von Dumreicher saw thousands of
quail in markets along the northern coast, captured by Bedouin with nets during migra-
tion. When in season they were served in every restaurant in Alexandria.

On his trek from Kufra to Darfur via Gebel Uwaynat, Hassanein actually had a small
bird land on his head and shoulder, mistaking him, Hassanein supposed, for a tree in
this barren place. He gave it water and it began its southern journey again. One April in
the 1930s, Robert Clayton-East-Clayton and Count Almasy encountered migrating
plover moving north around Bir Mesaha. Almasy actually stayed behind when Sir
Robert went back to Kharga for petrol, “to see what it felt like to be alone in the desert
for a few days.”

In 1929, west of Ain Della in the Great Sand Sea, Bagnold found a 16-foot-high rock
pillar. Its sides were white with bird droppings and at its base were dozens of skeletons
of hawks, jerboas, and little birds, mostly pied wagtails.- The same thing was found near
Selima just beyond the Egyptian border with Sudan, where there is a rock called Burg
al-Tuyur, Tower of the Birds. At this spot in 1927 Shaw and Newbold collected the
skins of the Abyssinian white-eye, European golden oriole, hoopoe, chiffchaff, red-
throated pipit, and a martin.

In early March of 1938, Bagnold spent a few days by himself at the Gilf Kebir while
his party went back to Kharga for supplies. “Each evening the solitude was broken by
loud and deep-throated talk coming from far up in the sky where, on their leisurely
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migration northward to the African coast, flights of cranes circled and recircled while
waiting for their laggard friends. Farther south, just east of Uwainat, we found flights of
these great birds rallying daily some three hours earlier in the afternoon.”

On the same trip Bagnold saw more cranes on his way to Selima to pick up petrol:
“We also passed a large flight of cranes resting on the sand like a party of tourists on a
beach. There were many single birds too, from other migrations.”

Bird watchers will enjoy spotting birds all over the desert. Birds of prey, such as
hawks and vultures, are found everywhere: at Wadi Natrun, along the northern coast,
and especially in the Fayoum and the agricultural fields of Dakhla Oasis. The Fayoum
has so many water birds they cannot be counted. In Wadi Natrun special sightings
include Kittlitz’s plover and blue-cheeked bee-eaters. Around Abu Simbel one encoun-
ters rare species: long-tailed cormorants, pink-backed pelicans, yellow-billed storks,
African skimmers, pink-headed doves, and African pied wagtails.
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The People and
Explorers of the
Desert

In prehistory the desert was not a desert. The climate was mild, and there was plenty of
rainfall. People established villages around rivers and lakes, and lived, probably content-
edly, as hunters, gatherers, and eventually farmers. The oldest known village in all of
Egypt, and perhaps all of Africa, is found at the Nabta Playa in the southeastern desert
south of the Chephren quarries and north of Abu Simbel. In almost every major oasis
and along the entire southern desert from Gebel Uwaynat and Gilf Kebir to Lake
Nasser and the Nile River there is rubble left behind by people during these hospitable
times. Then the climate conditdons changed, the waterways dried up, habitation
decreased, and the people emigrated.

We know of four such cycles in prehistory. The earliest known to date is Acheulian
(see chart in Chapter 1). Although the final word is not in, two Late Acheulian sites
have been found in Dakhla and another, Final Acheulian, at Bir Sahara in the south-
eastern section of the Darb al-Arbain Desert.

We have more evidence of life during the Middle Paleolithic. In fact, the desert,
where few people have disturbed the terrain, is yielding more information about early
life than the Nile Valley, which has been under almost constant habitation. At Bir
Sahara, at least five periods of occupation have been identified. This research is still in
the very early stages and it has not yet been possible to compare these sites with discov-
eries outside the Western Desert. But by the Middle Paleolithic there were rhino,
buffalo, giant camel, ass, gazelle, and antelope. This was about 44,000 years ago. Then
another dry period came, and this one lasted a long, long time.

As far as we know, the Western Desert was abandoned from the end of the Middle
Paleolithic to the beginning of the Holocene, when rainfall made it habitable again.
During the Holocene, round hut settlements developed, as did industry. Evidence of
Terminal Paleolithic, the last Old Stone Age existence, is found in Kharga, Nabta, and
primarily at Bir Kiseiba. In Kharga, the sites are from 7850 B.C. and 7855 B.C.

The next phase of habitation is the Neolithic, still in the Early Holocene. Now the
desert became more densely populated and this period provides an important record
of the spread of agriculture and food production. In addition to nomads, the people
lived in Siwa, Kharga, Dakhla, Farafra, Fayoum, Nabta Playa, Bir Kiseiba, Gilf Kebir,
and Uwaynat.

The lineage of these early peoples is hard to identify. For the most part they are the
ancestors of many of the current occupants of the Libyan Desert. They may well be the
ancestors of the Garamantians, Goraan, Tebu, Tuareg, Berber, and Kababish. There is
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no doubt that some of them are the ancestors of the current inhabitants of the oases.
They may even be ancestors of some Nile Valley peoples. One thing we know for sure,
they are not the ancestors of the Bedouin, for the Bedouin came to the Libyan Desert
centuries later.

The People

The harsh environment of the desert forged the character of desert people. Food and
water were scarce, so they subsisted on very little. Strangers needed to survive too and
often took what they wanted, so strangers were not welcome. The desert sun and wind
were debilitating, so cloth was wrapped about the head and down the nape of the neck
to hold moisture. Loose, layered, garments were worn, which absorbed the rays of the
sun and allow the breeze to circulate, cooling the body.

Nature was the teacher. People traveled by the stars at night and known landmarks by
day, using their own shadow as a compass. Tracking became a highly developed skill. A
good tracker knew who, what, when, where, and even why. They were able to tell not
only the time a person passed, but sometimes identified the person. They could tell the
direction and origin of the journey, including its destination, and could also estimate the
weight and contents of the load.

Dumreicher in Trackers and Smugglers in the Deserts of Egypt tells of a Bedouin woman
at Wadi Natrun. She had been watering her flock of sheep and goats and they had
mingled with four other flocks, each with about 100 animals. After the flocks had
departed, the woman returned to the well, studied the tracks, and went in search of three
missing animals. She picked the right tracks and returned with her animals in tow.

In this manner, the people discovered, named, and moved over the tracks that today
link the towns and villages in the desert. They crossed these tracks as invaders who
assaulted not only the fortress towns established in the oases but Nile Valley towns as
well. They were also called upon to serve as caravan leaders, responsible for the lives of
thousands of people. They were superstitious and often sought good omens. A caravan
was considered lucky if it found dates along the trail, so friends would often sneak out
and place dates in the path of the caravan as it got underway.

Two elements combined to bring about the death of the nomadic way of life: the
establishment of modern nations and the motorized vehicle. Nations contained them
and wanted them to stay in one place, as is the case in Egypt. The car, truck, and
airplane diminished distances, and made the camel obsolete. A decade ago, most of the
tribal peoples of the Libyan Desert lived permanently on the fringes of the cultivated
land. They no longer roamed the desert as they had done for thousands of years. They
had bowed to the pressures of the modern world and had become dependent upon it. It,
in turn, provided them with a subsistence existence. If one wanted to know anything
about the desert, it was to the their elders one had to go because the young men no
longer traveled the desert routes.

Today this is changing. Throughout the oases the young men are exploring the desert
once again. Using 4x4s and GPSs they are rediscovering the old routes traveled by their
grandfathers. This time they are learning the routes not to lead camel caravans to the
Nile Valley for food, but to lead foreigners into the desert in search of adventure. They
are buying camels and re-learning the ancient ways.

Garamantians

The Garamantians were a tribal people who lived in the Fezzan, specifically the Wadi
Ajal, before 1000 B.C. Their capital was Garama (the modern oasis of Germa or Djerma
in Libya), and from it they controlled the famous caravan route from what is now



THE PEOPLE AND EXPLORERS OF THE DESERT 25

Tripoli to Lake Chad. The Carthaginians traded with them and employed them to lead
their caravans into the desert. The Romans were never able to subdue them and also
hired them as caravan leaders to the interior of Africa. They are probably responsible
for many of the rock carvings found throughout the Libyan and Sahara deserts. Some of
these depict them on their many raids in a much milder desert, probably a savanna, on
chariots led by horses. In their necropolis at Garama there are over 40,000 graves and
one hundred pyramid tombs. We do not know how this relates them to the Nile Valley,
but it probably does. Their tombs reveal a tall people, with straight profiles, and small
noses. They may have been fair skinned, some blond. By the Middle Ages they were
known as the Gorhani or Gorham.

Goraan

The origin of the Goraan was in the Tibesti Mountains. When the French gained
control of Tibesti, they fled. They also occupy the Fezzan. Some argue they are the
descendants of the Garamantians. They were found inhabiting Uwaynat when
Hassanein discovered it. But by the time the Italians used it as an outpost during their
tenure in Libya and the Sudanese Defense Force established store huts at Karkur Murr,
they were gone. Gongoi, one of the last warring Goraan chiefs, raided throughout the
desert as late as the 1930s.

Tebu

The Tebu, with their homeland in Tibest, are pastoralists, herders, and traders. They
were known in the past as raiders throughout the desert, preying on settlements in
Waidai, Chad, Cyrenaica, Kordofan, the Western Desert, and the Nile Valley. When the
people of Dakhla destroyed the wells to the south and west of the oasis to halt invaders,
they were probably protecting themselves from the Tebu. Today their wandering and
raiding is all but over—the French saw to that. About 200,000 Tebu live in Chad, with
16,000 in southern Libya and another 300,000 scattered through Niger and Sudan. In
Egypt, they are often visitors to the south and southwestern sections of the country
around Gilf Kebir and Gebel Uwaynat, mostly on a temporary basis. They come to graze
when water is available. Hassanein saw a small number of Tebu herdsmen at Uwaynat.
In fact, he owes his discovery of rock art at Uwaynat to a Tebu. They are probably the
people Harding King described as coming from Zerzura. When Rohlfs’ men saw three
black men who told him they were from Zerzura, they were probably Tebu.

Tuareg

The Tuareg are commonly associated with the Western Sahara, especially Timbuktu in
Mali, but they belong in the Libyan Desert, too, especially in the Fezzan in Libya.
Traditionally, no Tuaregs lived in Egypt; they just raided or grazed here. They are
sometimes called the Veiled People or the Blue People from the blue veils the men use
to cover their faces. Great caravan drivers, the Tuaregs, at one time or another,
controlled three of the four major caravan roads of North Africa. They maintained and
protected the wells, served as contractors for merchants, and levied tolls. According to
Bovill (1933), “that the wealth of the far interior [of Africa] was always accessible to the
mercantile communities of the western world was due to the Tuareg and constitutes
their greatest contribution to the history of civilization.” When they were not leading
caravans, they were extracting protection money from them, or plundering them in a
raid. One of their basic forms of survival, the raids were carried out mainly to steal
stock, women, and food. Almost every group of people in North Africa went raiding.
Unlike the lush oases of Egypt’s Western Desert, there was never enough food or
enough clothing in the desert. Raids were a way of replenishing the communities.
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Berbers

The Berbers once dominated life in North Africa. They were in North Africa long
before the Bedouin. In all probability, a great number of Berbers came from the
southern Arabian peninsula, but invaders beginning with the Greeks have intermarried
with them. As each invasion came, they were pushed one way or another until they were
squeezed into the most inhospitable land. They came into Egypt and were repulsed
century after century, until only the interior of the desert was theirs.

Kababish

Once numbering about 70,000, the Kababish are nomadic Arabs, the largest group in
Kordofan. Great caravan leaders and camel owners, they often carried cargo from the
Nile to Darfur, or assessed a fee for any caravan crossing their territory that was not
theirs. Groups of Kababish joined the Mahdi revolt. They graze their livestock over a
huge area, mostly in northern Sudan, but as far west as Lake Chad, and crossed, at
some point, areas in the extreme south of Egypt.

The Oaseans

The farmers of the oases are the people who live in the cultivated areas, mainly in the
depressions. Some of them immigrated from the Nile Valley, some may well be
descended from the ancient peoples of the desert, and others settled in the oases from
other lands. The farmers were never interested in roaming the desert. They remained in
their small world, cultivated their crops with primitive tools, and were born, lived,
married, and died in the same place unless they were carted off in a raid. In this they are
similar to the farmers in the Nile Valley.

The Bedouin

The Bedouin are the Arab nomads of the desert. They are descendants of the Arab
invasion of Egypt and Libya, which began in 643. They are primarily the Bani Hilal,
originally in Egypt, but now mostly in Tunisia and Tripolitania; the Bani Sulaym,
mostly in Cyrenaica (in Libya); and the Awlad Ali, who migrated to Egypt under
pressure from other Bedouin groups in the nineteenth century. The Awlad Ali dominate
the northern coast of Egypt and in the 1960s numbered about 100,000.

During the Islamic period the desert declined. Newbold in Rock Pictures and
Archaeology of the Libyan Desert maintains that the Arabs did not know how to dig and
maintain wells as well as the Libyans and therefore many oases that had been occupied
were abandoned when the water ran out.

The Bedouin roamed the desert in small groups looking for grazing for their herds of
goats and camels, stopping in some areas long enough to cultivate a small crop. All of
their possessions were portable and they lived in tents which could be transported on the
back of a camel whenever it became necessary to move. Their movement was always
restricted by territorial ownership among the people of the desert.

When Muhammad Ali came to power in Egypt he called upon the Bedouin to keep
peace in the deserts while he battled the Mamluk Beys in the cities. This they did and in
reward for their service, when he and his descendants conscripted an army the Bedouin
were free not to answer the call.

If one does encounter a rare Bedouin encampment today, it will probably be along the
northern coast between Siwa or Qattara and the sea. The black tents are the same as
they always were, held up by nine poles to a height of seven feet, divided into a men’s
side and a women’s side with a rug on the ground, and facing away from the winds and
storms.
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Perhaps some insight into their character can be gained from the following story by
Ahmad Hassanein. A Bedouin named Bukara told him this tale one evening around a
campfire at Gebel Uwaynat,

“Why don’t you ride, Bukara?” I [Hassanein] asked. “There are several unloaded
camels.”

“What would my washoon (wife) say if she heard that her Bukara had ridden
between Arkenu and Ouenat [Uwaynat]?”

He told me that on one occasion he had been entrusted with some fifty camels to take
to Ouenat for grazing. He was alone and ran short of food.

“For twelve days I ate no meal, except the pips of colocynth, which upset my diges-
tion,” he replied simply. “Then I reached Kufra. The men at Kufra who had sent me
for the camels had forgotten to send me food. They had expected me at Kufra earlier.”

“But why didn’t you slaughter a camel?” I inquired.

“Should I permit the men of Kufra to say that Bukara could not endure hunger and
had killed a camel?”

The Sanusi

No other modern group has had such a profound effect on life in this desert as the
Sanusi. Ahmed Hassanein, who had considerable help from them, defines them as “not
a race nor a country nor a political entity nor a religion. They have however, some of the
characteristics of all four. In fact they are almost exclusively Bedouins; they inhabit, for
the most part, the Libyan Desert; they exert a controlling influence over considerable
areas of that region and are recognized by the governments of surrounding territory as a
real power in the affairs of north-eastern Africa; and they are Moslems.”

Al-Sayyid Muhammad bin Ali al-Sanusi Khatibi al-Idrisi al-Hasani, a devout Muslim
mystic, was born into a wealthy Algerian family in 1787. After studying religious teach-
ings at Qayrawan University and in Mecca, he returned to the Libyan Desert and when
he was in his seventies established a religious order. The Grand Sanusi, al-Sanusi al-
Kabir, came at a time when religious principles were lax among the tribes of the desert
and he restored strong religious beliefs once again. The people of the desert considered
him a marabout, a wandering holy man.

Al-Sanusi al-Kabir acquired a following for practices that would today be called
fundamentalist: resistance to Western ideals, no tobacco or alcohol, no gold or jewels for
men, no music, dance, or song in religious observations, no contact with Christians,
Jews, or bad Muslims, and strict adherence to the Quran. Disobedience was met with
severe punishment.

Zawyas, religious centers, were established throughout the oases, first at Siwa in
Egypt, and soon at Jalo and Aujila in Libya. The zawyas consisted of a mosque and
three rooms: a schoolroom for children, which was very important as it was the only
educational facility in the desert; a guesthouse for travelers, which offered the traditional
three days’ hospitality; and the private quarters for the skhwan, the Sanusi teachers. The
zawyas were established near important wells along the main caravan routes, and in the
oases. Eventually the Sanusi controlled most of the northern portion of the Libyan
Desert.

In 1854, a zawya was established at the uninhabited and isolated Jaghbub Oasis (now
in Libya, but at that time in Egypt), which became the center of the movement. Here an
Islamic university was established. Jaghbub was selected because it was central to the
feuding tribes of the desert whom the Grand Sanusi wished to unite. It also sat at the
crossroads of the pilgrimage route to Mecca and the trade route from the sea to Sudan.
When the Grand Sanusi died in September 1859, most of the tribes were counted
among his followers and thirty-eight zawyas had been opened in Cyrenaica, eighteen in
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‘Tripolitania, twenty in Egypt, and additicnal ones all the way from Fez across Africa to
Damascus and from Istanbul as far east as India.

Sayyid al-Mahdi

The Grand Sanusi’s son, Sayyid al-Mahdi ruled for forty-two years. (In Islam it is
believed a Mahdi [a rightly guided one] will appear at the end of the world. He will
attain his majority on the first day of the Islamic month of Muharram, be the son of
parents with the names Muhammad and Fatima, and have lived several years in seclu-
sion: Sayyid al-Mahdi fulfilled all these conditions, but never proclaimed himself
Mahdi.)

During al-Mahdi’s leadership the sect grew to three million followers and expanded
west into Libya and Algeria and south into Sudan. The religious center was moved to
Kufra, headquarters to the brigands who roamed the desert. The Sanusi had to control
them in order to bring peace to the desert. Hassanein tells us that “each caravan going
through Kufra north or south was either pillaged or, if lucky, compelled to pay a route
tax.” The Sanusi protected the caravans from such extortion. Under their reign, the
caravan trail from Kufra to Sudan became heavily used because it was safe.

Sayyid Ahmad

Sayyid al-Mahdi died in 1900 and was succeeded by his nephew Sayyid Ahmad. The
Sanusi now dominated the North African deserts. At the same time the Libyan Desert
began to attract the attention of the European powers. It was becoming impossible for
Sayyid Ahmad to continue the apolitical stance of his predecessors. He refused to help
in several conflicts in the area, disappointing not only the Turks but Ahmad Urabi in his
rebellion against the British in Egypt, and the Sudanese Mahdi in his rebellion against
the British in Sudan. But invaders of North Africa viewed the Sanusi as a threat. Finally,
during World War [, the Sanusi sided with the Turks.

Sayyid Muhammad Idris

The next ruler of the Sanusi was Sayyid Muhammad idris, the son of al-Mahdi. He
lived in Egypt while his predecessor’s battles were being fought. He was elevated to
leader after World War I and reconciled the Sanusi with the Egyptians. However, the
Italians still had intentions to colonize Cyrenaica. Sayyid Idris could not fight back.
Although the British had successfully thrown the Sanusi out of Egypt, he exiled himself
to Egypt once again, His followers scattered throughout the desert living in caves and
underground cisterns far away from Italian and British eyes and ears.

In the second Italo-Sanusi war, beginning in 1923, Omar Mukhtar rose to power and
fought the Italians. He was eventually killed and his amazing band of warriors destroyed.
By 1938, the Italians had dominated the country and joined Cyrenaica, Tripolitania, and
the Fezzan into what they called Libya, reviving the name given to the area by
Diocletian 1,500 years earlier. When the Italians entered World War II, Sayyid Idris,
from Egypt, aligned himself with the British.

Caravans and Roadways

There arc a number of great north—-south routes leading from the northern coast of
Africa through the North African deserts to the Bilad al-Sudan that are important to a
discussion of the Libyan Desert. Great nations rose and fell by their ability to keep these
routes open and working. In one century one route dominated, in another century
another route rose in prominence.

Operating well before the arrival of the Romans, modern trade along all the routes
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reached its peak between the eleventh and fourteenth centuries. In the sixteenth century
a decline set in and by the nineteenth century only two major routes remained.

Once Europe was able to defeat the Barbary pirates, the European exploration of
Africa began in earnest. New ports were needed for European goods. Trade items were
brought to Africa by European merchants who got as far as the coast, where they had to
stop. Once in Africa, the goods were hauled through the desert by local merchants.
They included such things as cloth, sugar, brass, horses, and even books. Out of Africa
would come three major items: gold, slaves, and in some places, ivory.

The secrets of these routes and their wells were carefully guarded. No foreigners were
permitted to travel south from the northern coast. Hanns Vischer tells us his trip from
the Mediterranean to Lake Chad around 1906 “had been long forbidden to European
travelers.” In fact, as he was assembling his entourage, objections were raised in Tripoli.
People said, “Why should the Christian dog be permitted to cross the Sahara? . . .” and
saw “the sure foreshadowing of European occupation.” They were so opposed to his
travel into Africa that “arrangements had been made with Tuarek [Tuareg] and Tubbu
[Tebu] robbers to attack my caravan.”

With variations there were six great north—south routes. Running west to east they are
the Taghaza Road, the Ghadames-Air-Kano Road, the Garamantian Road, the
Fezzan-Kawan Road, the Tripoli-Benghazi—-Waidai Road, and the Darb al-Arbain.

Taghaza Road

The most westerly of these routes, the Taghaza Road, began in the amazing city of
Sijilmasa (completely destroyed in the Moroccan Civil War in the eighteenth century) in
the oasis of Tafilelt at the base of the Adas Mountains. From Sijilmasa, where the
caravans were supplied and packed, the trail moved due south to the salt mines at
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Taghaza, a journey of three weeks. The journey continued south to Walata, where a
number of caravan routes converged. The caravans could go to the Atlantic, or to the
fabled and legendary towns of Djenne and Timbuktu (both in modern Mali).

Ghadames—Air-Kano Road

The Ghadames~Air Road began in Tunis along an ancient Roman road running south
through the al-Qantara Gorge, Biskra, and Tuggurt. It proceeded south through Ghat
(in modern Libya), Azawa, and Iferuan in the Air Mountains, to Agades (in modern
Niger) and on via either Zinder or Katsina to Kano, Nigeria. There are grooves in the
rocks of this road that attest to its ancient age. Over the centuries the route varied now
and again, but ran pretty much as described above. The gold trade between Tripoli and
Gao (in modern Mali) came along a variation of this road. The cargo going north was
gold and slaves, cloth from Kano (Nigeria), kola nuts from Gwanja (at $1.00 a piece),
salt from Bilma (in modern Niger), and natron from Lake Chad, while silk from Tripoli
and France, cotton from Manchester, glass beads from Venice, paper, mirrors, needles,
and sword blades from Nuremberg, and spices, sugar, and tea went south. By the early
nineteenth century this route was the most important. It was under the control of two
Tourag tribes.

Garamantian Road

The third north-south caravan route, perhaps the most famous, was the Garamantian
Road. It was an ancient track, at least partly known to Herodotus who was able to tell
the distance from the coast to Roman Phazania (modern Fezzan) where the
Garamantians lived. It was a trade route as early as the Carthaginians who received
carbuncles, gold, and slaves from the Garamantians. (Carbuncles were precious gems to
the Garamantians.) It ran from Oea, now Tripoli, on the coast, through the Fezzan and
the Hoggar Mountains to Gao on the Niger River.

Fezzan-Kawan Road

The Fezzan-Kawan Road dominated African trade for centuries. Following it from the
south, it moved almost due north from Chad through Waidai to Murzuk in the Fezzan.
From Murzuk there were a number of routes to follow: to the coast at Misrata; via Surt
or Jalo to Benghazi; or from Jalo to Jaghbub, Siwa, and Alexandria. This route also went
to Kerdassa near Cairo.

As with all the desert routes this was a slavers’ road, and many of the slaves were sent
to Egypt. Bovill says, “The Taghaza and the Ghadames—Air roads were both used by
slave traders, but the part they played in the trade was small compared with the
Fezzan-Kawar road; so much was this so, that in Denham’s time foreign merchants
trading with Bornu refused to accept payment for their trade goods in anything but
slaves which consequently became the chief currency of the country.”

Tripoli-Benghazi-Waidai Road

The next great road was the Sanusi road, the most important road of the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries. In 1805, the Waidai power secured the Fezzan-Kawan
Road. But by the 1840s and 1850s the Awlad Sulayman were waging war with Bornu in
the south and the Bedouin tribes in Cyrenaica were fighting the Tebu of Tibesti in the
north. The sultan of Waidai, keen to find a route via Kufra to Benghazi, sent the
merchant Shehaymah of Jalo to blaze a new trail. He traveled 480 kilometers (300 miles)
to Uwaynat, then pushed on to Kufra. Then he returned to Waidai with a caravan. It
was on Shehaymah’s third trip to Kufra that he found the more direct route between
Waidai and Kufra that was used from that time forward. The problem was a waterless
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576 kilometers (360 miles) between Tekro and Kufra. When they rose to power, the
Sanusi took control of this route and solved the water problem by digging two wells, one
at Bishara, 160 kilometers (100 miles) south of Kufra, and another at Sarra, 160 kilome-
ters (100 miles) beyond. From Cyrenaica, the famous trade route moved south via
Benghazi to Kufra and through the Tibesti Mountains and Bornu to Waidai, and on to
Darfur. Benghazi grew from a population of 5,000 in 1817, to 16,500 in 1911.

Darb al-Arbain

The sixth road lies a thousand miles to the east. The Darb al-Arbain, Road of the Forty
or the Forty Days’ Road, is the major north-south route through the Western Desert in
Egypt.

The Darb al-Arbain is the main caravan track linking Fasher in the Darfur Province
of Sudan to Asyut in the Nile Valley in Egypt, a journey of 1,721 kilometers (1,082
miles). It cuts through the heart of Kharga Oasis which it enters at Maks Qibli. In
Kharga, it came under Egyptian control and goods were subject to taxation (see Kharga
QOasis for details). It continued and continues north, straight through the oasis to Nagb
Ramliya where it ascended the scarp and continues to the Nile Valley following the
modern macadamized route of today. (See Darb al-Arbain chapter for a fuller discus-
sion of this route, slavery, and the slave trade.)

Eventually, all the caravan routes declined. The European colonization of North
Africa ended the importance of the trans-Saharan trade routes. The French moved in
from the west and occupied Morocco, Algeria, and most of West Africa. The British
took over Nigeria and Egypt. The Italians dominated Libya. The great European
squeeze was on. After the Europeans dominated North Africa, they found their own
way, often by sea, and eliminated the middlemen: the desert tribes who controlled the
trade. The Timbuktu route died out completely. The French occupation of Algeria in
1839, enabled them to pass a law in 1843, forbidding products from Sudan to enter the
country. Waidai killed two other routes. The Italian occupation of Libya killed the
Sanusi route. After centuries of domination, the North Africans were out of business.

Explorers and Travelers

The Western Desert, except for Cambyses’ soldiers, has been kinder to humankind that
its mother the Libyan Desert and its sister the Sahara. The latter two have claimed too
many explorers and adventurers, mostly at the hands of the incredible Tuareg: Alexine
Tinne, Father de Foucauld, Gordon Laing, Colonel Paul Flatters and his men, and
more. No, unless you want to count the 10,000 soldiers killed in World War II, the
Western Desert was far more hospitable. Perhaps, if the truth be told, the people of the
Western Desert, most of the time victims to marauders, but seldom marauders
themselves, were less willing or less able to stop what was happening to them and to
their surroundings.

The Classical World

Herodotus of Halicarnassus (c485-25 B.c.) visited Egypt and the Libyan Desert for a
period of three and a half months in 450 B.Cc. On his map, the Mediterranean is the
center of the known world with the three continents of Europe, Asia, and Libya
surrounding it. He called the Western Desert the Region of Wild Beasts and marked the
Gulf of Plinthinete (Arab’s Gulf), Plinthine, along the coast, and interior places like
Crocodilopolis (Medinet Fayoum), Ammonium (Siwa), and Augila. He wrote his
famous History about Asia, Europe and Africa, which he called Libya.

Strabo (c. 63 B.C. to ¢. A.D. 24) came to Egypt as the guest of his friend the prefect
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Aeclius Gallus, Augustus’s hand-picked ruler for Egypt. He presents us with a much
more in-depth geographical picture of Egypt in antiquity and includes more of the
Libyan Desert in his descriptions. Strabo is the first known geographer to mention
Bahariya and Kharga. He tells us that oases dotted the Western Desert “like the spots on
a leopard.”

The Middie Ages

Arab travelers in the Middle Ages wrote about the Western Desert as early as 641,
though many of the writers never visited the area. Ibn al-Wardi reported on a journey
in 708 by Musa Ibn Nusayr, the Omayyad governor of North Africa, in his book
Kharitat al-Ajaib. The pilgrimage to Mecca instigated many geographical treatises, as
the way people journeyed from North Africa and from the Bilad al-Sudan was through
the Libyan Desert. Al-Masudi, a Baghdadi scholar, traveled nearly twenty years
through the Islamic world, spending a great deal of time in Egypt where he died around
956. He wrote a book called Meadows of Gold and Mines of Precious Stones which
contained not only the geography for which he became famous, but also everyday
knowledge, like an encyclopedia. He called the Atantic Ocean the Green Sea of
Darkness. Some portions of Al-Masudi’s maps are amazingly correct, especially his
positioning and details of the Nile Valley.

Contemporary with Al-Masudi was Ibn Hawqal (?920-90), another geographer
from Baghdad. From 947 to 948 he crossed North Africa, returning in 951 to take the
Taghaza Road south to modern Mali. When he saw the Niger he thought it was the
Nile. Ibn Hawqal then undertook the formidable task of recrossing Africa on his way to
Egypt. He arrived as the Fatimids were invading the country and was accused of being a
Fatimid spy. He traveled for over thirty years and wrote a book first called Of Ways and
Provinces in 967 (reissued in 977). The second and definitive edition was published in
988 and called On the Shape of the World. He was the first, to our knowledge, to explore
western Sudan.

Abu Ubayd al-Bakri came from Cordoba in the eleventh century. Among his
prolific writings was a multi-volumed geographical work which had a huge section on
North Africa. Remarkably accurate in his descriptions, he never left Spain.

Muhammad al-Sharif al-Idrisi (1100-66) was born in Morocco of a wealthy
family that ruled North Africa and southern Spain. He studied at Cordoba and traveled
extensively through the Middle East and North Africa. He was invited to the court of
Roger II, the Norman King of Sicily, where he lived from 1099 to 1154. There, over a
fifteen-year period, he produced a silver globe and map of the world accompanied by
the now famous Book of Roger or Rogerian Description of the World. It is considered the
most important geographical work of the Middle Ages and the most accurate account of
the Mediterranean world in the twelfth Century. Today only six original copies are
known to exist.

Abu Abdallah Ibn Battuta (1304~69), of Berber stock from Tangier, is perhaps the
most well-known Arab traveler and geographer. His travels in the fourteenth century
took fourteen years. He started his journey by crossing North Africa, which took him
ten months. Then he went as far as China. After his return, he took one more trip of
note, across the deserts of North Africa to Sudan, thus completing his visits to Islamic
countries and covering 120,000 kilometers (75,000 miles) in the process. That last
journey began in the Atlas Mountains and went down the Taghaza Road. When he
returned to Morocco he began the task of writing his memoirs. In two years he
produced the Rihla, also known as A Gift to the Observers Concerning the Curiosities of the
Cities and Marvels Encountered in Travels.

Ibn Battuta’s contemporary Ibn Khaldun came from Tunisia. In 1384 he was in
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Cairo where he served as a Mufti, and by 1387 was in the Fayoum where he probably
wrote the bulk of his work.

The Early Europeans

In the wake of Western expansion emerged that most romantic of figures, the profes-
sional explorer. By the late seventeenth century, Europeans, eager to discover unknown
territories, were setting out in hordes to march acrass barren terrain in search of their
place in history. Egypt was one of their goals.

These travelers were headed into the unknown. They were invading territories where
they were mostly unwelcome. They discovered little that was not already known by local
peoples, but they had the scientific know-how to share their knowledge with the rest of
the world. What they did was bring modern technology to the desert, enabling them to
locate, identify, and record places in reference to a larger world order. This is no mean
feat and it was then, and still stands, as a major contribution to the world’s under-
standing of the planet. Only in that sense do we use the word discovered.

Despite the fact that they were not the first, their journeys were formidable undertak-
ings that tested their very fiber. They had no idea if they would return alive from their
desert wanderings and many did not. They knew oases existed, but there were not sure
exactly where, how many there were, which was which, and what to expect when they
did find one. They were on the verge of understanding some of the last outposts on
earth as we are on the verge of understanding the moon, our sister planets, and our solar
system.

Charles Jacques Poncet, a French physician, traveled to Kharga Oasis in 1698. And if
we are to believe the English-language source, by accident. This was over a century before
exploration began in West Africa when Mungo Park explored the Niger River in 1805.
Mistakenly thinking he was headed down the east bank of the Nile, Poncet turned west,
intending to meet the river. But traveling instead down the west bank, by turning he
headed for the desert. He also traveled the Darb al-Arbain headed to Abyssinia (Ethiopia)
by request of the French Consul in Cairo, Mr. Maillet. He wrote A Voyage to Ethiopia.

A century later William George Browne, an Englishman came to Africa. His
primary goal was to visit Sudan, which he did by traveling the length of the Darb al-
Arbain in 1793. But first he went in search of Siwa in 1792, which he reached after
twelve days via Bareton (Mersa Matruh). He was looking for the Temple of Jupiter
Ammon and was never quite sure if he had found it or not. He wrote Travels in Africa,
Egypt, and Syria in 1799.

The African Association

The African Association was formed over a dinner at The Saturday’s Club in St.
Alban’s Tavern in London, England, on June 9, 1788. First called The Association for
Promoting the Discovery of the Interior Parts of Africa, it was not long before it became
The African Association. It lasted for nearly half a century until it was absorbed into the
Royal Geographical Society. Always high on enthusiasm and short on cash, it managed
to send some of the most prominent explorers into Africa, and through its persistence, it
pushed the British government to do the same.

Abolition of the slave trade was a serious motive for The African Association, as were
the quest for the source of the Niger River and investigations into geography and
natural history. But the major consideration was the need to find customers for Europe’s
growing Industrial Revolution. With the American colonies lost to England, new outlets
had to be found. There was an additional consideration, too. According to Adu Boahen
in Britain, the Sahara, and the Western Sudan 1788-1861, Britain also had too many
prisoners and no place to send them, so they were looking for a penal colony and like
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the ancient Egyptians and the Romans before them, they looked to the North African
deserts.

One of the first objectives of The African Association was the Libyan Desert. Three
weeks after the Association began, they sent the American John Ledyard to Egypt. He
was to cross Africa, find the Niger, and visit the towns and countries along the way. He
arrived in Cairo on August 19, 1788, and died there in October from overmedicating
himself. Only two months after Ledyard departed England, the Association sent Simon
Lucas to the Fezzan. He was to return to England via Gambia. He arrived in Tripoli in
October, got 100 miles east of Tripoli, got caught in a rebellion, and returned to
London the following July. Major Daniel Houghton, the Association’s next explorer,
reached the mouth of the Gambia in November, 1790. After a tortuous journey along
the Gambia River, Houghton was either killed by the local inhabitants (including the
French who were attacking British traders), or died of hunger in the desert. His mandate
had been to find the source of the Niger. Mungo Park left England on the sarne
mission in May, 1795. It took him a year, but he found the Niger and returned to
England on Christmas Day 1797.

At the same time as Mungo Park was exploring West Africa, the German Friederich
Konrad Hornemann was sent to the other side of the continent. He arrived in Cairo in
September 1797, and remained there to study the language. When Napoleon arrived in
Egypt it looked as if Hornemann’s journey had come to an end, but the French ruler
gave him protection and sent him on his way. In 1798, Hornemann and his associate,
Frenderburg, joined a pilgrim’s caravan crossing the Libyan Desert from Tripoli to
Bornu. Having studied Arabic for a year in Cairo, he disguised himself as Yousef ibn
Abdulla, an escaped Mamluk. They were the first Europeans to disguise themselves
successfully as Arabs. His route took him through Siwa and the Fezzan. At Murzuk—
they were the first Europeans to visit this oasis—the locals were at war with the Tuaregs.
Here Frenderburg died and Hornemann had to return to Tripoli. He remained there for
eighteen months and had the foresight to send his papers back to London before he
joined a second caravan headed for Bornu. He died on November 17, 1798, near
Bornu. All the papers of this second journey were lost. His book, The Fournal of
Frederich Hornemann’s Travels from Cairo to Mourzouck, was published in 1802. It
covers his first trip. We know nothing about his second journey. With the French
invasion of Egypt, the activities of The African Association were curtailed.

By this time the limited resources for The African Association had dwindled drasti-
cally. They sent off Henry Nicholls, who headed for the Guinea coast and died there in
early 1805. The Association languished for the next few decades, sending off Jean
Louis Burckhardt and A. Linant in 1826. In 1831, it merged with the Royal
Geographical Society. The British government now took over the exploration of Africa.

The Americans

The colonists were barely Americans when the French came to Egypt. But by 1804, as a
possible solution to the Barbary pirates’ interference in American trade, they landed the
first authorized American overseas expedition in Alexandria. It was led by William
Eaton, a flamboyant, persistent, problematic New Englander who some have called
America’s Lawrence of Arabia. These writers enveloped him in flowing Arab robes,
gave him the gift of the Arabic tongue, and placed a whirling scimitar in his hand.
Although the image is romanticized, Eaton was America’s first hero in Egypt. He led a
small group of Marines under Lieutenant Presley Neville O’Bannon, a boastful
Irish—-American. This was the first military action on foreign soil by the newly formed
United States Marines. Their formidable task was to find Hamet Karamanli, deposed
and rightful ruler of Tripoli, trek across the northern coast, depose Yusef Karamanli, the



THE PEOPLE AND EXPLORERS OF THE DESERT 35

current ruler, and set Hamet on the throne of Tripoli. It was a journey into hell. (See al-
Diffa for details.)

This encounter along the Barbary Coast set many precedents for the United States. It
helped establish the US Navy and set the military tradition of the US Marine Corp. It is
immortalized in the opening line of the Marine Hymn: “From the halls of Montezuma
to the shores of Tripoli,” and the sword worn by Marines at full dress symbolizes the
North African sword given to O’Bannon by Hamet at Derna, complete with duplicate
engravings on the shaft.

Muhammad Ali Opens the Door

The golden age of nineteenth-century professional exploration began with the arrival in
Egypt of a number of scientists who answered the call of Muhammad Ali. When
Muhammad Ali came to power the oases had been left to their own devices for a long
time. He brought them back under Egyptian control, and then requested explorers to
find out just what was in the desert.

G. B. Belzoni, the two-meter (six-foot seven-inch) Italian strongman and circus
performer came to Egypt to convince Muhammad Ali his hydraulic engines would be
good for Egyptian irrigation, and stayed to scavenge for antiquities. Belzoni went to
Bahariya via the caravan route from Beni Suef, arriving on May 26, 1819, for an eleven-
day stay. Unfortunately, Belzoni thought Bahariya was Siwa, mistaking the Triumphal
Arch at Qasr as the Temple of the Oracle. Ahmed Fakhry tells an amusing tale about
Belzoni. When Belzoni’s notes kept disappearing he discovered that the people,
believing they were magical, were buying them from his servant each day to keep the
evil spirits away. Belzoni published Narrative of the Operasions and Recent Discoveries
Within the Pyramids, Temples, Tombs and Excavations, in Egypt and Nubia in two
volumes in 1820.

Frederic Cailliaud, a French mineralogist in the employ of Muhammad Ali,
explored most of the Nile Valley including Meroe in Sudan in two visits: 1815-19 and
1819-22. Also called Murad Effendi, he searched for sulfur and visited the emerald
mines along the Red Sea Coast. In the Western Desert, he visited Fayoum, Siwa,
Bahariya, and Farafra in search of ancient mines. He claims to be the first European to
visit Kharga Oasis and in a lengthy inscription he carved on the Temple of Hibis in
Kharga he credits himself with its discovery. According to him, he left the Nile at Esna
in June, 1818. His book, Voyage @ Meroe, au Fleuve Blanc, au-deld de Fazgol dans le midi
du Royaume de Sennar, a Syouah et dans cing autres oases, published in Paris in 1826, is a
masterpiece in four volumes. The outstanding and important plans and drawings were
executed by the painter Letorzec, his traveling companion. Upon his return to France
he became Curator of the Museum of Natural History in Nimes.

Bernadino Drovetti, an Italian, was a lawyer and diplomat who arrived in Egypt
soon after Napoleon left and was appomnted trench Deputy-Commissioner of
Ceomnaacial KRelations at Alexandria on October 20, 1802. Drovetti, strongly anti-
English and a formidable force against the American expedition led by William Eaton,
was in turn ill-treated by English-language sources, but is one of the main architects of
modern Egypt. Not only did he play a significant role in elevating Muhammad Ali to a
position of power in Egypt, he accompanied the conquering army of Muhammad Ali to
Siwa in 1820. Drovetti eventually became French Consul and assisted many travelers
and scientists on their various missions in Egypt. He lived in Egypt for many years,
amassing much wealth including property in the Fayoum.

But he is equally guilty of promoting French interests over English and was not above
stretching the truth to accomplish his ambitions. In the book, Fournal d’un vovage a la
vallee de Dakel par M le chevalier Drovetti, Consul General de France en Egyple, vers la fin
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de 1818, Drovetti appears to have visited Kharga in 1818, and announced that he was
the first European to reach “the farther Oasis” (Dakhla).

Archibald Edmondstone had other thoughts. He claims the year was not 1818, but
1819, and that on February 21, 1819, they met while Drovetti was entering Dakhla and
Edmondstone was on his way back to Kharga from Dakhla.

Edmondstone writes, “. . . on our arrival at Siout [Asyut] on the 7th of February,
being informed that M. Drovetti had set out for the Oases from hence three days before,
we resolved to lose no time in following him.” Perhaps this information led
Edmondstone to chose the Darb al-Tawil, a direct, but seldom used, link to Dakhla. He
wanted to beat the Frenchman and claim the glory.

Accompanied by his friends Houghton and Masters, Edmondstone visited the
southern oasis of Dakhla from Asyut over the Darb al-Tawil in 1819. He left Cairo on
January 14, arrived in Balat on February 16, and was at Ain Amur on the February 22.
The only mountain in Dakhla Oasis was named after him in 1874, by the members of
Rohlfs’ expedition. Edmondstone wrote a very well-researched and informative narra-
tive: A Fourney to Two of the Oases published in 1822.

Another Englishman who traveled in the Western Desert at the same time as Cailliaud
was I. Hyde. In fact this was the Englishman John Hyde who traveled in Egypt from
November, 1818 to August, 1819. Hyde kept a private journal, now in the British
Museum, and in addition he chiseled his name on most of the monuments, especially in
Kharga and Dakhla. After he left Egypt he went on to India where he died in 1825.

Baron Heinrich von Minutoli, a Prussian army officer, visited Siwa from October
26 to November 12, 1820. His original plan was to travel along the northern coast to
Cyrenaica. It was not to be, so he settled for Siwa where he drew the temple and walls of
Umm Ubayd. Because the temple was destroyed in 1897, his work remains the best
record of this site. It is preserved in his book Reise zum Tempel des Fupiter Ammon. One
of his companions, Victor Ehrenberg, an avid rock hound, published Mikrogeologie und
Reisen in Agypten. Minutoli stayed in Egypt for only ten months but during that time he
managed to accumulate an important Egyptian collection, which formed the basis of
Berlin’s Egyptian Museum. He was the first European to view the interior of the Step
Pyramid. He encouraged the creation of the first chair of Egyptology in Berlin. He was
influential in sponsoring Karl Richard Lepsius’ work in Egypt. His bride, Baroness
Wolfradine Menu von Minutoli, in addition to collecting exotic animals, published
Recollections of Egypt 1820-21.

Also included among these early travelers is Jean Raimond Pacho, a French
explorer-botanist who came to Egypt in 1818 and again from 1822-25. Although he had
a brother in Egypt working as a merchant, his travels were supported by a number of
patrons. He traveled from Alexandria in November, 1824, and stayed pretty much to
the area of the Northern Coast of the Western Desert. He accompanied Jean Jacques
Rifaud, a Frenchman employed by Drovett, to the Fayoum to survey the lake and look
for the Labyrinth. We have a number of engravings he did of North African sites, but he
is very elusive and little is known about him. A mountain near Sitra and Bahrein oases is
named in his honor. His traveling companion was Frederick Muller, who did publish a
book entitled Lapie’schen Karte Kufra, which included a map. Fragments of Pacho’s
observations were included in his work, including an essay on vocabulary and language
and another on Syouah (Siwa). They were in Dakhla in the summer of 1824. He
commiitted suicide.

Bayle St. John journeyed from Alexandria to Siwa and visited many sites in the
oasis in 1847. He left Alexandria September 15, with six donkeys, two mules, a pony,
and a number of cattle, and ventured into the ‘Desert of Dogs.” St. John used historical
names for sites along the northern coast, many of them long out of use today. His
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description of his party when they were looked upon by Siwans for the first time is well
worth remembering:

“Had they [the Siwans] laughed at our appearance I should have forgiven them: four
such guys as we were had never before surely entered their territories. One sported a
nightcap surmounted by an old gray hat much the worse for wear, and a brown Holland
suit, which at starting scarce contained his portly form, but now hung loose about it;
another had decked himself out in a tarboosh and an indescribable summer coat; the
brows of a third were surmounted by a huge turban, and he was wrapped in a flannel
jacket, in which, according to the necessities of the journey, he had slashed innumerable
extempore pockets; whilst your humble servant was overshadowed by an enormous
truncated cone formed by a beaver hat with a brim six inches broad, and a white linen
covering stretched tight over from the crown to the outer edge. True that there was
some attempt at respectability in the shape of clean shirts and trousers, but these could
not conceal the fact that we had been knocking about for nearly three weeks in the
desert, generally sub divo, and always too fatigued at our halts to pay much attention to
the toilet: as to shaving, nobody ever thought of such a thing; our faces, toco, were
burned black with the sun, and several noses were regularly skinned.”

The Germans

Georg August Schweinfurth (1836-1925) lived in Helwan and worked in Egypt for
over thirty-five years. He was the single most important influence in the study of
Egyptian geography and geology of the era. Under the auspices of the Khedive Ismail,
he founded the Societé Géographique d’Egypte (Royal Geographical Society of Egypt)
still located on Sharia Qasr al-Aini in Cairo. President of the Institut d’Egypte (also on
Qasr al-Aini), he was an archaeologist, geologist, and botanist. Through the latter part
of the nineteenth century he labored in the Eastern and Western deserts and the Nile
Valley. Among his credits in the Western Desert are the discoveries of fossiliferous
rocks in Abu Rauwash, and fossil exploration in the Fayoum, including the discovery
of the famous Arsinoitherium, a large, two-horned mammal, and Zeuglodon, a large
whale. (See Fayoum for details.)

The Germans played a major role in the exploration of North Africa. Heinrich
(Henry) Barth explored the Sahara and the western and central Sudan, the Bilad al-
Sudan. He traveled along the northern coast of Egypt from 1845 to 1847. Barth’s scien-
tific observations and adept records make his expedition from 1850-55 from Tripoli to
Agades, Kano, Kanem, Sokoto, and Timbuktu most important. He is credited with
having discovered and recorded more information about Africa than any other
European. In 1857, he published a five-volume work, Travels and Discoveries in North
and Central Africa in the Years 1849-1855. Heinrich Barth died in 1865 at the age of 44.
Today in Germany, he is remembered by the Heinrich Barth Institute at the University
of Cologne. The institute has continued his work since its inception in 1989. It concen-
trates on the Eastern Sahara with special focus on cultural and ecological changes and
adaptations in arid zones and documentation and analysis of rock art.

Gustav Nachtigal explored eastern Sudan and almost single-handedly created a
German protectorate in West Equatorial Africa. Nachtigal was a medical doctor living
in Tunis when Gerhard Rohlfs asked him to carry out a mission to deliver presents to
Sultan Omar in Bornu for the king of Prussia. These presents were in recognition of the
sultan’s assistance not only to Rohlfs on a previous journey, but also to the German
traveler Moritz von Beurmann. Nachtigal left Tripoli on February 18, 1839, and
sashayed down the caravan trail. Five and a half years later, far beyond Bornu,
Nachtigal ended his journey in Egypt after passing through Waidai, Darfur, and
Kordofan. He was the first European in many of these places, including the Tibesti



38 THE PEOPLE AND EXPLORERS OF THE DESERT

Mountains. He was the first to journey to Waidai and Darfur from the west. He died of
malaria in West Africa in 1855, at the age of 51.

For Egypt, one name looms above the rest of the Germans in refercnce to the
Western Desert and that is Gerhard Rohlfs (1831-96) Rohlfs, a geographer, presented
a proposal to Dr. von Jasmund, the German consul to Egypt in 1872, He wanted to
explore and record information about thc unknown territories of Egypt. Jasmund
received 1.LE4,000 for Rohlfs from the Khedive Ismail in 1873. The original itinerary
was to go from Asvut to Kufra through areas that were mostly unexplored and unknown
to Europeans. Kufra was a known place, but no European had ever been there. No one
on the expedition knew the Great Sand Sea stood in the way.

Rohlfs was not a newcomer to North Africa. He began his African adventures in
1855, when he arrived in Algiers as a French Foreign Legionnaire. He was to accom-
plish six outstanding journeys into the unknown deserts of North Africa. The first
journey was through Morocco from 1861 to 1862. The second was a crossing of the
Atlas Mountains, which made him the first Buropean to accomplish such a trek, and the
first European to discover the oases of Tafilet, Tuat, and Tidikeit, major stops on the
ancient caravan trails of Algeria. The third journey, in 1865-67, made him the first
European to cross West Africa from north to south. After passing the mantle to Gustav
Nachtigal, Rohlfs took his fourth journcy from Tripoli, Pentapolis, and Cyrene, to Siwa
and Alexandria.

His mandate from Ismail was twofold: to find the old riverbed of the Nile, the Bahr
bila ma (‘river without water’), and to ascertain if the desert was suitable for agriculture.
It took him five months of preparation in Germany before he set out for Cairo. Included
in his baggage were 500 iron water tanks built by Stieberitz and Muller in Apolda, each
able to contain fifty liters of water. The square tanks, sealed with screws, each weighed
25 pounds empty and 125 pounds full. One camel could only carry two tanks. It was
just such tanks that got Alexine Tinne killed, as her Tuareg guides thought gold was
inside. During his journey, Rohlfs discarded a good number of these tanks. What
became of them is another desert mystery.

The expedition caused quite a stir in Cairo. There was a conference at the Institut
d’Egypte, where the plans were carefully laid out. From their headquarters at the Nile
Hotel the team gathered information and planned their work.

The Rohlfs Expedition was the first crossing of the Western Desert by a European
(the first crossing of the Sahara by Europeans was the Denham, Clapperton, and
Oudney Expedition in 1822-25 from Tripoli via Murzuk, Bilma, and Kano, to Sokoto),
the first multidiscipline expedition, the first to fix the exact geographical positions of
major landmarks, the first to leave us good maps of natural sites and villages, and the
first to unravel the geological wonders of the Western Desert. Many of the geographical
names we use today were given to us by this expedition. One could say the Rohlfs
expedition was the birth of modern Egyptian exploration.

The expedition consisted of several prominent scholars. Professor Karl Zittel was a
Munich geologist who published Palacontographica (Beitraege zur Geologie und
Palaeoniologie der libyschen Wiiste), still one of the most important works on the Western
Desert and the first to contain a geological map of the area. This was no mean feat.
Wilhelm Jordan, the topographer, was the first to map the area. His geographical and
meteorological expertise measured sea levels and recorded topographical information in
the oases. Ph. Remele, the expedition’s photographer, took the first pictures of the
Western Descrt. P. Ascherson, the botanist, collected flora and named four spccies
after Rohlfs. Ascherson was the only member of the team to visit Bahariya. The geolog-
ical map produced by this expedition remained the standard until 1910, when the first
Survey map, relying heavily on the former’s informarion, was produced.
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Attempting to go to Kufra, English-language sources maintain, the expedition nearly
perished in the Great Sand Sea (for details on this controversy see Uwaynat), but,
incredibly, it rained. They replenished their supplies, left their cairn, named the place
Regenfeld (Rainfield), and headed north to Siwa. They left Siwa on February 25, and
returned to Kharga Oasis, where Schweinfurth was waiting, and then on to the Nile and
down to Cairo, which they reached April 15, 1874. It was an amazing adventure.

Rohlfs published Drei Monate in der libyschen Wiiste in Berlin in 1876. Complete with
photographs, it is the definitive work on the Western Desert.

Although Rohlfs then spent a few years at home, his adventure in the deserts of North
Africa was not over. The sixth and final journey was the Kufra Expedition. Under the
sponsorship of the Afrikanische Gesellschaft zur Erforschung Aquatorialafrika (African
Society for the Exploration of Equatorial Africa), Rohlfs was to enter the Sahara and
journey to the African Congo. He was accompanied by the zoologist Stecker. They left
Tripoli-in December, 1878, and arrived in Kufra, the first Europeans to do so, in
September, 1879. Like so many travelers in the desert, they were not welcome. Their
belongings were confiscated and they returned to Benghazi, failing to complete the
original mandate. According to H. Abel in “Gerhard Rohlfs — Life and Work” in the
Annals of the Geological Survey of Egypt, no European entered Kufra again until Ahmed
Hassanein and Rosita Forbes visited in 1920.

Gerhardt Rohlfs died June 2, 1896, at 65, a ripe old age for an African explorer, in
Bad Godesberg, Germany. In 1974, his efforts were acknowledged in a conference
celebrating 100 Years of Geological Research in Egyptian Deserts organized by the
Geological Survey of Egypt.

Georg Steindorff, a German Egyptologist, visited Siwa, Bahariya, and the Fayoum
around 1901. In the meantime, exploration continued in Libya. In 1818, Lyon and
Ritchie set off on Sunday, February 7, 1819, for the interior. Ritchie died of fever in
Murzuk. Joining a slave caravan on January 10, 1820, Lyon made it to Tripoli and got
back to England. Lyon went on to explore the Arctic, Mexico, and South America, He
died at sea October 8, 1832, at 37 years of age. In 1823, Denham, Clapperton, and
Oudney were the first Europeans to enter Lake Chad area and Bornu. In 1826, Major
Gordon Laing went west to Timbuktu, in the first crossing of the desert. He was killed
on his return, papers lost. Also in 1826, Rene Caillie arrived at Timbuktu (The French
had launched a contest offering a reward for the first person to reach Timbuktu. Caillie
won.) In 1817, Paolo Della Cella, an Italian doctor, explored Cyrenaica.

The Geological Survey of Egypt and its Desert Survey Department

In 1893 and 1894, Henry George Lyons (1864-1944) surveyed the southern portion
of the Libyan Desert for the British government. On his return to Cairo, Lyons pleaded
for greater scientific investigation of the area, and as a result the Geological Survey of
Egypt was founded in 1896.

With Lyons at the helm, the survey began a systematic, detailed exploration of the
desert. Its staff originally included Thomas Barron, H. J. L. Beadnell, and Leigh Smith.
John Ball and W. F. Hume joined in 1897. The British were concerned about protecting
Egypt, but knew nothing about the desert. The Sudanese knew the desert and there had
been several attacks on the desert in recent years. So, the British had to know the desert.
From October, 1897, to June, 1898, men and machines triangulated, astrolated,
measured, and produced maps of the four major oases.

By 1900, Lyons became the director general and appointed Hume the director of the
Geological Survey. The latter remained in that position until 1928. Lyons had created
the Helwan Observatory and went on to establish the British Museum’s Science
Department. In 1906, the Geological Survey placed the international frontier with
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Turkey between Taba on the Gulf of Agaba and Fara on the Mediterranean. They
created their first geological maps in 6 sheets at a scale of 1:1 million in 1912.

In 1904, the Egyptian Geological Museum, part of the Geological Survey, was
opened in a building designed especially for it on Sheikh Rehan Street across from the
campus of the American University in Cairo. In 1982, it was demolished to make way
for the underground and the artifacts were moved to temporary headquarters on the
corniche near Maadi.

In 1934, the Geological Survey surveyed the route along Latitude 27° North through the
Great Sand Sea that was later to play a significant role in World War II. In 1938, they were
responsible for the establishment of the border and the erection of beacons along the
frontier between Egypt and Libya. In the 1950s, the Survey worked extensively with the
rescue of Nubian monuments during the construction of the High Dam. In the 1980s,
when Egypt and Israel were negotiating for the town of Taba on the Red Sea, the strongest
argument the Egyptians produced to support their ownership of Taba was the report done
by the Geological Survey in 1906. It fixed the international frontier between Turkey, which
controlled the area in question, and Egypt, placing Taba in Egyptian territory.

William Fraser Hume served as director of the Geological Survey from 1909 to
1928. He was a Cambridge graduate with a DSc, a degree few people had at that time.
He published copious articles on everything from the “Iron Ores of Egypt” and “The
First Meteorite Record in Egypt” to reviews of other books. Hume placed the work of
the Survey in his own three-volume book, The Geology of Egypt. He died in England on
February 3, 1949.

John Ball (1874-1941) was an important part of the Geological Survey of Egypt. He
founded the Desert Survey Department and served as its director. He was a nearly deaf
geologist who came to Egypt for treatment for tuberculosis at Helwan. Once there, he
joined the Survey. Bagnold called him the Father of Egyptian Exploration. He joined
Prince Kamal al-Din on his two great desert journeys. He was the first to find Abu
Ballas, Pottery Hill, where ancient pots were used to store water. It was Ball who discov-
ered that underground artesian aquifers underlay all of the Western Desert. A bachelor
and chain smoker, he traveled with the Light Car Patrols of World War 1. Ball explored
Egypt’s deserts for thirty-four years. He died in Port Said on July 11, 1941. In addition
to his survey work, Ball published a number of books including Egypt in the Classical
Geographers, and numerous articles in the Geographical Fournal.

Hugh Beadnell (1874-1944) did not stay long in Egypt, but his work is among the
best of the Desert Survey. He was one of the first men to join the Survey.
Unfortunately, when Lyons appointed Hume to head the Geological Survey, Beadnell
though he should have had the position (many people concurred). He left Egypt and
went to work in South America. Eventually, he came back to Egypt with the expedi-
tionary forces of World War I. He published a number of books in addition to his
survey work including The Wilderness of Sinai and An Egyptian Oasis: An Account of the
Oasis of Kharga in the Libyan Desert with Special Reference to its History, Physical
Geography and Water Supply, but never again for the Geological Survey.

The maps and topographical information on the Western Desert produced by these
early expeditions are among the most important documents we have. The Survey first
went to Bahariya in 1897, then to Kharga in January, 1898. They measured the Darb al-
Dush between Esna and Kharga inch by inch with a measuring wheel, set the exact
location of many sites using the heavens and barometric readings to find the absolute
level of the oasis. In Kharga, they mapped the Ain Umm Dabadib area for the first time,
defined the true shape of Gebel al-Tarif, established the latitude of Baris, recorded
many wells, delineated the east scarp, and positioned archaeological remains. Out of this
project came a bevy of books including individual ones on the topography and geology
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of Farafra, Dakhla, Bahariya, Kharga and the Fayoum. The books are accompanied by
excellent 1:50,000 scale maps.

P. A. Clayton joined the Geological Survey as an inspector in 1920. By 1923, John
Ball appointed him to the Desert Survey as a field surveyor. One of his first jobs in the
Western Desert was with the Light Car Patrols of the Frontier District Administration
to the western frontier. In 1927, he was responsible for placing the markers on the
frontier between British Egypt and Italian Libya when the two foreign powers estab-
lished the border. (In 1938, when more permanent markers were placed, Clayton was
there again.) In 1931, he discovered Wadi Sura and some of its rock art. He received the
Gold Medal of Merit and a thank you from King Fuad for helping the Kufra refugees
who were dying in the desert between Kufra, Uwaynat, and Dakhla oases. (See Tineida
in Dakhla Oasis for details.) In 1933, along with Lady Clayton-East-Clayton, he crossed
the Great Sand Sea for the first time.

By 1940, Clayton was a member of the Long Range Desert Group (ILRDG) of the
Eighth Army and commanded its T Patrol. He was captured by the Italians on a raid
into Libya in 1941 and sent back to Italy as a prisoner. Of his work with the LRDG he
said in a letter to his sister-in-law from prison, “I had a good run and cannot
complain—] was much more likely to be killed or maimed: after all I took two forts and
an aerodrome and burnt Murzuk fort and blew up lorries north of Aujila.”

Rushdi Said says George Williatn Murray was the greatest of them all. He came
early and did not leave until 1948. He lived in Maadi, had no children, but had a famous
dog that accompanied Murray and his wife into the desert. He was head of the Survey
from 1932-48.

With the Revolution of 1952 the Geological Survey was handed over to the Egyptians
who continued the work in Egypt’s deserts.

Royal Geographical Society

The Royal Geographical Society of England began as the Raleigh Travelers’ Club in
1827, became the Geographical Society of London in 1830, and was incorporated as
the Royal Geographical Society in 1859. At some point in these transitions it absorbed
the African Association, which was in existence as early as 1788. Its mandate was to
advance geographical knowledge, which it accomplished through lectures and its two
publications: The Geographical Fournal and the Geographical Magazine. The Fournal is a
bonanza to anyone interested in researching the Libyan Desert. Article after article
provides in-depth information on the area. A second mandate was to support explo-
ration and research, which it accomplished with gusto throughout the nineteenth
century. It figures prominently in the history of exploration in Egypt and the Western
Desert. In 1995, it merged with the Institute of British Geographers.

Harding King explored the desert around Kharga and Dakhla on three expeditions
for the Royal Geographical Society at the beginning of the twentieth century. He fixed
the location of Abu Mingar, mapped the eastern boundary of Farafra, explored the
small depressions to the north of Ain Amur, and marched south of Dakhla toward
Uwaynat looking for Zerzura and mapping new terrain. King did a lot of ethnographic
work and recorded songs and poems.

Sir Robert Clayton-East-Clayton had a short career in the Libyan Desert.
Educated at Dartmouth he was with the Royal Navy, serving as a pilot. He bought a
Gypsy I Moth and his thirst for adventure led him to Egypt. Meeting up with Almasy,
P. A. Clayton, on loan from the Desert Survey Department, and Squadron Leader
Penderel of the Royal Air Force, they went in quest of Zerzura “with three motor-cars
and one light acroplane.” Jumping off from Kharga Oasis on April 12, Sir Robert flew
over the wadi while Almasy was off at Kufra visiting the Italians (he brought back 12
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bottles of Chianti). He died two months after returning from the Gilf Kebir in
September of 1933, of “a rare form of poliomyelitis.” His ashes were scattered over the
English Channel.

A Hungarian

Ladislaus Edouard de Almasy (1895-1951), a Hungarian count, did a little of every-
thing in the Western Desert, including spying. He was fearless, some said suicidal.
Speaking six languages, he first came to Egypt as a representative of the Austrian Steyr
off-road car. He was an engineer by profession and had a brother, Janos, who inherited
the family fortune. They were the sons of Gyorgy Almasy, a famous zoologist and
explorer of Central Asia. “Laszlo” met Prince Hussein Kamal al-Din while the prince,
an avid horseman, was hunting in Hungary and his brother Janos had just purchased
Emperor Karl’s stables. In 1929, after one abortive attempt to be the first, he succeeded
in crossing the Darb al-Arbain by motorcar, with the prince of Liechtenstein.

He had a great love of flying and owned a de Havilland Gypsy Moth. Between 1923
and 1938, first under the leadership of Prince Kamal al-Din, he crisscrossed the
dangerous terrain of the Libyan Desert by airplane, seeking to solve many of its
mysteries. Though unsuccessful in his search for the lost army of Cambyses, many
discoveries are credited to him. In 1931, he was the first to find his way to the top of the
Gilf Kebir via a gap now called Agaba near Wadi Firaq.

In 1932, Almasy was traveling with Sir Robert Clayton-East-Clayton and Wing
Commander Penderel on a Zerzura quest up the western side of the Gilf Kebir. He
went to Kufra while they winged over “an acacia-dotted wadi in the Gilf Kebir,” which
later became known as the Wadi Abd al-Malik. Clayton-East-Clayton died before he
could return to explore it on foot and his wife, Lady Dorothy Clayton-East-Clayton,
although 'she mounted an expedition to find it, did not succeed. It was Almasy who
actually explored the wadi by foot. They all believed that this, along with Wadi Hamra
and Wadi Talh, was “the true Zerzura, the Oasis of the Blacks.” (See Uwaynat for
details.)

Almasy discovered at least two sets of rock art: the Cave of Swimmers at Ain Sura
and the drawings at Ain Doua. (See Uwaynat for details.) The Wadi Sura is located
along the western side of the Gilf Kebir. The paintings were part of the central theme of
the movie The English Patient, which brought them into prominence. Almasy was
present when the drawings at Ain Doua at Gebel Uwaynat on the Libyan side of the
mountain were found. Professor Caporiacco of the Italian Army was the first to publish
them.

His next adventure took him to the dunes southeast of Siwa with Baron von der Esch,
looking for the lost army of Cambyses. In World War I, he was a flying ace and in
World War II he joined the Hungarian Air Force, which lend-leased him to Rommel’s
Panzer Armee Afrika. This lend-lease got him into trouble with his former friends.
Photos he had taken on one of his Western Desert journeys were later used by Rommel
in the Afrika Korps handbook Nord Ost Afrika and landed Almasy in jail after the war.

He was, still under lend-lease, a key figure in the German spy ring operating in Cairo
during World War II, which inspired the novel The Key to Rebecca. Actually conceived
by the Brandenburg Brigade (see below) it was known as the Kondor Mission. Its role
was to supply Rommel with intelligence information on British military action in Egypt,
especially in the Western Desert. Almasy went into the desert under Operation Salam,
which he claimed was an anagram for his name. He led the two German spies, Eppler
and Monkaster, to Asyut from Tripoli by going south to Gebel Uwaynat, over Gilf Kebir
via Agaba Pass, and on to Dakhla and Kharga, where he fooled the sentries on duty
along the desert routes. He returned to the desert while his charges headed for Cairo
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and a houseboat on the Nile. No one chased him through the desert. None of his old
buddies knew he was there. However, according to Peter Clayton, the son of P. A,
Clayton, one lady did: Jean Howard. She worked for Ultra.

Ultra was part of the British intelligence system responsible for breaking the Enigma
Code of the German army. The Enigma Code was a ciphering system used to transmit
military messages throughout the Third Reich. Enigma, Greek for ‘puzzle,” was based
on an enciphering machine for radio transmission invented in the 1920s. Germany
modified Enigma for military needs during the same decade and built a top-secret
factory for the manufacture of the machines in East Germany. Howard, who spoke
Hungarian, had been assigned to Almasy and she followed his every move. She knew he
was on Operation Salam. In fact, the British, thanks to breaking the Enigma Code, knew
of the entire plot.

When P. A. Clayton of the Long Range Desert Group, Almasy’s old traveling
companion in the Western Desert, was in a prisoner of war camp in Italy, Almasy went
to visit. He told Patrick he had found the land mines meant for him at the Gilf Kebir
and moved them to other locations. (Shaw says these mines never existed.) Peter
Clayton believes Almasy may have helped his father by seeing that he was put into a
more liberal prison camp instead of the dreaded Campo Cinque, where he was reput-
edly scheduled to go. Almasy himself was not so lucky. He was a prisoner of the
Russians, suffered chronic amoebic dysentery, lost all his teeth, and by the time his
friends were able to extricate him from a Russian prison his health was completely
shattered.

In addition to helping fill in the voids in cartography, Almasy was important to civil
aviation in Egypt. He set the record in 1949 by towing a glider plane from Paris to
Cairo. He buzzed Cheop’s pyramid in another glider. He was appointed head of the
Desert Institute, housed in the villa of his now deceased friend Prince Kamal al-Din, in
1951, the same year of his death.

He has a number of publications to his credit including Récentes explorations dans le
désert Libyque (1932-36) published by the Societé Royal de Géographie d’Egypte in
Cairo and Unbekannte Sahara: mit Flugzeug und Auto in der Libyschen Wiiste published
by F. U. Brockhaus in Leipzig. There are also two travelogs.

Almasy’s life was filled with controversy. Did he find Zerzura or didn’t he? Was he
the first European to see the rock art at Ain Doua or wasn’t he? Was the Cave of
Swimmers his discovery or P. A. Clayton’s? Was he a willing German spy or wasn’t he?
Two fellow Hungarians, Janos Gudenus and Laszlo Szentirmany, even want to take his
aristocratic status away. They are supported by Gert Buchheit, who maintains the
Almasys were ancient magnates “whose title of count was abrogated after their partici-
pation in the 1849 Kossuth revolution.” So, was he a count or wasn’t he?

All these controversies make him a most intriguing figure. And now he has become a
romantic one, glamorized as the mysterious burns victim in Michael Ondaatje’s book
and the movie The English Patient, winner of the Best Picture at the Academy Awards of
1996. When it is all said, Almasy was important to the exploration of the Libyan Desert.
Among the Bedouin of Egypt, he was affectionately known as Abu Ramla, Father of the
Dunes. One hopes that pleased him!

The Women

Undoubtedly the most famous woman explorer or traveler in the Libyan Desert is
Alexine Tinne (1835-69) Alexandrine Pieternella Fran¢oise Tinne was a wealthy Dutch
adventuress who first came to Egypt in the early 1860s. She came looking for the source
of the Nile and brought along her mother, aunt, servants, and like Napoleon, a number of
scientists. Hoping to meet with British explorer John Speke, she got as far as Gondokoro
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and waited. When he did not arrive, she headed toward central Africa (present Zaire).
Then she went back to Gondokoro, but again no Speke, so she headed back to Cairo.
Her mother, aunt, and two scientists died on this journey. That did not daunt Alexine
Tinne. In 1867, she moved to Algiers, and in 1869 wanted to be the first woman to cross
the Sahara Desert. She took the Tripoli route through Libya. In Murzuk, she took a side
trip to visit a Tuareg tribe and was robbed and murdered by her guides.

Rosita Forbes was not liked very much by the “in” crowd in British Cairc. One
could understand why. She was a spirited adventuress who really did not care much for
precedence. If she wanted something she found a way to get it. Most history books
maintain that she accompanied Ahmed Hassanein to Kufra Oasis in November 1920. It
is more correct to say that he accompanied her. She organized the trip and Hassanein
came along. It was Rosita who hopped from one continent to another getting all the
proper documents and permissions for the journey. It was Rosita who financed the trip,
outfitted it, and got all the logistics in order. Traveling under the name of Sitt Khadiija,
she was the first foreign woman in Kufra and wrote The Secret of the Sahara: Kufara, the
first book to describe the region to Europeans. For her exploits she received recognition
by the Royal Geographical Society.

After North Africa, Forbes when to Arabia, then to Ethiopia where she again went on
an adventure described in her book From Red Sea to0 Blue Nile. A list of her publications
speaks of the scope of her travels. There were over 20 books including six novels and an
autobiography, Gypsy in the Sun. She died in the United States in 1967.

A character somewhat based on Lady Dorothy Mary Clayton-East-Clayton died
in the Cave of Swimmers in the Gilf Kebir in the film The English Patient. The real Lady
Clayton-East-Clayton accompanied her husband Lord Robert on some of his expedi-
tions in quest of Zerzura and continued the journeys after his premature death in 1932.
On her only solo quest for Zerzura she was joined by Commander Roundell, perhaps
her boyfriend, and P. A. Clayton, whom she met through the efforts of Ahmed
Hassanein. They journeyed from Bahariva to Ain Della, the Great Sand Sea, the Gilf
Kebir, Kufra QOasis, back to Siwa, and on to Cairo. No Zerzura. She was the first
woman to drive into the Great Sand Sea and the Gilf Kebir.

She, 100, died prematurely, in 1933, but not in a cave surrounded by rock art in the
Libyan Desert. While taxiing her airplane in Brooklands airfield in England, she
suddenly jumped out of the cockpit and fell to the ground. She probably hit some part
of the airplane during her fall, as she fractured her skull. Her death was ruled death by
misadventure.

Today a number of women are making their way to the Egyptian desert. Waltraud
‘Wally’ Lama, a German-born adventuress married to the desert explorer Samir
Lama, not only drives her own vehicle kilometer by kilometer with her husband through
the deep desert, but also does all the cooking and cleanup. She works closely with
museums and scientists in Germany and France and is always on the lookout for new
places for them to explore. Arita Baaijens trekked the Libyan Desert by camel,
making several journeys that she writes about in her book Kameelentochten door de
Egyptische Woestipn, written in ‘Dutch. And myself, who first went into the Western
Desert on a visit to Bahariya as a guest of the village of Mandisha in June, 1978. I had
been to the Fayoum and northern coast earlier, but this was my first oasis. It changed
my life.

The Egyptians

The true history of the Egyptians and their desert will probably never be written, for
most of it was never recorded. From the days of the pharaohs the vast empty spaces of
the desert provided not only mineral wealth, but a buffer that put off all but the most
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hearty invaders. Many a hieroglyphic inscription written on tombs in the Nile Valley
tells tales of ancient exploits. Yet we know so little about them. The modern Egyptian
has continued his ancestors’ relationship with the desert, traveling its empty spaces to
explore, record, and map. This time, for now, we have a record. It, too, may disappear
in the distant future. It seems, when it comes to this desert, nothing is forever.

In 1923, Ahmed Hassanein, the first of the modern Egyptian explorers, made a
remarkable journey of 3,572 kilometers (2,220 miles) from the port of Sollum on the
Mediterranean Sea via the oasis of Kufra (now in Libya) past Uwaynat into Fasher in
Sudan. It was the first recorded crossing of the Libyan Desert in modern times and is
one of the greatest desert journeys in history. On this expedition Hassanein fixed the
rue positions of Zieghen and Kufra oases in Libya, discovered the existence of Gebel
Arkenu, also in Libya, and Gebel Uwaynat in the southwestern corner of the country,
and discovered a route from southwestern Egypt to Darfur in Sudan. The 1923 expedi-
tion was actually his second major desert trek. In 1920, he went from the Mediterranean
to Kufra Oasis accompanied by Rosita Forbes.

Hassanein brought a duality that had been missing in desert exploration. He was an
Egyptian educated in Europe. He was able to combine European scholarship with
Middle Eastern diplomacy and expertise. His journey was blessed by the king of Egypt
and he came as a friend to the Bedouin and Sanusi. They opened the way with their
hospitality and desert knowledge. He knew the desert. He knew the desert people. He
knew the language, the superstitions, the taboos. He understood the protocol. On the
unknown part of his journey he encountered tribesmen who became his guides, not his
enemies. On the day he was taken to the rock drawings at Uwaynat his Tebu guide told
him of more drawings half a day’s journey away. He did not go. In his book he says, “I
did not want to excite suspicion, I did not go to them.” Only a person sensitive to the
culture will understand Hassanein’s savvy.

Prince Kamal al-Din was a great sportsman. He loved horsemanship and his great
love for hunting led him into Egypt’s deserts. Socon he began to explore the Western
Desert in earnest. In 1923, the same year that Hassanein made his journey, using
Citrden caterpillars that were specially adapted to travel in the desert, the prince took a
team of scientists, doctors, mechanics, and servants with him to the desert.

One of the prince’s dynamic Citrden cars was found by the Geological Survey at Bir
Kiseiba in 1965 and brought back to Maadi, where it stayed for some time in Rushdi
Said’s garden on Road 12. Unfortunately, Egyptian bureaucracy being what it was, the
Survey Department could not license the vehicle because they could not prove owner-
ship. It was eventually sold.

In 1923-24, Prince Kamal journeyed via Bahariya and Farafra (the first motor car in
this oasis) with three caterpillars to search for the Rohlfs expedition’s cairn at Regenfeld
(Rainfield). He found it. (See Arbain Desert for details.) The following winter,
192425, Prince Kamal was again in the Western Desert. This time he journeyed south
along the Darb al-Arbain via Bir al-Shab and Bir Tarfawi on his way to Gebel Uwaynat
and the oasis of Merga, 360 kilometers (223 miles) east of Uwaynat, in Sudan.
Hassanein had discovered Uwaynat the previous year, but it was left to Prince Kamal to
map the peaks and springs of the mountain. Throughout his journey he fixed
geographic positions and altitudes.

The following year, the prince continued his work in the southwestern corner of
Egypt. He was the first to map the Gilf Kebir, which he named. He also supervised a
map of the Libyan Desert prepared in Paris, and in 1928 was awarded the Gold Medal
of the Geographical Society of France for his extensive work in the Western Desert.
This is impressive work, and even more impressive given that the prince had an
overwhelming handicap: he was without the use of his legs.
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Prince Kamal al-Din was the son of the King Hussein Kamal and was in line for the
throne. He did not want it, however, and when his father died it passed to King Fuad.
He died in France on August 6, 1932, at 57 years of age. His extensive library is now
housed in Cairo University. His palace, sequestered after the revolution, is the home of
the Desert Institute. Almasy (see above) was his protégé and the prince funded many of
his expeditions.

Prince Omar Toussoon (1872-1944) had a staff of researchers who worked with
him and he did a lot of work about the Nile, including collecting hydrology records
published by the Institur d’Fgypt. He did a lot of exploration for the Geographical
Society of Egypt using six-wheeled Renaults. In the Western Desert his work was
mainly in Wadi Natrun, Abu Mena, and along the northern coast. His library is at the
Geographical Society.

Rushdi Said is a son of the Cairo suburb of Maadi. He went to Cairo University and then
to Harvard University in the United States. In 1962, Said published The Geology of Egypt.
Later he published The River Nile, which was translated into Arabic, and hundreds of
articles. His most recent book is The Desert and the Rise and Fall of Ancient Egypt. Said was
Director of the Geological Survey from 1968 to 1977.

He decided that there were three areas that needed extensive study: the southeastern
desert, the Gulf of Suez, and the Quaternary period. Said launched an expedition to the
southeastern desert. Fred Windorf came along and a huge project, lasting to this day, began.

Samir Lama calls himself a desert man. His fellow Egyptians call him a legend. At
the age of nine he was taken into the desert to hunt by his famous filmmaker father,
Ibrahim Lama. He shot his first lion at age sixteen, and has been exploring Libya,
Egypt, and Sudan ever since. He visited the Gilf Kebir for the first time in 1946 and in
1947 he led his own expedition there. He found a new way up the Gilf, and at the
halfway point he named the spot Lama Point. He found a way down the Gilf Kebir in
the north west which he named the L.ama/Monod Pass.

Now nearly 70 years old, he is a gruff, tough, taskmaster in the desert where he gives
no quarter to travelers as he determines how wide a window should be open, how early a
person should awaken or sleep, who should sit where, ride where, and walk where. He
guards his secrets fromx the prying eyes of writers like me and does not want his desert
overrun with amateurs who will get killed trying to find their way around the Gilf Kebir
and Gebel Uwaynat. He believes that they will despoil the desert by taking all the silica
glass, the ancient spearheads, and ancient tools. He is right.

Despite his gruffness, he has a kind heart, a warm smile, and twinkling eyes.

The Warriors

The modern soldiers, Axis and Allied alike, who lived and died in the Libyan Desert
during the first half of this century were explorers by necessity. Armies needed water,
escape routes, and battle plans. Through the years the men who met these needs did
more in less time to discover the ins and outs of the Libyan Desert than any other single
force. A great deal of work was done by the Light Car Patrols and the Long Range
Desert Group of the British Army. Egypt was defensible in almost all places but one:
Uwaynat. And Uwaynat led to Aswan and the Aswan Dam. These patrols had to keep
Uwaynat safe.

Light Car Patrois

The Light Car Patrols were the first. In 1916, the British Army launched a number of
motor cars mounted with machine guns to guard the 1,280 kilometer (800 mile) frontier
of the Western Desert against the Sanusi of Libya. This was the first major attempt to
tame the desert by automobile. It worked very well. The Ford became the vehicle of
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choice and its narrow rubber wheels soon began leaving marks throughout the desert,
some still visible today. The men included Lieutenant Colonel Llewellyn Partridge (thus
Partridge Gap), Captain Claude Williams (thus Williams Dunes, Williams Pass,
Williams Mountain), Major Wilfred Jennings-Bramly (founder of the new Burg al-
Arab), Doctor John Ball (thus Ball’s Road), Major Owston (thus Owston’s Dunes) and
Lieutenant Colonel Nowell de Lancey Forth (with no geographic claim to fame). These
names will not be found on desert maps today, but they existed in 1915-16, and identify
key locations in the Italo-Egyptian Accord that established the border between Egypt
and Libya.

Although intended as a reconnaissance group of the army, the Light Car Patrols
explored the unknown territories of the Libyan Desert with gusto. They rediscovered
and opened the old desert routes, mapped much of the northern and northwestern
sections of the desert, named many of the landmarks like Gebels Peter and Paul and
Ammonite Hill. When World War I came to an end, so did the Light Car Patrols.
Exploring the desert fell from high priority.

Long Range Desert Group

The Libyan Desert was a major theater of operation during World War II. The intense
activity culminated in the Battle of al-Alamein (see al-Diffa for details), but the activity
of the armies, both Axis and Allied, went far beyond the coastal plains of the desert.
Every inch of the desert was under observation, especially remote Uwaynat, which was
the corridor to the Aswan Dam.

The Long Range Desert Group (LRDG) was the brainchild of then Major Ralph A.
Bagnold of the British Troops in Egypt (BTE) Signal Corp. It was patterned after the
Light Car Patrols of World War 1. Its primary objective was to maneuver through the
desert behind enemy lines causing as much disruption as possible. Anthony Eden called
it his “mosquito army.”

With headquarters at the Citadel in Cairo, it was officially formed on July 3, 1940.
The group was divided into patrols of 10 trucks and 30 men each. In a Cairo junkyard
Bagnold found old World War I steel channel sections, originally used as dugout
roofing, which he used to get cars out of the sand. We still use the same design today.
They had dumps at Uwaynat, Big Cairn in the Great Sand Sea, and Ain Della, with a
few other places in between. The LRDG was disbanded on August 1, 1945. After the
war a LRDG Association was formed.

Among the men who worked in and with the LRDG and whose names became
synonymous with the desert were W. B. Kennedy-Shaw, the intelligence officer; P. A.
Clayton, a cartographer; Douglas Newbold, a diplomat; Harding-Newman; and Guy
Prendergast, a captain of the Royal Tank Corp. Many of them lived in Maadi and
planned some of their trips from a villa on the corner of Fuad al-Awwal and Road 15.

The personnel were mainly New Zealanders, bivouacked in Maadi, originally under
the command of Major-General Bernard Freyberg. One hundred and fifty donned the
uniforms of the LRDG, which was distinguished by Arab headdress and desert sandals.
Their insignia became a scorpion within a wheel.

Ralph A. Bagnold was probably the most prolific writer of the group. During the
pre-war days he organized two major expeditions into the desert: 1929—30 and 1932. In
the first, he was accompanied by Newbold and Shaw and they traveled to Uwaynat and
the Great Sand Sea. In the latter, eight men and four cars went from Kharga to
Uwaynat and Sarra Wells, then up the Darb al-Arbain from al-Fasher, al-Atrun, Merga
(a detour), Lagiya, and Selima. This trip was supported by the Royal Geographical
Society and Shell Oil. Bagnold was awarded a Gold Medal by the Royal Geographical
Society in 1934 for this effort.



His 1938 expedition had a purpose, too. It was to confirm his theories about blowing
sand, especially wind tunnel results. Again the Royal Geographical Society helped
sponsor the expedition. The expedition was joined by scientists of the Mond Expedition
and together they traveled to the Gilf Kebir, which they reached in February, 1938. In
1939, Bagnold was back in the army in East Africa. He was recalled to Egypt and, under
the wise guidance of General Wavell, formed the LRDG. Bagnold wrote extensively on
the Western Desert. Among his publications are Early Days of the Long Range Desert
Group, . Libyan Sands: Travel in a Dead World, The Physics of Blown Sand and Desert
Dunes, and Sand, Wind and War: Memoirs of a Desert Explorer.

W. B. Kennedy-Shaw (Shaw) was educated at Oxford and in 1923 accepted a post
as forester in Sudan. He and soon to be governor of Kordofan, Douglas Newbold, an
Arabic scholar, explored much of the southwestern part of the Libyan Desert, especially
in Sudan. In Sudan, the two of them mapped Merga Depression and discovered Burg
al-Tuyur, Hill of Birds. They “explored the desert between Merga and Selima on the
last scientific camel expedition in the Western Desert” in the 1920s. It wasn’t long
before Shaw gave up forestry and worked full time as an archaeologist.

Newbold’s and Shaw’s articles in both Sudan Notes and Records and the Geographical
Journal are invaluable for anyone interested in the Darb al-Arbain and the southwestern
portion of the Libyan Desert. On one journey to the Great Sand Sea and Uwaynat, in
1936, Shaw traveled over 6,000 miles including Wadi Howar and Wadi Hussein, again
in Sudan. On this trip he discovered a number of rock paintings in Wadi Howar. It was
Shaw that presented the plight of the Kufra refugees to the world in a meeting of the
Royal Geographical Society in 1931. (See Dakhla Qasis for details.)

When called to the LRDG he was with the Palestine Department of Antiquities. He
published the book Long Range Desert Group in 1945. He died April 23, 1979.

Axis Groups

Of course, the LRDG had rival units among the Italians and Germans. The major
German unit was the Brandenburg Brigade. It was composed of German expatriates
who had lived abroad, knew the terrain and languages of other countries, and, Peter
Clayton politely says, were “penetration agents.” One of its function was to infiltrate
Egypt with German intelligence operatives. It was responsible for Operation Kondor
and as a part of that big operation, Operation Salam, which was Almasy’s dash through
the desert to place two spies in Cairo.

The Italians had the Auto Saharan Companies. One company was captured at
Sidi Barrani in 1940 which Peter Clayton says, “should have been at Murzuk awaiting
my father.” Another, based at Kufra actually caught Clayton at Abu Sherif.
Automobiles and airplanes worked in tandem, the latter spotting the enemy and the
former attacking. It was not unusual for the airplanes to land and assist the ground
forces whenever necessary. These companies were well organized, and good at what
they did. Once the French captured Kufra, they were out of business.

Mapping Egypt
The mapping of the Libyan Desert has been going on for some time. Very early in
Mediterranean history the coast of Africa was mapped. Among the earliest and probably
best of early cartographers was Claudius Ptolemaeus, known throughout the world as
Ptolemy. He lived in Alexandria during its glory years. Although he was not the first
Egyptian to know the Western Desert, he was one of the few that opened it up to the
Western World.

H. Hagedorn in “The African Map in the 18th and 19th Centuries” in Annals of the
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Geological Survey of Egypt acknowledges that seamen’s charts of the fourteenth century,
Ttalian cartographers’ maps of the fifteenth century, and Diego Ribero’s maps for
Charles V of 1527, were remarkably accurate in their portrayals of the area. Even the
mapping of the Nile to the fifth cataract was acceptable. It was the interior of the desert
that was unknown.

The French Geographer Bourgignon d’Anville in 1749, produced what Hagedorn
calls “probably for the first time in history, a map.” When the French came to Egypt,
Jacotin produced forty-seven sheets of maps of Egypt. This set African exploration in
motion. In the 1800s, as soon as a new European discovery was made, a new map was
produced. Between the English Royal Geographical Society and the German August
Heinrich Petermann, cartography exploded. The maps of C. Mauch’s South African
journey and Gustav Nachtigal’s voyage to Tibesti were published in 1870. The Rohlfs
Expedition in Egypt and the map of Stanley’s Lake Victoria were published in 187s.
The Rohlfs geological map was “the first reliable geological map of the extensive deserts
to the south of the latitude of Fayoum.” It remained the standard untl the Survey
published their own maps.

The French didn’t do so badly either. They published forty-seven maps done by
triangulation by Edmé Jomard and reissued them again in 1882. In 1855, Linant de
Bellefonds published the Nile Valley. The French also did excellent maps of Algeria
and Tunisia from 1864 to 1899.

The Geological Survey and its sister organizations the Egyptian General Survey
Authority, the Topographical Survey founded in 1903, the Desert Survey founded in
1920, and the Geodetic (eventually they all merged) are primarily responsible for the
mapping of Egypt in modern times. H. G. Lyons supervised the first Cadastral Survey
of the country.

Despite Napoleon’s savants making Egypt the best know country in the world, maps
of remote regions were lacking. In fact, John Ball had been asked to make a contour map
of the Libyan Desert for the International “Million” map of the world, but could not do
s0 for so much of the area was unknown territory and could not be contoured. By 1925,
only 20 percent of Egypt had been mapped, 24 percent was known from reconnais-
sance, and 56 percent was totally unknown. By 1948, the percentages were 40 percent,
26 percent, and 34 percent. By 1970, 22 percent of the land of Egypt was still unknown
territory and most of the unexplored terrain was in the Western Desert. That is a
staggering amount of unknown territory in the late twentieth century.

The Survey published the first topography map of Egypt in 1910. Based on recon-
naissance surveys, it appeared in six sheets. In 1911, they published the first geological .
map. By 1914, a new map on the scale of 1/250,000 was published based on a system-
atic survey. In 1922, a map scaled 1 to 2 million, prepared by P. A. Clayton was
published. In 1971, after several improved editions of the 1922 map had been published,
a new geological map was published. In 1981, the first colored version of the 1971 map
appeared. The Survey has been making maps ever since. Once the first satellite began
circling the globe there were soon no more unknown territories in Egypt. By 1995, a
different kind of exploration was underway.

Egypt from Space

Today exploration has become much more specialized than in the past. Many of the
early riddles have been solved and explorers, geologists, botanists, and other enthusiasts
venture into the desert with specialized tasks, including exploration from space.
Photographing the Western Desert has been on the agenda of manned missions of
Gemini IV to XII, Apollo 7 and 9, Skylab 2, 3, and 4, the Apollo-Soyuz Test Project,
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and Landsat. Formerly, the only known aerial photographs of the Western Desert were
a few from Kharga Oasis dune fields and World War II reconnaissance photographs of
the northern coast. With space travel, it all changed. Bit by bit, aerial views of such
unknown areas as Gilf Kebir, Gebel Uwaynat, and the Great Sand Sea are defining
some of the last frontiers of the world. It is called remote sensing.

Remote sensing merely means “collecting information about an object without the
use of physical contact,” like taking a picture. Today, it means taking those photographs
from space. The man who sits at the center of this amazing industry is Farouk al-Baz,
an Egyptian—American. Al-Baz formerly established and directed the Center for Earth
and Planetary Studies at the National Air and Space Museum of the Smithsonian
Institution and is currently Professor of Remote Sensing and founding director of the
Center for Remote Sensing at Boston University.

Remote sensing from space became possible when technology developed new
methods of photographing with minimum light, created computers powerful enough to
_deal with the process, and placed “carrier platforms” aboard such vehicles as Skylab,
Spacelab, Landsat, Seasat, and Meteosat. Each is taking pictures of a specific place like
the sky, space, land, sea, and meteors.

The first aerial views of Egypt’s desert were of the southwestern regions of the desert
by the Gemini missions. They gave us a clear view of the directions of the sand dune
belts and a vertical view of Gebel Uwaynat. Apollo 7 gave us an unprecedented view of
the southern half of the Gilf Kebir showing its flat top and many wadis. From this view
it was clear that the wadis were made by water erosion. Apollo 9, in addition to new
views of Uwaynat and its dune belt areas, gave us impressive images of the southeastern
desert showing ancient lake beds. Skylab continued the work in the southeast. By this
time the southwestern deserts similarities with Mars were apparent and the
Apollo~Soyuz Test Project gave high priority to photographing the Egyptian desert
once again.

Landsat began in July of 1972. Unmanned and working at an altitude of over goo
kilometers (562 miles), Landsat has a near-polar orbit and takes eighteen days to cover
the earth. The data can be enhanced to 1:250,000. To date, five Landsat satellites have
been launched each more sophisticated and faster than the last. Landsat 4 and § are
about 705 kilometers (440 miles) above the earth and circle it every ninety-eight
minutes. Landsat 6 was launched in 1993, but did not succeed and Landsat 7 was
launched early in 1998. In Egypt, it takes about sixty landsat frames to cover the entire
country, this is better than the former 1,300 aerial photographs (at 1:40,000).

In 1978, al-Baz led a team of sixteen scientists from Kharga Qasis to Gilf Kebir and
Gebel Uwaynat as part of an Apollo-Soyuz project to verify photographs taken from
space. He is a pioneer in applying space photography to arid terrain, especially in search
of water resources. The Western Desert has benefited from his research.
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Kharga Oasis

Asyut to the Kharga Escarpment

Cairo/Asyut Rd N 27 06 485
Wadi al-Battikha N 26 27 217
Checkpoint N 26 19 366
Nagb al-Ramliya (top) N 25 57 275

A major change has taken place since the
first edition of this book: the Cairo—Asyut
Desert Road has opened. There are now
two paved roads leading to Kharga Oasis
from the north. The original route follows
the river and almost always requires an
overnight stop at Asyut. The new road,
which begins on the Fayoum Road and
runs south through the desert, is faster and
does not require an overnight rest. The two
roads merge just after the Asyut road has
climbed out of the Nile Valley, approxi-
mately 25 kilometers (16 miles) into the
desert and 350 kilometers from Cairo.

Once the two roads join, the traveler is
on the famous Darb al-Arbain, used by
traders and travelers since the earliest of
times. No sooner do you <catch your
breath than the Asyut airport appears on
the left. Today the drive from Asyut to
Kharga takes about four hours, but when
the road was unpaved and the mode of
travel was the camel, the journey took
thirty-eight hours—and another four to
descend the escarpment.

Wadi al-Battikha

The desert to Kharga is uninspiring and
strewn with unattractive stones until about

km total km
E 3100519 0 0
E 3047 320 75 75
E 30 43 196 7 82
E 30 42 497 42 124

75 kilometers (47 miles) into the journey.
Here the first of three small valleys, collec-
tively called Wadi al-Battikha, Valley of
the Melons, appears on the east (left) side
of the road. The first and second valleys
are separated by a small hill topped by a
primitive desert outpost. The third, and
best, is a few kilometers down the road.
This third wadi runs west as far as the eye
can see and is a good place to stop and
wander. The unusual Lower Eocene
stones are a fairly common feature of
wind erosion and can be found in various
places in the Western Desert, of which
this is the most accessible. The name
Wadi al-Battikha comes from the stones,
which are locally called batrtkha (melons)
because of their similarity to the Egyptian
variety of watermelon. The stones are
subspheroidal siliceous concretions, gray
in color and often polished to a good shine
by sand blasting. Some of them have been
split in half by temperature extremes.

Checkpoints

There is a military checkpoint (zaftish) at
the resthouse just beyond the Valley of the
Melons. For those who wish to pause, tea
and biscuits are available, but in any event
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all vehicles must stop for the military
authorities. The officer records the
license-plate number, asks the destination
of the vehicle, inspects the car papers,
and asks to see the passports of all
passengers. This is the first of many
checkpoints the traveler will encounter in
the desert. These checkpoints, which
mark the points at which vehicles leave
one area and enter another, are for the
protection of the traveler. It is good to
know someone is aware you have entered
the desert.

Nagb al-Ramliya

Moritz in 1900, the descent, in the past
knee-deep in sand, offers wonderful
panoramas. When the escarpment was
unpaved it took four hours to descend;
now it can be done in a matter of minutes.
On a clear day some of the Roman forts
that dot the depression floor are visible to
the west. The road snakes 9 kilometers
(5.6 miles) down the scarp to the floor of
the depression.

There are a number of passes along this
eastern escarpment. Only 13 kilometers
(8.1 miles) south of Nagb al-Ramliya is
Naqb Yabsa, where a track exits the oasis
and later joins the road to Asyut. It has an

The road enters Kharga Oasis through
Nagb al-Ramliya, Pass of the Sand
Dunes, also called Nagb Asyut because
the road terminates in Asyut in the Nile
Valley. Used by a bevy of nineteenth-
century explorers including Schweinfurth
in the 1870s, Blundell in the 1890s, and

easier ascent than Ramliya, but not for
cars. Two tracks leave the oasis from
Yabsa Pass. The first joins the Darb al-
Arbain here at Ramliya Pass, while the
second, south of the first, heads north to
al-Ghanayim over 180 kilometers (112
miles) away.

Kharga Oasis

Kharga is the seat of the New Valley Governorate and the most populous oasis of the
Western Desert. Although it offers a variety of sites of interest to the visitor, including
ancient fortresses and villages, in Kharga it is the landscape that most overwhelms the
traveler. For it is in Kharga that we encounter the desert as we had always imagined it
to be.

History

Two points emerge over and over when investigating life in the desert. In times of
prosperity in the Nile Valley its control reached into the oases. In hard times, the oases
were left to fend for themselves, and were often invaded and influenced from the west.
When water was plentiful, the oases thrived; when water was scant, they did not.

Evidence of early human presence can be found throughout the Kharga depression,
including along the escarpment. Most settlements occur around water sources including
playa lakes and springs that are now fossilized. In Kharga there are springs at high eleva-
tions, and ancient settlements have been found in the passes leading out of the oases.
This is especially true along the eastern scarp at such sites as Naqgb al-Rufuf,

Pharaonic (2686-332 B.c.)

Details of life in Kharga Oasis in pharaonic times have been hard to come by. Recent
excavations indicate major settlements in Dakhla Oasis during the Old Kingdom, but in
Kharga, nearer to the Nile Valley and situated between it and Dakhla, surprisingly little
has been found. There are references to the oasis region as far back as the Sixth
Dynasty of the Old Kingdom, when Harkhuf, a governor of Aswan, undertook several
expeditions into the Western Desert, but it has not been possible to firmly identify his
‘Oasis Road.”

New information about the Middle Kingdom has recently been found around the
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Luxor-Farshut road at the fringe of the Nile Valley. This route and all the roads that
lead into the Western Desert from it are now under study by the Oriental Institute of
Chicago. Desert pottery from as early as the Middle Kingdom has been found in the
area. The route is, in all probability, the major ancient Theban route to Kharga and the
rest of the desert.

One stela records information about a Middle Kingdom policeman named Kay who
made an official visit to the oases from Qamula to round up “criminals and renegades.”
There must be a wealth of information about the oases and oasis travel in ancient Egypt
awaiting discovery along this road.

The area was investigated by Schweinfurth in 1909 and again by the Mond
Expedition in 1938. Perhaps the present study by the Oriental Institute of Chicago will
solve some riddles about ancient life in the desert.

New Kingdom (1570-1070 B.c.)

More information is available about Kharga during the New Kingdom. Tomb inscrip-
tions in Thebes record taxes paid by the inhabitants of the Western Desert in the form
of produce such as dates, grapes and wine, and minerals like ocher. They also tell of
punitive expeditions sent into the desert to control the rebellious oaseans. We know too
that Kharga was used as a place of exile, a practice which continued well into the
twentieth century. So far most of our information has come from Nile Valley sources.
Hopefully, the sands of Kharga will soon begin to tell their own story of life in the oasis
during the New Kingdom.

Late Period (525-332 B.C.)

By the Twenty-second Dynasty there were Libyans on the throne of Egypt, and the
Western Desert became a place of great interest since it lay between the Nile Valley and
the Libyan capital. Shoshenq 1, the first ruler of the Twenty-second Dynasty, sent
officials to Kharga to improve desert tracks and bring the rebellious oaseans under
control. By the time of Darius I (521—486 B.C.) the oasis was important enough to merit
the construction of two great temples. Thereafter Kharga was permanently attached to
the Nile Valley, and the increasing number of monuments attests to the growing activity
in the area.

Roman Period (30 8.c. to A.D. 323)

We know most about Kharga in Roman times, when all the oases enjoyed their greatest
prosperity. Linked to Dakhla and called the Qasis of the Thebaid and later the Hibis
Nome, Kharga was well protected by the Romans. According to Naphtali Lewis in Life
in Egypt under Roman Rule, Rome usually had two legions in Egypt for a total of 17,000
to 18,000 men. These were accompanied by provincial units composed mostly of non-
Romans supervised by Roman officers. This number varied during the centuries of
Roman rule. At some point the Romans manned Kharga and Dakhla with two battal-
ions, each containing between 500 and 1,000 men. In Kharga, the Abasgi Battalion was
stationed at Hibis, and men from this military force manned the various forts in the
oasis. Dakhla was manned by the Quadi Battalion. The soldiers and Bedouin in their
hire also patrolled the various desert tracks leading in and out of Kharga. These tracks
had garrisoned fortresses, many of which are still standing. They also had watering holes
along the routes, where mounds of pottery can still be found, as well as inns along the
more heavily traveled routes.

During the Roman occupation new wells were created throughout the oasis, perhaps
including some massive aqueducts (see Dabadib below for a discussion of these contro-
versial water systems). They also erected temples, mostly in strategic positions
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overlooking the main caravan routes. These caravan routes were part of the massive
road system built by the Romans in Egypt. They built civil as well as military roads in
their provinces. In all, the Romans built 103 roadways, over 4,00c kilometers (2,500
miles) in Egypt. The civil roads were wide, paved, and commonly used by travelers and
the post. The military or frontier roads, like those throughout the Libyan Desert, were
narrow, had watering stations and post stations and went in a straight line from fort to
fort. No one could use the roads without permission, and travelers were issued a
passport.

All this building required people. New communities sprang out of the desert and
older ones grew in population. The oasis must have bustled with activity, much as it
does today. We have yet to discover any papyri here—as we have found in the
Fayoum—to give us a bird’s eye view of life in Kharga at that time, but we can imagine
it to be similar to life in the Fayoum, only a little more provincial, being on the frontier.

The Romans secured the oasis against invasion and internal strife by establishing a
series of forts. From the south they first feared invasion by the Maeories, then the
Blemmyes, the people Pliny maintained had no heads, but eyes and mouths below their
shoulders.

The ancient Egyptian practice of using Kharga as a penal colony was continued by
the Romans. One of the most famous victims was Juvenal (60-130), the satirist who
spoke against Rome’s corruption and vices. Beadnell tells us that Juvenal was first
banished to Syene (Aswan) and then to Kharga for “his attacks on the Court [of
Hadrian].” Once the emperor died, Juvenal returned to Rome and freedom.

Christian Era (323-642)

All one has to do is look at the grand cemetery of Bagawat to see that Kharga was not
only Christian, but Christian in a big way. There were churches and hermitages every-
where. At almost every ancient site either a church was built, or an existing structure
was converted into a church. Christianity stuck around longer here than it did in the
Nile Valley. When Islam did come, it came mostly from the west, via Libya.

Christians, too, were banished to the oases when different sects were fighting for
control of the church in Egypt. Banishment to the oases was a punishment that had
existed since pharaonic times, when Dakhla Oasis was known as the ‘Qasis to Which
We Deport.” Since no one was expected to escape into the desert and find the way back
to civilization, banishment was in effect a death sentence. If the person lived in Lower
Egypt they were deported to the oases near Upper Egypt, that is Kharga and sometimes
Dakhla. If they lived in Upper Egypt, they were deported to Siwa, and sometimes
Bahariya.

Among the prominent men who were exiled to Kharga in the fourth century was
Athanasius (298-373), a native of Alexandria who had served as patriarch of the
Christian Church in Egypt and was probably the most important Christian theologian of
his time. Constantinus, the successor to the Emperor Constantine, who deposed
Athanasius shortly after the establishment of Constantinople, set in motion a period of
turmoil within the Egyptian Church that saw Athanasius banished at least five times,
due to his support for the Nicaean position of the church. This position believed that
the Son of God was one and the same with God the Father. Nicaeanism stood in
opposition to Arianism, which held that the son of God was not one with God, but
separate. “The Arians,” wrote Athanasius, “[have] exceeded the Emperor’s orders, in
exiling old men and bishops to places unfrequented and inspiring horror; for some were
sent from Libya to the Great Qasis, and others from the Thebaid to that of Jupiter
Ammon.”

Athanasius was exiled to France in 335. In 339, he was exiled to Rome. In 346, he
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was exiled to the desert, probably to Kharga, where, in 358, he wrote Discourses against
the Arians. In 362, he was exiled for the fourth time. In 365, he wrote On the Incarnation
of the Word of God and against the Arians, for which he was sent back into exile. In all,
Athanasius spent fifteen years and ten months of his forty-five years as Bishop of
Alexandria in exile.

In the desert Athanasius took refuge with hermits, including, according to tradition,
the Christian community in Kharga Oasis. In Kharga, Athanasius lived at Bagawat,
from where he continued his efforts to reunite the Christian church in Egypt. He had a
long association with the Christian community of Kharga. Even before he was banished,
Athanasius wrote letters to disciples in Kharga. According to Edmondstone, he died in
373 in the territory of the Ammonians (Siwa). This may be evidence of another banish-
ment. Perhaps his position in Kharga had become so strong, or so comfortable, that
another oasis was chosen.

Another Christian banished to Kharga Oasis was Bishop Nestorius, Patriarch of
Constantinople from 428 to 431. He was exiled to Kharga in 435 by Patriarch Cyril of
Alexandria for not accepting the doctrine of the immaculate conception. Nestorius
believed that Christ was two-fold—divine and human—and that Mary gave birth to the
man and therefore could not be called the Mother of God. This belief led eventually to
the establishment of the Nestorian church.

Nestorius was originally banished to Petra in modern-day Jordan, but he converted
too many of its citizens to Christianity so he was moved to Kharga. In his papers (most
were burned by order of Theodosius II), Nestorius mentions raids against southern
Kharga by the Blemmyes of the Nile Valley and tells of his own capture and subsequent
release: “After the oasis was . . . taken by the barbarians [Blemmyes] and completely laid
waste and devastated by fire, those who, for what cause I know not, carried me off,
suddenly took compassion and dismissed me, adding threats. . .” Nestorius eventually
died in exile sixteen dreadful years later, some sources say at Panopolis (Akhmim),
others at Kharga. He endured extreme persecution at the hands of the Blemmyes.

The bishops Ammonios and Markos were banished, as were the priests Eugenius and
Macarius, who arrived in Kharga in 362, having been banished by Julian the Apostate.
Peter the Fuller and Caandio of Antioch were banished to Kharga in 471. The monk
Dorotheus of Alexandria was banished in 484, and Macedonius Patriarch of
Constantinople in 512.

By 390, both Kharga and Dakhla were completely Christian. The community in
Kharga, judging by the cemetery at Bagawat, was large, and, with important and charis-
matic leaders, it thrived. Several monasteries were established and hermits lived in the
surrounding desert. The old temples and forts were converted into churches, monas-
teries such as that of Mustafa Kashif were built, and churches and hermitages were
developed in the mountains, especially at Gebel al-Teir. These are among the earliest
known Christian religious buildings in Egypt.

By the fifth century, increasing threats from Nubia, Sudan, Chad, Libya, and
marauding desert tribes had led to the fortification of many villages, though this did not
prevent the destruction of Qasr Kharga by Nubian raiders. The Blemmyes’ raid that
captured Nestorius took place around 440. Another tribe, the Mazices, from Libya,
raided and pillaged throughout the Egyptian portion of the Libyan Desert in the fifth
and sixth centuries. They were so bold that around 580 they invaded Wadi Natrun,
killing or capturing the monks. They hit Kharga the same year, killing many of the
Christians.

Christian influence in Kharga continued until the fourteenth century, yet information
about these later years is scarce. Beadnell tells us that Christian customs and festivals
were still celebrated in Kharga in 1907.
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Islamic Era (641 to 1798)

The earliest reports of an Arab presence in the oases date to the seventh century, though
there is no way of knowing exactly when the oases came under the direct control of
Egypt’s medieval rulers. By the Middle Ages, the oases were once again neglected and
as the population declined many of the wells fell into disrepair. In fact, the Arab geogra-
pher al-Idrisi tells us Kharga was “laid waste and without any population.” Al-Magqrizi,
in the fifteenth century, says that the oases were too far away to belong to any province
from the Nile Valley and that in 943 their ruler was the Arab Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan.
Local legend holds that the grave of the Arab general Khalid ibn al-Walid is to be found
near Bulag.

By the Mamluk Era (1250-1517) Kharga had fallen under the direct control of the
central government in Cairo. Soldiers were sent to garrison the towns and fortresses, and
emigrated to the oasis along with their families. Their major responsibilities were the
defense of both villages and caravan trails and the assessment and collection of taxes.

The Ottoman Period saw the oases mostly under the control of the Turks. They
appointed Kashifs to oversee their interests and janissaries to enforce their edicts. The
oases were peaceful enough to permit foreign travelers. The French traveler Poncet,
who visited Kharga in 1698, reports the oases were in good order with clear flowing
wells and a Turkish administration. They remained so for two centuries; as late as the
eighteenth century both Kharga and Baris were administered by Ibrahim Bey al-Kebir, a
T'urkish official.

Muhammad Ali

When the French invaded Upper Egypt large caravans of Mamluks and peasants
escaped to the oases for protection. Muhammad Ali reconquered them, then left them
virtually independent, on condition that they paid tribute, usually rice, to their nominal
ruler. Hoskins, who visited Kharga and Dakhla in 1832, comments on the rule of
Muhammad Ali:

When he [Muhammad Ali] invaded the territory of these people, many of them made an
obstinate resistance, but his arms were victorious; and the fruit of his success is a consider-
able tribute, collected from each oasis, without either trouble or expense. If he had left
large garrisons in each district, their maintenance would have absorbed a great portion of
the revenues of the place, their tyrannical conduct would have excited the indignation of
the inhabitants, and doubtless many of his soldiers would have fallen victims to the baneful
diseases often fatal to the natives, and much more so to strangers.

Hoskins found the merchant class thriving on the sale of dates to the Nile Valley and by
importing wheat, spices, coffee, arms, clothes, ornaments, mirrors, and glass beads,
which they sold at great profit.

In 1893, the Dervish invaded Kharga and Dakhla via the Darb al-Arbain, occupying
Baris in July. Kharga then briefly resumed its place as a post for exiles, this time for Nile
Valley robbers, one of whom came as late as 1914.

European Travelers

We know of one European who visited Kharga in the seventeenth century, the French
physician Monsieur Poncet. He was headed for Abyssinia along the Darb al-Arbain and
arrived at Kharga in 1698, calling it Helaocue, Country of Sweetness. He believed
Kharga to be the border of Egypt at that time and found it garrisoned with 500
Janissaries and 300 Spahis, some of them undoubtedly in the fortresses strung along the
Darb al-Arbain.
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In the eighteenth century, W. G. Browne followed the Darb al-Arbain south, and in
June, 1793, he was in Kharga. (For details about Browne’s journey as well as other
explorers and travelers along the Darb al-Arbain see the chapter of the same name.)

Two foreigners are thought to have arrived in Kharga in 1818. The French mineralo-
gist Frederic Cailliaud published the first known descriptions and illustrations of
Kharga’s antiquities. He traveled from Esna to Jaja along the Darb al-Jaja to enter the
oasis, and left via Darb al-Rufuf to Farshut in 1818. He is credited with the discovery of
the Temple of Hibis. He returned in 1820, after visits to Siwa, Bahariya, Farafra, and
Dakhla. The second traveler is reported to have been the French consul Drovetti, but
this date is suspect. He traveled the Darb al-Arbain all the way to Dongola in Sudan and
returned to Kharga. Then he went to Dakhla and took the Darb al-Tawil back to the
Nile Valley. (For the controversy about Drovetti and Edmondstone and who came first
see People.)

Sir Archibald Edmondstone visited Dakhla and Kharga in 1819. Frederic Muller was
in Kharga in 1824, and Sir Gardner Wilkinson arrived in 1825. Hoskins, who arrived in
1832, fleshes out our information on the oasis and provides many illustrations of the
antiquities and scenery. He came into the oasis via the Darb Bulag from near Thebes.
Hoskins was followed by the German Egyptologist Heinrich Karl Brugsch, who visited
Egypt regularly from the 1850s to the 1880s. He wrote a book, Reise nach der grossen
Oases al Khargeh (1878), a few decades after his trip to Kharga. He was followed by
Greyin 1843,

When Rohlifs arrived in Kharga, via Dakhla and Ain Amur, in 1874, his friend and
relative by marriage Georg Schweinfurth was there to meet him. Rohlfs was impressed
with the work of Hoskins and did not tarry long in Kharga. Schweinfurth wrote
accounts of antiquities in Petermann’s Mitthetlunger in 1875. He was followed by
another German, Golenischeff. Then Captain Lyons arrived in the winter of 1893-94,
while on military patrol. Finally, Hugh Beadnell and John Ball came to Kharga and
Dakhla with the Geological Survey. They created detailed maps on a scale of 1:50,000,
which formed the basis of all maps thereafter. One of the best sources for information
about travelers to Kharga is Hugh Beadnell’s An Egyprian Oasis.

Many of these travelers left their graffiti on the monuments. It becomes a game to
find their signatures and keep a tally of who was here when and whose signature is
bigger, better, and more obvious.

British Occupation (1882-1954)

During the British occupation of Egypt, Kharga was vulnerable to the Dervish army in
Sudan, and Baris was captured by the forces of Abdulla Tashi in 1893. The British built
a system of towers, tabia, in the south of the oasis at Maks Qibli, Baris, and Fuq al-Dum
to protect the oasis from the invading Dervish, and established a telegraph connection
that was in operation by 1895, In an attempt to develop the resources of the oases,
several British citizens formed the Corporation of Western Egypt, Ltd., initially to
search for oil. Finding water instead, much of their attention turned to cultivation. It was
this organization that built the first railroad (see below). Local citizens claim that the
organization excavated at Bagawat and Hibis and took away many antiquities.

In 1916, during World War I, the Sanusi (see People) entered Dakhla in force and
the British Army came to Kharga to set up defensive positions. Until that time, the
British had managed to keep an eye on things in the Western Desert by airplane; but
after a decisive battle on the northern coast at the beginning of 1916, the Sanusi were on
the run and General Sir John Maxwell manned the oases to curtail any raids on the Nile
Valley. '

The soldiers in Kharga stayed mainly near Bagawat and al-Deir, where a plethora of
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graffiti attests to their presence. Murray tells us they had two swimming baths for men
and officers. They also occupied Bahariya and Siwa. De Casson estimated than 35,000
troops were deployed in all. The army set to work extending the railroad to Dakhla, but
after a bombing raid in Dakhla, the Sanusi retreated and the railroad was abandoned
after only 30 kilometers (18.7 miles).

It could well be that the Sanusi were headed for Sudan via the Darb al-Arbain, but in
May the British defeated the sultan of Darfur and put an end to Sudan as a safe haven.
The British army returned to the Nile Valley, leaving behind a small defensive troop. A
Kharga—Dakhla governorate was established called al-Sahara al-Ganubiya, the Southern
Desert, and was run by six successive British governors between 1917 and 1924. After
1924, the oases came under the jurisdiction of the Border Police.

Kharga was a tourist attraction during the British occupation. Travelers had the
option of visiting Kharga by train, car, or caravan. Trains ran twice a week in either
direction, with accommodations at the Kara Resthouse, which offered tents and supplies
for desert excursions.

The New Valley

After World War II the oases fell into decline again. Having become dependent on the
Nile Valley, they were in trouble because the valley was having problems of its own.
Who could take care of the perimeter when a new nation was being born and a new war
was being fought? Irrigation systems throughout the desert got clogged and the fields
were unproductive. People began to leave the oases in a pattern that by this time was
thousands of years old.

Then things began to improve. In 1958, President Nasser declared the New Valley by
joining the oases of Kharga, Dakhla, and Farafra. Covering 458,000 square kilometers
(286,000 square miles), it extends to Egypt’s western and southern borders. This was
done, in part, because the Syrians, who had joined with Egypt in the United Arab
Republic, were concerned that the Egyptians would come to Syria in great numbers
because the Nile Valley was overpopulated. To appease the Syrians and keep Egyptian
pride intact, Nasser acted. He established a Desert Authority with military officers and
scientists. They went to the totally isolated oases, where there were no roads and the
only contact with the outside world was a single car with a single driver who visited once
a week (the Geological Survey paid the driver’s salary).

Things changed rapidly. First, the road from Asyut was paved, an airport
constructed, and a hotel established. Then, a research project was organized to deter-
mine the amount of water under the desert. Next, wells were cleaned and reclaimed and
30,000 acres of new land were placed under production. Farmers from Upper Egypt
came to Kharga.

The next move was to build the High Dam. A new government committee, the
General Desert Development Organization, was created and a five-year plan emerged.
By 1964, over 150 new wells were dug, more land was brought under cultivation, and
fourteen new villages were created in Kharga Oasis. Roads were paved and villages were
electrified.

The New Valley is the biggest governorate in Egypt, and with plans for the Toshka
and Sheikh Zayed canals, it may soon be divided into three governorates. Although the
population is increasing, it is still underpopulated in comparison with the other gover-
norates of Egypt. Plans are underway to modernize and industrialize the area.
Development is occurring in three areas: agriculture, industry, and mining.
Agricultural plans include increasing production on available lands, expanding
resources through desert reclamation, exporting products to both the Nile Valley and
abroad, and developing related industries like the existing date and tomato factories.
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Industrial development, largely in the form of mining, is presently centered on the new
phosphate mining complex at Abu Tartur, though additional mining is planned for
clay and alabaster.

Tourism is of primary importance to the development of the New Valley, with
monuments, villages from the Ottoman period, hot springs, and sand dunes all targeted
as tourist attractions. To this end, new roadways are proposed and at least four new
tourist villages are under construction.

The first phase, the infrastructure for developing the New Valley, has already been
implemented. All villages in the three oases have been electrified. Each village has a
clinic and major hospitals exist in larger towns. Primary and preparatory schools are
available, usually within a pupil’s own village, with secondary schools serving a cluster of
villages. Specialized industrial, technical, commercial, nursing, and trade schools exist at
Mut in Dakhla and at Qasr Kharga in Kharga.

Future development includes: increasing production and population; reclaiming
100,000 feddans in Farafra Oasis, where new villages are being developed; opening
tourist offices, cafeterias, and services at monuments; opening new resthouses and
camping facilities; and upgrading roads to all monuments.

Geography and Geology

The Kharga Depression is shaped like a frightened seahorse with its tail curling toward
the Nile Valley and its face looking toward Dakhla and the Great Sand Sea. Bound by
escarpments only along its eastern and northern borders, the depression, lying north to
south between E 30 and E 31, is 220 kilometers (137.5 miles) long north to south and
barely 15 to 40 kilometers (9 to 25 miles) wide east to west. At one point, where the
open mouth of the seahorse gapes aghast at the desert that lies before it, the oasis is 80
kilometers (50 miles) wide. A fault runs the entire length of the depression.

Although Kharga’s fossils are not as prominent, or as much studied, as those of
Fayoum, Kharga does lay claim to a dinosaur, Ornithischian. There are also plenty of
sea fossils within the ash-gray clays of the Upper Danian sections of the escarpments.
The beds run from less than 20 meters (64 feet) to not more than 40 meters (127.6 feet)
thick. Zittel, during the Rohlfs Expedition, found a wide assortment of fossils.

At one time covered by a great sea, evident from fossils found in the depression and
on the escarpment, it is believed that the depression was created by the natural forces of
wind and water, assisted by upheavals and tectonic action in the Tertiary Period. The
eastern escarpment is a 371 meter (1,187 foot) Eocene wall of limestone, which is
extremely steep and difficult to traverse.

Mountains

There are many impressive mountains in Kharga Oasis, particularly in the north where
they not only determine access routes, but dictate the personality of the oasis. Gebel al-
Ramliya, Mountain of the Sand Dunes, at 448 meters (1,433 feet), is located near the
northeastern edge of the depression just above the escarpment. Gebel al-Aguz, Old
Man Mountain, is connected to the escarpment, but protrudes above it, just south of the
modern descent into the oasis. Gebel Umm al-Ghanayim, the Mountain of the
Mother of Spoils, follows along the eastern edge of the escarpment. Gebel al-
Ghanima, 14 kilometers (8.7 miles) south of Gebel Umm al-Ghanayim, and due east
of Qasr Kharga, is 5 kilometers (3 miles) west of the edge of the eastern scarp. Running
north to south it is 2 kilometers (1.2 miles) long with a 250 meter (800 foot) wide flat
top and is 383 meters (1,225 feet) above sea level. Gebel al-Teir, Mountain of the
Birds, is the most elusive mountain in the oasis. When one searches for landmarks it is
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never where you think it should be. Located near Qasr Kharga, Bagawat is found in its
foothills. Gebel al-Tarwan, just south of Gebel al-Teir, is much smaller, being 0.05
kilometers (0.03 miles) long and only 32 meters (102 feet) above the depression floor. It
is currently being mined for its white limestone, and is destined to disappear altogether
if mining continues. To the south of its western side is Bagawat. Gebel al-Zuhur,
Mountain of Roses, is less than a mountain and even a poor excuse for a hill. Located to
the west of Gebel al-Tarwan and Bagawat, just to the east of the main road, its only
claim to fame is the unusual rock formations, called Desert Roses, that give it its name.
Desert Roses are selenite.

The most impressive mountains in the entire depression are Gebel al-Tarif,
Mountain of the Border, and its small neighbor Gebel al-Sheikh. The pair form the
western border of the oasis. To their west and really out of Kharga Oasis, the small hill
called Gebel Ghurabi has no distinction other than as a landmark for finding the
beginning of the ancient desert road to Ain Umm Dabadib and Ain Amur.

In the south stands the rugged Qarn al-Ginah, a rugged sandstone hill 14.5 kilome-
ters (9 miles) southwest of Qasr Kharga. Standing alone on the depression floor it is
visible from most locations and serves as an excellent landmark. Gebel al-Tafnis is
located on the scarp due east of Baris. Gebel al-Qarn, Horn Mountain, a 204-meter
(652-foot) double-peaked black anticlinal hill surrounded by sand dunes, is located 16
kilometers (10 miles) southwest of Baris and is the southernmost mountain in the oasis.

The Abu Tartur Plateau, Plateau of the Cone Shaped Hat, separates Kharga and
Dakhla oases, and covers 1,200 square kilometers (750 square miles). Its oval-shaped,
flat-topped summit is surrounded by high scarps on three sides and is joined to the
escarpment in the northwest by a small saddle. Rich in phosphate, the Abu Tartur
Plateau is attracting modern mining ventures. The fabled Ain Amur is located on one of
its northern slopes.

Water

Most of the water in this oasis and throughout the Western Desert comes from rainfall
in tropical Africa that saturates and penetrates the ground and moves north through two
layers of Nubian sandstone. The sandstone, which composes most of the depression
floor, is 700 meters (2,240 feet) thick. The water gushes forth from the depression floor
at a rate of 11 million gallons a day, watering the cultivated area of the oasis, which is
only 1 percent of the total area of the depression.

The water flows from a spring, ain, if it bubbles up naturally and only needs to be
cleared from time to time, or a well, bir, if the source had to be tapped by a drill. There
are hundreds of springs and wells in Kharga and most of them have been running non-
stop night and day for thousands of years with no sign of abating. Some date as far back
as Acheulean times. In 1832, the French mining engineer LeFévre worked in Kharga
drilling wells, and new wells are constantly being dug.

Ancient springs are called 4in Romani in Kharga. But they may in fact be Persian, as
the Persians developed considerable water resources in Kharga too. The ancient springs
still retain their old wooden linings of doum or date palm or acacia wood. Built water
tight they are still in good working order after 2,000 years.

There is another method of obtaining water which was used in ancient times,
probably developed by the Chinese or the Persians and possibly brought to Egypt by the
Romans. An elaborate underground aqueduct system tapped trapped water in limestone
ridges below, but near, the surface. Once tapped the water was channeled through a
massive system of tunnels to lower lying areas where it was used for irrigation.
Sometimes these tunnels went on for kilometers. Three systems were known to exist in
Kharga: at Ain Umm Dabadib, Qasr al-Labeka, and Qasr al-Geb. Now a new site must
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be added, for the French Mission at Dush has found an extensive system at Manawar.

These amazing systems exist in many areas of the ancient world and are still used in
Afghanistan and Iran (Persia), where they are called garat; in Libya and Algeria, where
they are called foggara; in Oman, where they are called falas; in southeast Asia where
they are called karez; and in Egypt's Western Desert. These systems are found in
Bahariya, Farafra, and Kharga and in each place under a different name. In Bahariya
they are manafis, in Farafra, jub, and in Kharga manawal.

Their origin in Egypt is somewhat questionable. It has been suggested they came late
to North Africa and could have been introduced to the Western Desert well after the
classical era. Ahmed Fakhry, excavating at Bahariya, where similar aqueducts exist,
found that a Twenty-sixth Dynasty tomb had to be redug because it collided with one of
the existing aqueducts. That means that particular system may have been in existence
before the Persians came to Egypt. The variety of names raises the possibility that
different people introduced the systems to different parts of the oases.

There is also ample evidence of fossil springs at Kharga. It was these springs that
provided water for prehistoric people and evidence of their existence goes down as far
as 4 meters (13 feet) around these springs. They appear as “crater-like mounds with
concave tops of hardened sand-rock.”

Sand Dunes

If mountains were not the dominant feature of the oasis, then sand dunes would be.
These long rows of marching soldiers cascade down the northern scarp onto the depres-
sion floor, reform, and continue their march south. They are mostly barchan dunes
falling into three belts: the western group accumulating around Gebel al-Tarif and
Gebel al-Sheikh (cutting the Kharga—Dakhla road) are part of the massive 300 plus
kilometer (187.5 mile) Abu Muharrik belt. They would have obliterated Qasr Kharga
long ago if it wasn’t for the mountains. According to Winlock they formed the border of
Kharga “throughout historic times and . . . during this period the desert has changed
very little if at all.” The middle belt runs to the east of Gebels al-Teir, al-Tarwan, and
Nadura and to the north of Gebel al-Qarn. It cuts the Asyut—-Kharga road, and runs
from Qasr Labeka to Nadura. Someday it will crash into Gebel Umm al-Ghanayim.
The eastern belt runs from the scarp opposite Gebel Yabsa south to the Baris plain, all
the way to Dush. The most massive dune formation is the first.

Local lore maintains that the Romans erected a brass cow atop the northern escarp-
ment to act as a talisman and that it swallowed up the sand; therefore there were no
dune fields in Kharga in Roman times. This, of course, was not true. The Abu
Mubharrik belt alone is estimated to be over 35,000 years old.

Despite their beauty, sand dunes pose a serious threat in Kharga. Cultivated land and
villages are all vulnerable to dunes and in some places, like Baris, villagers have built
additional stories to their homes as the dunes encroach. Poorly planned newer settle-
ments, erected as part of the New Valley project, have been completely obliterated,
leaving modern ghost towns, buried under the sand and expected to reemerge once the
dunes pass on their way. No Roman fortress in Kharga is threatened by these dune fields.

Yardangs

One other unique geological form must be mentioned in reference to Kharga and that is
the yardangs, or mud lions, found in the north along the Kharga—Asyut road. Yardangs
are formed by erosion as are the inselbergs of Farafra. But unlike the inselbergs, the
vardangs are little hills that have remained by withstanding the blast of wind erosion
while everything around them has been blown away. Inselbergs have eroded away from
the natural escarpment.
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Caravan Routes and Roadways

Kharga has well over a dozen desert tracks linking it to all points in all directions. The
major ones are described here. There are a number of darbs that go from the eastern
escarpment to the Nile Valley. They are listed in the tour below.

North-South Routes

The only north-south route in Kharga and the most remarkable desert track of the
Western Desert is the Darb al-Arbain. It comes into the oasis in the south, runs the
length of the depression, and exits in the north. It was a trail of agony for the tens of
thousands of slaves who moved along its route. The portion of the Darb al-Arbain that
runs from Kharga to the Nile Valley at Asyut is locally also called the Darb Asyut.
Beadnell calls it “the last and worst portion of the Derb [Darb] el Arbain, or forty days’
road.” (See chapter on Darb al-Arbain Desert for a full description, and tour #3 below.)

East-West Routes

The Darb al-Ghubari, the Dust Road, runs south of the Abu Tartur Plateau, linking
Kharga to Dakhla. The modern roadway follows approximately the route of this ancient
track. This waterless and difficult passage was 190 kilometers (118 miles) long, the
longer and southernmost of the two roads which linked Kharga and Dakhla ocases. It
took four days to go between the two oases by camel with the howling northern wind
pounding broadside most of the way. The road began in Kharga, passing a series of
small sand dunes. All along the traditional route are found an amazing number of rock
inscriptions left by ancient travelers. They include hunting and battle scenes, boats,
camels, magical signs, game boards to idle away the time, and tribal camel brands,
wasms, by the dozen. They attest to the heavy traffic in what is normally considered a
remote, uninhabitable area. The wasms are among the most interesting graffiti here.
Every Arab tribe has its own wasm with which it brands its camels, marks storehouses,
and announces to the world that it has passed. The Darb al-Ghabari was mapped by the
Geological Survey of 1898. They measured it step by step with a 20-meter (64-foot)
steel tape.

Darb Ain Amur, Road of the Lovely One, a second east-west route connecting
Kharga to Dakhla, may have been the western continuation of the Darb al-Arbain. It is
the northernmost of the two tracks which joined the two oases and is 10 kilometers (6.25
miles) shorter than the Darb al-Ghubari. In addition, it has a water source, at Ain
Amur, half way along the journey. Although more strenuous, it was an attractive alter-
native to the longer, waterless, Darb al-Ghubari. One more important fact about this
road is that a traveler can reach the Nile without having to show up at Kharga at all.
From Ain Amur it is 40 kilometers (25 miles) to Ain Umm Dabadib, then 24 kilometers
(15 miles) to Ain Labeka, then 25 kilometers (16 miles) to Umm al-Ghanayim.

For those of us traveling the paved desert routes today, where we cover a day’s
journey by camel in an hour by car, the need for cutting an hour off a journey does not
seem so great, nor does the importance of access to water along the way. But the logis-
tics of carrying an extra day’s water supply for hundreds of people and animals make
easier, but longer, routes impossible.

The Darb Ain Amur cuts west across the depression floor from Qasr Labeka at the
foot of the northern scarp to Ain Umm Dabadib, and Ain Amur. (For details of these
sites see below.) Before ascending the Abu Tartur Plateau to Ain Amur, where the only
water is to be found, it is joined by a second track coming north from Qasr Kharga.
Then it begins its climb up the slopes of the plateau, crossing the massive and flat high
ground, descending into Dakhla Oasis via Nagb Tineida, and continuing through
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another Wadi al-Battikha on its way to Tineida. A Roman mahatta or watering place,
covered with pottery, exists near the end of the journey after descending the escarp-
ment. This route was used by H. E. Winlock when he was returning from Dakhla in
1908 and by Harding King in the 1910s.

Passes (Nagbs)

There are at least seven passes, called nagbs, in the cliffs, which form access routes to
the Nile Valley. In 1925, Bagnold tells us, there was no way to bring a car down any of
the passes that entered Kharga. Naqb al-Ramliya, also called Nagb Asyut, is at the
head of the modern asphalt road leading to the Nile Valley. Naqb Yabsa, 13 kilometers
(8.1 miles) south of Ramliya, was considered by Beadnell the easiest route over the
escarpment, though the next pass, Nagb al-Rufuf, was used by Archibald
Edmondstone on his journey into the oasis in 1819, and later by a now abandoned
railway. Nagb Abu Sighawal (or Umm Sighawal), located near Gebel Umm al-
Ghanayim along the Girga~Farshut track is at the beginning of the shortest route to the
Nile Valley. Naqb Bulaq, passing the escarpment opposite the village of Bulaq, was
1sed for the road from Kharga to Esna; Nagb Jaja, in the south of the oasis opposite
the village of Jaja, is the pass chosen for a new paved road to the Nile Valley as well as
the new railroad. Naqb Dush, in the extreme south of the oases, is at the head of a
track with two branches, one going to Esna and the other to Edfu. (For more informa-
tion on these roads and passes see the individual entries below.)

Hoskins, in 1832, called the eastern escarpment Hagel Bel Badah, and it took him
fifty hours to reach it from the Nile. He estimated that at 2.5 miles per hour, his journey
was 200 kilometers (125 miles) long.

The northern scarp is the higher of the two great cliffs hemming in Kharga Oasis. It
reaches 371 meters (1,187 feet) and is topped by white Cretaceous limestone. Its
western portion is topped by white chalk, then dark colored clays and sandstone. The
plateau above is strewn with siliceous concretions, battikha like those found along the
Kharga—Asyut road in the Valley of the Melons. (See Asyut to Kharga for details.) The
best descent of the northern scarp is in the northeast corner at Nagb Ramliya.

The Forts

There are so many unanswered questions about these mostly understudied structures
that it would require an encyclopedia to deal with them in the manner they deserve. The
fortress towns like Zayyan, Ghweita, Hibis, and Dush do not pose as many riddles as
the long string of structures from Qasr in the south to Dabadib, Labeka, Sumaria, and
Geb in the north. The former have been studied by archaeologists over an extended
period of time. The latter have not, and they have few inscriptions or designs to tells us
about them. John Ball and Hugh Beadnell, who were among the first to describe,
measure, and record them were already confused in 1897. Why were they there? They
were perplexed by the location, and suggested they were arranged in a long string for
“fear of invasion” or to prevent the escape of prisoners. Invasion was indeed likely, as
the Darb al-Arbain was a major desert caravan route. Prisoners were also likely, as
Kharga had been used as a penal colony for centuries.

Are they Roman? All the litter around them suggests they are: most pottery dates to
Roman times, most burials date to Roman times. From what we can see, Roman forts
existed throughout the empire in a variety of sizes, some sites—like Dabadib—large
enough to accommodate an entire legion (5,000 persons), others—like Geb—merely
outposts guarding a specific road. Their shape and function changed with time (Rome
ruled for hundreds of years), so we have different architectural styles. Kennedy and
Riley in Rome’s Desert Frontier from the Air define Roman forts as “all military installa-



66 KHARGA OASIS

tions which fall in function between the bases for legions and the towers garrisoned by a
handful of soldiers as a watch post.”

All of this exists in Kharga Oasis. Why have the Roman scholars ignored them? Along the
eastern (Palestine to Persia) fronter these scholars point to dozens of forts. All rubble. They
do the same thing with the few forts in the Eastern Desert of Egypt. They too, are rubble.

Here in the Western Desert, where the forts stand tall and magnificent, scholars are
mute. Kennedy and Riley have an entire chapter on Roman forts in the Middle East,
but practically ignore Egypt as part of Rome’s frontier. The text discusses and shows
aerial views of ruins that stand less than a meter high, but ignores completely structures
in Kharga that rise over 30 meters (96 feet). The Limits of Empire by Benjamin Isaac,
published in 1990, makes no mention of Roman forts in Egypt. Richard Alston in
Soldier and Society in Roman Egypt: A Soctal History, published in 1995, talks of Roman
forts erected early in the Nile Valley and Eastern Desert, but in the Western Desert,
where he dates all military installations to the late empire (fourth and fifth centuries), he
mentions only two forts: the fort at Dionysius in the Fayoum and the one at Dush
(Kysis) here in Kharga. These are amazing omissions.

Along the caravan routes in Libya, from the Mediterranean to Lake Chad, the Third
Augustus Legion built huge forts at Bu Ngem, Ghadames, and Ghat. The forts,
obviously military in nature, also served as customs houses. In Kharga, the Romans
probably did the same thing with the Darb al-Arbain. First they explored it, then they
controlled it, manned it, and exploited it.

The Third Augustus Legion of 12,000 men were the army engineers of Rome. They
remained in the desert for over 200 years not only building forts, but building and
controlling roads and fighting wars. They were also good at underground water tunnels.
According to Wellard in The Great Sahara, when they came into an area they marked
the borders with a ditch, set up camps at key locations, linked them with roads, and
finally erected forts. The forts that they built in what is now Libya are exactly like the
forts in Kharga. Did the Third Augustus come to Kharga QOasis? Or, more intriguing,
did the people of the desert, long students of things Roman, come into Kharga from the
west and build the forts?

The People

There is evidence that people inhabited Kharga from the earliest of times. Acheulian,
Aterian, Terminal Paleolithic, and Neolithic people inhabited many of the passes
leading into the oasis and lived along the scarp and, although fewer in number, along the
desert floor. The artifacts, including flint cores and tools found in situ, were first
unearthed by G. Caton-Thompson’s expedition in the 1930s, and later by the
Combined Prehistoric Expedition. The flint mines of these early peoples cover many
miles along the plateau edge. The most recent excavations have been carried out by
teams working with the Canadian Institute.

In 1832, Hoskins found the people of Kharga to be hospitable, unlike the experience
of many explorers in Siwa. Well-dressed sheikhs with “fierce mustachios” brought him
dates, pomegranates, limes, and “flavourless” oranges. (Hoskins was correct in his
description of oranges in Kharga; they lack the flavor and juices of oranges and tanger-
ines in the other oases.)

The men wore brown woolen gallabiyas, which were spun and sewn in the oasis. The
sheikhs and the wealthy wore red shoes and tarboushes wound with yellow, blue, green,
or white scarves; the poor wore only a white skull cap. The women did not cover their
faces. Hoskins says, “A man here thinks there is no danger if his neighbour admires, and
feels no uneasiness if the whole town sees his wife’s good looks. Love and friendship are
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the only locks on his harem door.” Hoskins found the women of Kharga better looking
than their sisters in the Nile Valley. He also found they possessed great influence over
their men, and they often handled the money in the family. “Our servants were obliged
to apply to them for every article that they required. They complained most bitterly that
the females were very sharp in making bargains.” The women wore long robes profusely
decorated with embroidery and ornaments like shells. The rich wore gold earrings, nose
rings, bracelets, and necklaces.

The modern inhabitants of Kharga came to the oasis from a variety of places.
Immigrants from Saudi Arabia, Tunisia, and Libya, they were primarily of Bedouin and
Berber origin. Once settled, they seldom married outside their clans. In fact, one family
in Kharga is still identified in oral tradition as having a female ancestor who married a
Roman soldier, and entire villages in both Kharga and Dakhla, admired for their fair
skin, are still thought of as Turkish immigrants though they arrived during the Mamluk
and Ottoman periods. Villages are divided into farmers and Bedouin. New Bedouin
settlements are found on the desert fringes and it is to these sedentary Bedouin that one
must go for information on trade routes and desert passes.

In 1897, there were 7,856 inhabitants, 10,000 in 1908, and in the 1930s, 8,000. Today
there are 30,000 people in Qasr Kharga alone. If current plans are realized the immigra-
tion of thousands of people from the Nile Valley is expected. These people will fill the
villages that are being established throughout the New Valley.

Agriculture

Agriculture is still the main occupation in Kharga. The major crop is dates, wheat the
second. Rice, alfalfa, and other vegetables are exported to the Nile Valley. Fruit trees
have recently been introduced. Taxes in the oases have always been assessed on the
number of palm trees over a certain age and the amount of water used from the wells
and springs. In past centuries ocher and alum were mined; today phosphate is mined
along the edges of the Abu Tartur Plateau and alabaster along the road to Asyut.

Food

Kharga is noted for its firik, green wheat that has been roasted. It is delicious when used
as a stuffing for chicken or turkey or served like rice. The bread is baked like the Upper
Egyptian eish shamsi, bread of the sun. In the morning the dough is prepared and patted
into loaves which are placed on individual plates and set in the sun to rise. After the fire
has died, the bread is placed in the oven and five minutes later a delicious flatbread is
ready. The drink of choice, as in all the oases, is tea, the stronger and the sweeter the
better. It has always been an imported item and through the centuries has represented
quite an expense for the poor people of the oases.

The Crafts of the Oasis

Whereas Siwa stands alone in the style of its crafts, the four southern oases share many
of the shapes and motifs found in their traditional ware. Baskets and pots are of similar
design and are often called by the same name from one oasis to the other. For a descrip-
tion of most of the pots, see Dakhla Oasis. Wall paintings, although individualized,
share common motifs.

Baskets

Hand-woven baskets are a special item throughout the oases. Like clay pots they serve a
variety of purposes both in the home and in the fields. Most are woven from the small
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leaves of the palm tree and their shapes and names vary according to their task.

The alaga is a plain, deep basket without any decoration made of palm leaves and
used as a carry all for just about everything. The Aammariya is a workman’s basket
reinforced with hemp for durability. A version of the hammariva is the maqtaf, a deep,
wide-mouthed basket, existing in Dakhla, Kharga, and Bahariya oases. Used originally
for crops, it is reinforced with sturdy ropes wound in coils around the base and up the
sides, giving it a special charm. The handles are made of the same rope, which is woven
from the fibers of the palm tree. This sturdy basket can be seen straddling the backs of
donkeys, often laden with dates, onions, or earth.

The wonderful little margun basket, complete with an attached domed lid, is a
wedding basket and part of the trousseau of the biide. Used by the new bridegroom to
carry his lunch to the fields, it is often gaily decorated with yarns and pieces of cloth.
Older ones are sturdy, non-flexible baskets with a coil weave, newer ones are flat,
woven, and pliable.

Traditional throughout Egypt, but in the oases made only in Kharga and Siwa, is the
gafas, which can be dated to the pharaonic era. These sturdy open square and rectan-
gular boxes, sometimes with a lid, are created from the strong ribs of palm fronds. The
gafas is so well designed that it stays together by itself without the use of nails or pegs.
Used mostly for hauling produce and poultry to market, the gafas can be adapted for
just about anything.

Probably a newcomer, the skanta, meaning ‘bag,” made of palm leaves and fibers, is
flat-bottomed and oblong with an open-mouthed top and two fiber handles. The tabag
is a large flat tray with slightly elevated sides made of palm leaves and used for bread,
fruit, and other items served during a meal.
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Miniature traditional pots Modernized traditional pots Mabrouk statue

Pottery

As part of the development scheme of the New Valley, a pottery factory has been estab-
lished in Qasr Kharga. Here, in addition to traditional pots, a new industry is emerging
(see the Crafts section in Dakhla Qasis for a description of traditional pots). Under the
auspices of the Ministry of Culture a pottery studio has been erected at the Tourist
Home Village, where young artists use traditional pots as a base, decorating them with
modern designs. They also create excellent terracotta figures using people in the oasis as
subjects. These figures are a specialty of Mabrouk, who has earned an international
reputation for his artistry. Both these itemns are for sale at the pottery factory.

Wall Paintings

Egyptians have been decorating the outside of their homes since pharaonic times.
Although there are some traditional motifs connected with these wall paintings, each
area of the country has unique designs and a local artist usually adds a touch or two of
his own. The most widespread motif throughout Egypt is the hagg painting. This
painting commemorates the pilgrimage to Mecca, one of the duties of each Muslim
during his or her lifetime. While the pilgrim is in Saudi Arabia, an artist is commissioned
to illustrate the journey arourid the main entrance to the home. When the pilgrim
returns, his voyage has been immortalized for his arrival. The painting serves as a
blessing on the home and its inhabitants and as an announcement that a pious person
lives within. In a kagg painting certain elements must be present: the Kaaba, the sacred
stone in Mecca, is the central motif, while the method of the journey—airplane, boat, at
one time camel—and a number of personal details, complete the composition.

In the oases, wall paintings are often on all the exterior walls of a home. These murals
have geometric forms, embellished animal motifs, and scenes from daily life. In Kharga
a medallion, cither square, round, or oval, and containing verses of the Quran, is added
to the red and/or blue geometric strip of Quranic verse that runs around the exterior
walls of the home. (For illustrations of wall paintings see Farafra and Bahariya oases.)

None of the newer buildings have the traditional wall paintings. This means of
expression is disappearing.
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Dresses

Dress motifs are simpler but distinctive, with
styles varying from village to village. Despite a
plethora of design, in all crafts shapes are consis-
tently exciting, colors vivid and natural, and the
local craftsmen are beginning to adapt tradi-
tional designs for the modern tourist industry.

The traditional dresses once worn by the
women of Kharga are long gone, replaced by
Nile Valley type garb. Today, the more conserv-
ative women wear a long black loose fitting dress
over a more colorful garment, although many of
the younger women have adopted western style
clothes. However, the tight sleeved, delicately
embroidered black dress that was once worn by
all the women of the oasis can still be seen from
time to time on older women.

Bodice of Kharga dress

There is little exotic, precious metal jewelry in the southern oases. One
reason is that the population shifted to the use of gold very early,
perhaps because of the trade along the Darb al-Arbain. In hard times
the gold was sold. What there was is long gone, and although one
occasionally sees a design in base metal, on the whole what is worn
today is glass and plastic beads. (See jewelry in Dakhla Oasis for illus-
trations.) The women of Qasr Kharga once wore an unusual necklace
Shenifa called an wugd or lowisin, which was made of bone. It is a choker, worn

around the neck, consisting of varying sizes of rectangular bones. The
largest was placed in the middle.

The traditional Kharga bracelet, an aswira, is similar to the one worn by women in the
Nile Valley, except that in most instances it is of base metal rather than heavy silver.

Throughout the southern oases one piece of jewelry exists that is unique to traditional
societies, the nose ring or shenifa. In Kharga, the shenifa has a circular design, usually of
gold, which had a series of small golden balls dangling from the bottom. Sizes vary, but
unlike in Bahariya Oasis, where nose rings are large enough to hang over the entire
mouth, those of Kharga and Dakhla are usually quite small.

Most raw material for jewelry had to be imported. Peter W. Schienerl in
Spanish{Mexican Dollars in Egypt: Currency—Raw Material for Silversmiths— Ornament—
Amulet, tells us that a favorite way of importing silver was through Spanish coins—any
antique necklace, earring, bracelet, belt, horse adornment, sword hilt, mirror frame, tray,
coffee urn, or candlestick was probably manufactured from the silver of Pillar and Maria
Theresa dollars. European coinage, unlike that of the Ottoman porte, was never debased
and therefore was used in international trade. Of all the European coinage, the Spanish
coin was preferred. Barbary pirates not only paid tribute, but also ransom, with Spanish
and Mexican coin. Cairo merchants dealing in spices, coffee, cloth, and other trade
goods sought and got the Spanish and Mexican coins. The slavers, when not trading
slaves for salt, or gold, or ivory, probably took a coin or two.

Ascherson tells us that when the Rohlfs Expedition received letters, the fee for
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delivery was one Maria Theresa coin.
When the expedition arrived in Siwa
after its perilous journey through the
Great Sand Sea, a servant persuaded
the Siwans the iron water boxes
contained Maria Theresa coins and
watches.

André Raymond tells us that from
1690 to 1720 over a million Spanish
dollars a year left the port of Marseille
in France bound for Egypt. Most of the
coins were melted down. If you hold any old silver in your hand, part of it may have
been from the ransom used to free the American and European sailors and merchants
from the ships that were captured by the Barbary pirates along the North African coast,
or it may have been carried across the Sahara by merchants on their way to the great
wakalas of Cairo, or it may have once adorned the neck of a concubine in one of the
harems of the East.

Eventually, the coins themselves became popular as adornment and one can still see
necklaces, especially in Sudan, with a Maria Theresa dollar as its central pendant.

The pillar dollar, issued in Mexico under Charles III from 1759 to 1788 and Charles
IV from 1788 to 1808 became an amulet central to the zar, a ceremony practiced to
exorcise evil from a person. It became known as the abu madfa coin. The shetkha, the
woman performing the ceremony, slept with the coin under her pillow for three nights
in a row, then during the ceremony she dipped it into the blood of a sacrificial animal
and gave to the patient to keep for a certain length of time, or forever.

The trade for pendants became so lucrative that forgeries began to appear. The
jewelers in Cairo signed their names to the imitations, making them primary sources for
the study of Egyptian traditional jewelry, since the names of jewelers were not recorded
on any other silver ornaments.

Mexican pillar dollar

The Tour

Ninety-nine monuments were recorded in Dakhla and Kharga oases by Ahmed Fakhry,
one of the last persons to visit the oases by camel. That was over half a century ago, but
few have yet been explored. We mention the major sites here, most with something for
the tourist to see, but Kharga is so full of ancient artifacts that every inch of dirt tells a
story.

Bahgat Ibrahim, the director of antiquities for the New Valley, tells us there are so
many sites that need excavation that a lifetime of digging will not uncover them all.
Most sites have tombs, towns, and temples, mostly buried. There are residential struc-
tures of prehistoric peoples north of Kharga at Gebel al-Teir. There are over fifty sites,
mostly Roman, that have never been touched such as Bir al-Gebel, Ain Haran, Ain
Yasim, Kanafis, Ain Hussein, and Ain Byramdi, all in the north and Ain Aska, Gebel
Siwa, Gebel Sharfa, Ain Mansur, Wakfa, Badran, Mabruka, and Qasr Baris, all in the
south.

The long range plan for the New Valley includes tourism as one of its major goals.
The infrastructure of new roads, new hotels, and tourism offices in all the oases is nearly
complete. Now the monuments are being prepared for visitors. As more travelers
respond to the lure of the oases, more and more sites will be on their list of ‘must sees.”
That means these sites must, at least, acquire guards.
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TOUR #1

Qasr Kharga

Qasr Kharga, 86 meters (275 feet) above sea
level, became the capital of Kharga QOasis
during Islamic times, replacing Hibis a few
kilometers away. Located in the center of the
depression, it stands due south of Gebel
Tarif which not only protects it from the
howling northern winds, but deflects the
bands of marching sand dunes of the Abu
Muharrik dune belt which tumble down the
northern escarpment around Ain Umm
Dabadib.

Founded by a little over thirty families, the
community had an influx of additional fami-
lies around A.D. 300 (A.H. 1316). These
families were mainly from the Nile Valley.
Hoskins, in 1832, found Qasr Kharga to be
inhabited by 3,000 people, only 600 of them
male. (This is an unusual head count. The
villagers often believed that travelers repre-
sented the Pasha in the Nile Valley and did
not want them to know the exact number of
men in the village.) The town was “prepos-
sessing,” and its greatest asset was “a
magnificent thick forest of date trees, which
extends probably a mile toward the north
and south and is surrounded by a brick
enclosure, like the wall of a park.” He found
a cemetery to the north and a second to the
south. He found the town as “difficult for a
stranger to pass through. . . without a guide,
as it would have been to thread the mazes of
the Cretan labyrinth.”

Harding King described Qasr Kharga as
built of mudbrick and riddled with tunnels
“so low that it is impossible to stand upright
in them, and of such a length as to be
completely dark.” In 1898, John Ball found it
an “uninteresting collection of mudbrick
dwellings . . . with dark covered-in streets
resembling tunnels.” He also reported it had
no shops or bazaars.

The Qasr Kharga of today is very differ-
ent. The covered fortress town described by
nineteenth-century travelers expanded north

and east during the British occupation. The
English governor’s residence to the east of
the Darb al-Sindadiya (the original town) is
still in existence, as is the British compound,
a series of gardened bungalows shaded by
lofty palm and casuarina trees, and the
Kharga railway station, now a sporting club.
In the 1960s, the oases underwent great
changes: new housing, wide streets, clubs,
indoor plumbing, and electricity. The popu-
lation grew to over 16,000. As the seat of the
governorate of the New Valley, the city has
grown in all directions.

Today 30,000 inhabitants live in Qasr
Kharga. Hotels, schools, a hospital, a
museum, municipal and governorate build-
ings keep increasing. Factories exist on the
outskirts of the town. More and more resi-
dents are abandoning the gallabiya for
western dress and women, once hidden away
in their homes, are seen walking the streets,
shopping, and working in government
offices.

Mabrouk Fountain

One of the first sites to greet the traveler is
the Mabrouk fountain in the midan near the
Tourist Information Office. The statues
decorating the fountain were completed in
three days by the local artist Mabrouk. The
large breasted woman is intended to symbol-
ize Egypt as she drags her reluctant child, the
people of Egypt, behind her to a new destiny.
The statues are made of cement, alabaster,
and gypsum.

Sug

The suq is the traditional marketplace of
Qasr Kharga and although visited by tourists
its main purpose is to serve the local popula-
tion. That does not mean there is nothing for
the tourist to buy—hand-woven baskets,
scarves, and other items used by residents
make excellent and authentic souvenirs.
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Darb al-Sindadiya

Despite the fact that its people lived in isola-
tion, hundreds of miles from any other
inhabited area, almost every village that was
built in the Western Desert during the Middle
Ages was in the form of a fortress. The Darb
al-Sindadiya, the original village of Qasr
Kharga, is no exception. Centered around the
Ain al-Dar, a now dry spring, it is the best
preserved of all the fortress cities in the oases.
The narrow, covered streets described by
European travelers, in some places only a
meter wide, kept out invaders mounted on
horses or camels. Twists and turns provided
good ambush in case the enemy did manage
to penetrate the town. The multi-storied
houses with no windows to the outside
formed formidable walls that could not be
scaled. Although the interior was pitch black
and even at high noon the passages had to be
lit by oil lamps, the darkness provided cooling
shade from the brutal desert sun.

The name came from a family that once
lived there and it originally designated the
main street of the village. Today it represents
the entire structure. As a street, it once ran
for 4 kilometers (2.5 miles). It no longer
does, but enough of it exists to give visitors a
picture of what life was like in a medieval
oasis town. Although tourists are encouraged
to visit the site, it is not recommended they
journey too far into the interior without a
guide for one could easily become lost.
Minimally inhabited by people, the passages
are used primarily as barns for domestic
animals. Built entirely of mudbrick with palm
trunks as beams, this tenth-century city is
one of the treasures of Qasr Kharga and
plans are underway for its restoration.

Pottery Factory

Two factories were established in the early
sixties to produce traditional pottery and
carpets in the hopes of establishing new
industry in the oasis. Through the years the
work has expanded to include a variety of
products. Local artists, using modern pottery
mcthods make not only traditional pots, but
candlesticks and flatware. Two types of
carpet are made in the carpet factory, knot-
ted siggadas and woven kelims.

Kharga Museum

The stunning Kharga Museum, housed in a
new building constructed to resemble the
tombs at Bagawat, contains both Pharaonic
and Islamic antiquities found in the New
Valley. Located in the center of Kharga,
along the main street, Sharia Gamal Abd al-
Nasser, it is easy to find.

There are three levels, two currently open
to the public and a third for a future library.
The museum contains a great quantity of
coins and jewelry from all periods of
Egyptian history. The first floor is devoted to
ancient Egyptian, Greek, and Roman antig-
uities. Among other things, it contains
ostrich eggs, prehistoric tools, masks, Roman
glass items, and Greek and Roman coins
from Muzawwaqa, Zayyan, and Kharga. Its
most important antiquities include:

First Floor

1. Sarcophagus of Badi Bastit This
Roman sarcophagus made of sycamore was
found at Labeka by the French Mission. It
has a complete design and full color. This is
the interior coffin—the mummy is still inside,
but in very poor condition.

2. Ba Birds These wonderful birds were
discovered in Dush by the French Mission.
Ba birds were buried with the person to
assure the person would move to the other
world. There were five elements, each repre-
sented by a bird: the Ba, which is the soul;
the Ka, which is the double image of the
person; the Ren, which is the name of the
person; the Khet, which is the physical body
of the person; and the Akh, which is the
shadow of the person. If only one piece of the
person was missing, he or she could not enter
paradise in peace. The birds assured that the
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entire person reached its destination. They
are 7-10 cm (3—4 inches) long, painted, and
made of wood.

3. The Tomb of Im-Pepi of the Sixth
Dynasty is the outer parts of a tomb discov-
ered by the French Mission in Dakhla QOasis.

4. False Door Stela of M Khent-ka
Khent-ka was governor of the oasis during
the Sixth Dynasty (2700 B.C.). This lime-
stone door found at Balat carries the earliest
reference to the oasis so far discovered:
Waher, which means ‘oasis’ in ancient
Egyptian. This word is the origin of both the
English word oasis (via Greek) and the
Arabic word waha. The director of the
museum, Mahmoud Youssef, himself an
Egyptologist, believes this is the most impor-
tant piece in the museum.

5. Double Statue of Ima Bibi and Wife
This painted, color statue of a governor of
the oases was discovered in Balat. It is 30cm
by 25cm.

6. Kellis Wooden Panels Discovered at
Kellis in Dakhla by the Canadian Mission,
these sycamore tablets contain documents
that list marriage contracts, the buying and
selling of goods, letters, and even some
fiction writing. They provide us with a
glimpse of everyday life in Dakhla during the
Roman period. They were found in the
home of the craftsman who fashioned the
wooden tablets for people to use as we use
notebooks today.

Second Floor
The second floor of the museum is devoted
to Islamic and Coptic items and is heavy

with jewelry, coins, and personal items.
Many of the items on this floor are on loan
from other museums in Egypt. An entire
room is devoted to silver service, plates,
tablecloths, and other items from the Manial
Palace in Cairo. There is also a coin display
of the Muhammad Ali dynasty, rounding
out the museum’s very interesting coin
collection.

With all the archaeological work going on
in the New Valley it won’t be long before the
museum is filled entirely with interesting
iterns from the desert and oases.

1. Coptic Textiles There are three panels
of Coptic textiles on view, dated from the
seventh to the ninth centuries. They carry
floral and animal patterns and consist of a
woolen head covering, a jacket, and a panel.
All are on loan from the Coptic Museum.

2. Icons These eighteenth-century
wooden icons are of the Virgin Mary and
Jesus, and the martyr Mari Girgis stabbing
the Dragon. On loan from the Coptic
Museum.

3. Arabic and Coptic Books A display
of Arabic and Coptic books show various
scripts and designs.

4. Islamic Coins There are a number of
interesting coins displayed here from almost
all periods of Islamic history. They include
gold dinars, silver coins of the Mamluk
sultan Baybars, glass coin-weights of the
Fatimid caliph al-Aziz al-Zahir, tenth- and
eleventh-century glass measures for lentils,
cumin, oil, and more. A very interesting
display.
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TOUR #2

Hibis, Bagawat, and Environs
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Tour #2
Hibis, Bagawat,
and Environs

Nadura

The Temple of Nadura, the lookout, is visi-
ble atop a 133 meter (425 foot) hill and, as its
name implies, commands a superb view from
this strategic position. Dating from 138-161,
during the reign of Caesar Antoninus, it is

km total km
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E 30 33 527 15 1.5
E 30 33 293 1! 2.8

typical of the temple/forts which were built to
protect the oases. The outside wall has disap-
peared in places. The interior contains a
large open space with a sandstone temple
with hieroglyphic inscriptions in the center.
It was later used as a Turkish fortress.

The main entrance to the complex is
through a sandstone gate in the southern wall
with a smaller entrance in the northern wall.
Within the wall stood the temple, with three
rooms. A church once stood within the
enclosure wall, but outside the temple itself.
Near the bottom of the hill toward Hibis is a
second, uninscribed temple, also Roman.

Getting There: Nadura is southeast of the
Temple of Hibis and 1.5 kilometers (1 mile)
north of the tourist information office at Qasr
Kharga. Turn right (south) on the paved
road and park at the base of the mountain.
Enjoy the climb!

Hibis
Hibis, known as the Town of the Plough in
ancient times, was the garrisoned capital of
the oasis. Easily covering a square kilometer,
it lay in the valley between the foothills of
gebels al-Teir and Nadura. We know little of
the town, for much of it is buried beneath
cultivated land, but excavations by the
Metropolitan Museum of Art in 1909-10,
uncovered a few houses with vaulted ceilings
and fresco paintings.

In the center of the town stood the Temple
of Amun-Re, a sandstone temple, with an
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east/west axis, which is the best preserved
temple in the Western Desert (partly because
it was buried in sand untl the Metropolitan
team dug it out). It was begun by Apries in
588 B.C., during the Twenty-sixth Dynasty,
continued by his successor Amasis II, and
completed by Darius I in 522 B.C. The
temple is one of two built by the Persians in
Egypt, both in Kharga Oasis. Further addi-
tions were made by later pharaohs and a
fourth century church was built along the
north side of the portico.

Today the temple is located in a
picturesque palm grove in front of what was
once the sacred lake. It is approached
through a Roman gate with inscriptions that
have contributed greatly to our understand-
ing of Roman rule. Created in A.D. 68, they
provide information on a variety of topics
including taxation, the court system, inheri-
tance, and the rights of women. Modern
graffiti found in the hypostyle hall includes
the names of nineteenth-century European
travelers: Cailliaud, who claims to have
discovered it, Drovetti, Rosingana,
Houghton, Hyde, Schweinfurth, and Rohlfs.

The temple is dedicated to the Theban
triad Amun, Mut, and Khonsu, and reliefs
are in very good condition. There is also a
large wall relief of Seth, the god of the oases,
with a blue body and the head of a falcon.
Here he is slaying a serpent with his spear.
Recently the temple has been the object of a
five-year epigraphic survey carried out by an
American team led by Eugene Cruze-Uribe.
In front of the temple are Greek and Roman
tombs.

Getting There: Hibis is 1.3 kilometers
(0.8 miles) after the turn off for Nadura. You
can’t miss it.
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Bagawat

Entrance Fee. Cascading down the south-
ern foothills of Gebel al-Teir are the desert
brown, domed mausoleums of one of the
earliest and best preserved Christian ceme-
teries in the world, Bagawat. In the center of
the cemetery stands a Christian church that
still had “traces of saints painted on the wall”
when Edmondstone passed this way in 1819.
Numbering 263 in all, with many pit burials
between the chapels, most of the tombs are a

Chapel ceiling

single room. Some are larger and six have
domed roofs. Evidence indicates the area was
a burial site long before the Christian era, but
the current structures date from the fourth to
the seventh centuries (some sources say only
until the fifth century). Each chapel once had
a wooden door with lintels of wood or stone
at the entrance. Most have plain interiors,
but there are several with wall paintings and
graffii. Two stand out: the Chapel of the
Exodus and the Chapel of Peace.

Chapel of the Exodus
One of the earliest chapels in the necropolis,
the interior of the Chapel of the Exodus is
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decorated with scenes from the Old
Testament, which run in two circles around
the interior of the dome. The upper register
shows Moses leading the Israelites, the
Israelites on their journey through Sinai,
Pharaoh and the Egyptian army, Noah’s Ark,
Adam and Eve, Daniel in the lion’s den,
Shadrach, Mishach, and Abednego in the
furnace, the sacrifices of Abraham, Jonah in
the whale, Jonah out of the whale, Rebecca at
the well, Job in a chair, Job suffering,
Susanna and Jeremiah at the temple of
Jerusalem, Sarah in prayer, a shepherd, the
martyrdom of St. Thekla, seven virgins, and
a garden.

In addition to the original paintings, there
is graffiti in this chapel dating from the ninth
century to the present day, including the
scribblings of Turkish soldiers, whom histo-
rians believe may have been garrisoned here
200 years ago.

Chapel of Peace

Located in the southwest corner of the
necropolis, the domed Chapel of Peace also
has a richly decorated interior. Vines,
peacocks, and allegorical figures, all in
Byzantine style and reminiscent of paintings
in the catacombs in Rome, are found
throughout. The most exciting frescoes are
around the central panel of the dome.
Identified in Greek, they are, starting from
the panel above the entrance: Adam and
Eve after the Fall; the Sacrifice of Isaac;
Eirene, the Allegory of Peace; Daniel in the
lions’ den; Dikaiosyne, the Allegory of
Justice; Euche, the Allegory of Prayer;
Jacob; Noah’s Ark; The Annunciation of the
Virgin Mary; and the apostle Paul instruct-
ing Thekla.

Behind Bagawat

Passing through the gate at Bagawat the road
skirts the western (left) side of the cemetery
past the small house once used by Ahmed
Fakhry when he was working in the oasis
(perched on the edge of the Bagawat hill). It
continues northwest to the Sixth Dynasty
Tombs, the Monastery of Mustafa Kashif,
Ain Zaaf, Tahunet al-Hawa, and a few other
ruins.

Sixth Dynasty Tombs

Although named after a dynasty of the Old
Kingdom, the mostly unexcavated Sixth
Dynasty Tombs have not really been identi-
fied as belonging to the ancient Egyptians
and to date little evidence has been found to
suggest that the ancient Egyptians main-
tained any significant presence in Kharga
Qasis. The rock tombs are cut into the side of
the foothills behind Bagawat and run for
nearly a kilometer.

Monastery of Mustafa Kashif

Just beyond the tombs and a kilometer north
of Bagawat, commanding a magnificent view
of the valley, is the Monastery of Mustafa
Kashif, Mustapha the tax collector. Named
after a governor of the oasis during Mamluk
times, the site, now in ruins, was occupied
during the Middle Kingdom, the Roman
Period, and the Christian era, when the
current structure was built. A Mamluk army
general dug the nearby well, which is now
silted up.

With two entrances on the northern and
southern walls, the building, part monastery,
part hostel for travelers, was erected over an
ancient tomb and once had five levels. Home
to Christian hermits, it contains a church,
where inscriptions dating to the fifth and
sixth centuries are found on the ceiling. The
western side is the oldest.

Despite its ruinous state, the monastery is
still a magnificent structure. Shards cover
the ground around the ruin. On the depres-
sion floor below the monastery are several
additional ruins.

Monastery of Mustafa Kashif

Ain Zaaf

Ain Zaaf, Spring of Palm Fronds, is tucked
into the base of the foothills of Gebel al-Teir,
a kilometer north of the Monastery of
Mustafa Kashif. It contains three structures:
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a Christian burial chapel that could have
jumped out of the cemetery of Bagawat, a
barrel vaulted tomb, and a recently excavated
Christian church that archaeologists believe
could be the church of the banished Bishop
Athanasius. Today, roofless and standing
less than a meter high, the church is a
labyrinth of tiny rooms. Along the northwest
corner is Coptic graffiti. For the naturalist
and rock hound the cliffs around Ain Zaaf
hold various clays and colored stones.

Tahunet al-Hawa

On the west side of the road, visible from Ain
Zaaf but accessible only by 4x4, as it is
surrounded by sand dunes, is the well-
preserved Roman mudbrick watchtower of
Tahunet al-Hawa, the windmill. Standing
11.5 meters (36 feet) tall with a southern
entrance, the building rises to four stories but
is only 5 meters by 6.5 meters (16 feet by 21
feet) at its base. The floors, perhaps built of
woad, have collapsed. Like the Monastery of
Mustafa Kashif, it guarded the crossroads of
the oasis.

Just before it is an ancient desert track (N
25 30 802 E 30 32 061) and beyond are two
more ruins dominating the plain below Gebel
al-Tarif, the largest mountain in the oasis
(see Ain Umm Dabadib below for details),
which dominates the hotizon at this point.

Another ruin, which first appears to be
within the dunes but is actually beyond Ain
Zaaf, is a small chambered structure of two
stories of arches. It may well be Ain Khussa.

Gebel al-Teir

Gebel al-Teir, Mountain of the Birds, an
outlier mountain, is located 8 kilometers (5
miles) north of Qasr Kharga. Along its
southern side it is 3 kilometers (1.8 miles)
long, 1 kilometer (0.6 miles) wide, and 319
meters (1,020 feet) above sea level. On its
northern side it is § kilometers (3 miles) long
and 600 meters (1,920 feet) high.

Gebel al-Teir is a true wilderness. It is the
home of foxcs, wild dogs, snakes, including
the deadly horned viper, and a lot of fussils.
Because of the quarrying roads that have
been created recently, a trip into the wadis of

Rock inscriptions at Gebel al-Teir

Gebel al-Teir is complicated and should not
be undertaken without a local guide.

Located about 2 kilometers (1.2 miles)
north of Bagawat in one of the wadis of
Gebel al-Teir are three different sets of rock
inscriptions and graffiti covering a time span
from prehistory to this century. The first set
of graffiti is on the eastern facade of the
mountain, at the very entrance to the wadi.
Hunters with bows and arrows, giraffes,
gazelles, a boat, ancient Egyptian gods, and
Demotic, Greek, Coptic, and Arabic script
collide in a topsy-turvy jumble of writing and.
drawing in this timewarp motel, a billboard
still in use after thousands of vears.

The second set is located 155 meters (496
feet) further into the wadi along the same
side. Here in addition to more of the same,
we have a great deal of hieroglyphic writing
and inscriptions to the ancient Lgyptian
gods. Located across the wadi from an
ancient stone quarry, this site was heavily
inscribed during pharaonic times.

The third set of inscriptions, mostly
Coptic, is harder to reach. On the western
side, a path leads to the top of the mountain
through a grotto. Here Coptic paintings,
prayers, and invocations dating from the
fourth, fifth, and tenth centuries are the
dominant motif. There is also Demotic and
Greek script. Most of these inscriptions,
often identified by a cross, were left by the
hermits who lived in these caves.

At the top of the mountain is the Cave of
Mary, which must have been a revered place
during the Christian era. Amid a multitude of
graffiti, some predating the Christian era, is a
painting of the Madonna and Child and a
prayer in alternating red and vellow lines.
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TOUR #3

Qasr Kharga to Dush

2x2 (4x4 beyond Dush or long walk)
all day

no petrol

Tourist Office N 25 27 531
Train N 25 23 480
Ginah (at rd) N 2519 184
Ain al-Dib N 2519 144
Ghweita/Zayyan (at rd) N 25 17 692
Sheikhs' tombs N 2510719
Luxor road N 24 48 823
New Baris/Shams al-Din N 24 31747
Baris N 24 40 543
Qasr/Checkpoint N 24 30 225
Dush (at main road) N 24 33 318

The southern portion of the Darb al-Arbain
in Kharga is in sharp contrast to its northern
counterpart. Where the north is surrounded
by escarpments, the south with only an east-
ern scarp is open to the rest of the desert.
Where water is very scarce in the north, it is
readily available in the south. Unsurprisingly,
in this century it is the south that has seen
extensive development. New villages, all with
electricity, primary schools, and health clin-
ics, have been established, bearing names
such as Algeria, Kuwait, and Aden, in tribute
1o neighboring Arab countries.

The journey from Qasr Kharga to Dush,
the last ruin in the oasis, covers about 110
kilometers (69 miles) one way. It moves
along a well paved highway and is therefore
accessible to all vehicles. Some of the sites
are located along desert tracks, 3 to 10 kilo-
meters (1.8 to 6 miles) off the main road, but
most of these secondary tracks are paved (at
least to the major monuments), or are easily
traveled by regular vehicle. Since there is no
petrol along the route, travelers must carry
enough for the return trip.

entrance fees at Zayyan, Ghweita, and Dush.

km total km

E 30 32 931 0 0
E 3033314 7 7
E 3033 242 8 15
E 30 33 386 0 it
E 3032724 3 18
E 30 32 188 13 31
E 30 34 825 39 70
E 30 35 897 12 82
E 30 36 061 4 86
E 30 36 949 20 106
E 30 27 222 varies

Train Station

Now Kharga has a new train. Officially
opened in 1996, it currently has three routes:
Kharga to Qena (and on to Luxor), Kharga
to Baris, and Kharga to Dakhla (under
construction). The train is part of the infra-
structure for the new development in the
south which will bring a lot of water to the
oasis and is intended to link the train routes
being developed in the Eastern Desert and
Delta. The train from Qena in the Nile
Valley arrives Thursday around 3:30 pm and
leaves Friday at 8 am, to give tourists time 1o
visit the major sites at the oasis. The trip to
Qena covers 410 kilometers. It takes about
six hours with an additional two hours to
reach Luxor, the most popular destination.
Currently passengers are few in number.

It also has a new train station and it is a
work of art. Designed to resemble an Islamic
building with a domed center hall, the inte-
rior is all marble. It is very extravagant and
quite a statement about the future of the New
Valley. (For the original railway built by the
British see Nagb al-Rufuf below.)
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Five kilometers after the train station, the
village of Port Said is on the right (west) side
of the road.

Qasr al-Nesim

Qasr al-Nesim, the Fortress of the Breeze, is 14
kilometers (8.7 miles) along a dirt track to the
west of the main road 6 kilometers (4 miles)
south of Qasr Kharga. Little is known about
this ruined ancient fortress but the Egyptian
Antiquities Organization, who recently began
excavations here, think that it is probably
Coptic. There is nothing to see. Access is also
available from the Kharga—Dakhla road.

Ginah

Sand dunes, proceeding from the northwest,
are slowly inundating Ginah, 15 kilometers
(9 miles) south of Qasr Kharga. Free of
dunes only to the south, the village has been
in existence since the Roman era. Since it is
possible only to guess at its extent in ancient
times, we have no way of gauging how much
is buried under the mounds of sand. Hoskins
found 250 people living in the village, with 50
of them men (for the same reason as in Qasr
Kharga, above). The streets, uncovered but
shaded by fruir trees, were so narrow his
camel had to be unloaded to pass through.
According to Beadnell, the Ain Estakherab,
found in Ginah, is “the finest well in the
Libyan desert and has been running for
hundreds, if not thousands of years.”

Ain al-Dib

N 25 19 848 E 30 30 427 (at site)

Just beyond the village is Ain al-Dib, an
ancient Roman site with several mudbrick
ruins. There are four Roman mansions and
an ancient cemetery in the area, none in a
good state of preservation. Hoskins tells us it
was also known by the names Ain al-Zahama
and Ain Hanadi. No archaeological work has
been done at this site.

Getting There: Turn right (west) from
the main road at the village of Ginah. Pass
through the village; at the fork take a left
around the modern graveyard heading for
the ridge. Once over the ridge turn right and
head for the dunes. Pass in front of the
dunes, passing two of them. Circle the last

2=, * ~
o b )

J.?_I“‘-__.“;

ruins

‘FEEE
‘FEE E

cemetery

Ginah

|

Baris Kharga

Ain al-Dib

dune on its far side and Ain al-Dib is just
beyond. It is less than 4 kilometers from the
main road.

Qasr al-Ghweita

N 25 17 280 E 36 33 566 (at temple)

Qasr al-Ghweita, Fortress of the Small
Garden, is located 18 kilometers (11 miles)
south of Qasr Kharga, atop a high sandstone
hill to the east of the main road. This beauti-
ful and picturesque fortress commands a
strategic view of the entire area and was once
the center of an extensive agricultural
community. Little remains of the buildings
of the village, which once tumbled down the
hillside and onto the plain below, or of the
vineyards that once supplied wine to the
royal court in the Nile Valley. Inscriptions in
the tombs at Thebes attest to the excellent
quality of the grapes of Ghweita. This means
the ancient Egyptians inhabited the area long
before the erection of the present fortress
and some other type of fortification must
have existed on the top of the hill. In fact,
there is evidence that the site was inhabited
in prehistory.
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The fortress dominates the hilltop. It could
well have been the headquarters for the garri-
son in Roman times. Within its walls is a well
preserved sandstone temple dedicated, like
its sister at Hibis, to the Theban triad of
Amun, Mut, and Khonsu. The present
temple was originally constructed by Darius 1
with additions by Ptolemies III, IV, and X,
and is a three-room temple with a courtyard,
hypostyle hall, and sanctuary. Within the
hypostyle hall, on the lower register circling
all four walls are scenes of Hapi, god of the
Nile, holding symbols of the nomes of
ancient Egypt. The sanctuary has plenty of
decorations, some ruined by the black soot of
many fires. Around the exterior are several
areas where ancient houses are being exca-
vated and a small sand dune hugs one of the
exterior walls.

In 1819 Drovetti and Edmondstone, sepa-
rately, found the ruins of an Arab village
inside the large temple. Excavated by Ahmed
Fakhry in 1972, the yellow sandstone temple
has undergone more recent excavations by
the Egyptian Antiquities Organization,

Qasr al-Zayyan

Qarn al-Ginah

4 kilometers (2.5 miles) to the north of Qasr
al-Ghweita is the rugged mountain of Qarn
al-Ginah. This mountain, which looks as if it
erupted from the desert floor, is located 13
kilometers (8.3 miles) south of Qasr Kharga
and 4 kilometers (2.5 miles) east-southeast of
Ginah. It is a 2 kilometer (1.2 mile) long
range of sandstone and is 161 meters (515
feet) above sea level.

Getting There: To reach the temple, a
macadamized road on the left (east), marked
by a sign, winds its way from the main road.
The route is easily traversed by regular vehi-
cles. Zayyan is a few kilometers later along
the same road.

Qasr al-Zayyan

N 25 15 054 E 30 34 279 (at temple)

The Roman temple of Qasr al-Zayyan, one
of the major monuments of Kharga Oasis,
was situated in the village of Tkhonemyris in
A.D. 140, when the village was, as now, full of
life. This Roman temple, like those in the
north, was dedicated to Amun-Re. Facing

Y
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south, it is entered through a sandstone gate
erected in the mudbrick enclosure wall.
Three rooms lead to the inner sanctuary. As
with Qasr al-Ghweita, the temple is only a
part of the fortress, the remaining areas being
given over to living quarters. The present
temple, built during the Ptolemaic period
when it was known as the Great Well, was
restored by the Roman Emperor Antoninus
Pius in 138. Schweinfurth, who found
pottery, coins, glass, and cast bronzes in the
area, recorded that one of the village families
kept a bronze as a fertility amulet and the
villagers believed it possessed great powers.

The temple went through an extensive
restoration in 1984-86. New excavations
were recently begun by the Egyptian
Antiquities Organization who reconstructed
parts of the temple, cleared a portion of the
interior, and discovered kilns, a water cistern,
and a cache of Roman coins.

The plain below Qasr al-Zayyan, 18
meters (57 feet) below sea level, is the lowest
point in the oasis. It is here that the cemeter-
ies of the ancient community are to be found.

After returning to the main road the
Nasser Village Camp is across the road.
Turning south (left) Saudia village is 2 kilo-
meters (1.2 miles) beyond on the west (right)
of the road.

Bulaqg to Jaja

Bulag N 25 12 745 E 30 32 159

Bulaq is 4 kilometers (2.5 miles) beyond the
Nasser Resthouse, 28 kilometers (17.5 miles)
beyond Qasr Kharga and 3 meters (0.9 feet)
above sea level. On the right, immediately
before the town is the tourist house. The old
village, surrounded by ancient wells, ceme-
teries, and defensive fortresses, lies to the
west of the road, while the larger but uninter-
esting new village is on the east.

Bulag was one of the largest villages in the
oasis. In 1832, Hoskins recorded 250 people,
with 50 men. In 1897, when Ball was here, the
population had grown to 838, and when
Harding King visited in the first quarter of
this century, it had over 1,000 inhabitants. At
that time it was noted for its weaving industry,
primarily mats and zambil, wide-mouthed
baskets used by farmers ali over Egypt.

To the east of the village is the Darb al-
Bulaq, ascending the escarpment via the
sand filled Nagb Bulaq. The darb makes a
176 kilometer (110 mile) journey to Esna in
the Nile Valley. It meets the Darb Jaja (see
below) about a day and a half by camel out of
the oasis at a point called al-Mafariq, and
they move together toward the Nile Valley at
Farshut and Rizagat. Just before reaching the
escarpment it links up with the caravan route
from Farshut. Within the Nagb additional
artifacts of prehistoric humans can be found,
including perhaps the largest ancient indus-
try sites to be found in this oasis.

Sheikhs’ Tombs

Four kilometers (2.5 miles) south of Bulaq
are two Sheikhs’ tombs. The first is of a local
holy man, the second, about a kilometer
south, is the ruin of the tomb of Sheikh
Khalid ibn al-Walid, a large, whitewashed
tomb surrounded by a mudbrick wall erected
in honor of an amir who died here while trav-
eling in a caravan on his way to Mecca in the
seventeenth century. The sheikh has a huge
following as he is associated with the famous
general of the same name who conquered
Palestine, Syria, and Iraq for the early
Muslims. Some of the material used to build
the tomb was taken from nearby ruins and
bears inscriptions from other eras. The area
is 38 meters (121 feet) above sea level.

The new Bulaq train station is on the right.
Now come a series of villages erected in the
past decade. Algeria stands 2 kilometers (1.2
miles) south of the tomb of Sheikh Khalid
along the east side of the road. After 3 kilo-
meters (1.8 miles) is Sanaa, on the west
(right). Mud lions (yardangs) begin to
appear to the west of the road 4 kilometers
(2.5 miles) south of Sanaa, followed by a tea
shop on the east, a pleasant place to stop for
a drink. Then another series of modern
villages follows: Kuwait, a white-domed
village on the east of the road, followed in 5
kilometers (3 miles) by Palestine, again on
the east, and 12 kilometers (7.5 miles) later
by Jeddah on the west. Eight kilometers (5
miles) later the new road to Luxor turns left
(east), less than a kilometer before Jaja.
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Jaja

N 24 47 836 E 30 35 150

A little under 75 kilometers (46.8 miles)
south of Qasr Kharga is the ancient village of
Jaja, located in a verdant oasis on the east
side of the road. (The new village of
Baghdad is on the west, or right side.) In
1898, seventeen people lived in Jaja. Today
the community is larger, but stll sparse.
With the advent of the new paved road to the
Nile Valley, Jaja is expected to thrive once
again.

East of the town is Nagb Jaja, the ascent
up the escarpment. The darb bearing the
same name was an easy crossing from
Kharga to Farshut in the Nile Valley, a 224
kilometer (140 mile) journey. In recent years
this access route was used by the Pharaoh’s
Rally, and created so much interest that it
was decided to pave the way. Jaja is followed
5 kilometers (3.1 miles) later by Aden, on the
west and yardangs follow 3 kilometers (1.8
miles) later.

Dakhakhin

Dakhakhin is a small village hidden from
view by a small sandy hill near Jaja. At the
turn of the century, it had 43 people. Its most
famous landmark is the Ain Dakhakhin,
which once flowed at 110 gallons per minute.
Some of the wells in Kharga have ancient
wooden casings. This and Ain Jaja do not, at
least not at ground level. Beadnell believed
the origin of the well was much lower than
the present ground level, and the ancient
casings will be found at that level.

New Baris (Hassan Fathy Village)

New Baris lies 2 kilometers (1.2 miles) north
of the ancient community of Baris. It is on
the west side of the Darb al-Arbain which is
76 meters (250 feet) above sea level at this
point. The abandoned project of New Baris,
a visionary community that was never
completely built, was designed by the
renowned Egyptian architect Hassan Fathy
for the Egyptian Administration of Desert
Development. The community was to be a
model for all the new villages to be built in
the oasis. Building began in 1967 and when it
was interrupted that same year by the Six

Day War several structures had been
completed. After the war the project was
never resumed. A few families lived here for
a single year; some say they were banished to
the oasis for smuggling activities near Suez.

Fathy, known for his traditional designs,
studied the medieval fortress towns of the
oasis and planned a modern version of the
same: narrow lanes, covered passages, inner
courtyards, domes, and all the details of
traditional design. Today, standing desolate
and haunting, a sad reminder of the frustra-
tions of a great man, one can see the market
place complete with cooling wind shafts, a
bus terminal abutting the main road, the
workshop, and two villas. Fathy, who died in
1989, built two additional projects in
Kharga, the Narpin Resthouse and the Hotel
Rebat, neither in use today.

Shams al-Din

Across the road from New Baris is the
ancient settlement of Shams al-Din, Sun of
the Faith. Called Water of Isis in antiquity,
Shams al-Din contains a necropolis and a
fourth-century church, one of the oldest in
Egypt. In the vestibule of the church is more
graffiti, this time Greek, and dating from the
fourth century. The scribbles tell of soldiers
and travelers who passed by this spot along
the ancient caravan trail.

Gebel and Ain Tafnis
Due east of New Baris and Shams al-Din,
sticking out from, but joined to the escarp-
ment, is Gebel Tafnis. Half way up the
northern slope of Gebel Tafnis and a good
three-hour climb from the depression floor is
Ain Tafnis, not to be confused with the
spring bearing the same name located near
Shams al-Din. What is unusual about this
spring is that it is 260 meters (832 feet)
above sea level and 180 meters (576 feet)
above the desert below. Most of the springs
in the oases lie on the floor of the depression,
close to sea level, where underground water
is easily accessible. This spring and Ain
Amur in the north are the only two springs in
the oasis that are located on the cliffs and fed
by ground water.

Southeast of the spring amid the caves
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along the northern slope of Gebel Tafnis is a
series of graffiti that confirms the use of the
area over several centuries. In addition to the
Greek, Coptic, and Arabic inscriptions, the
area is rich in potsherds dating from the
Byzantine and medieval Islamic periods.

Getting There: The road to Gebel and
Ain Tafnis leaves the main road on the east
between Shams al-Din and the new commu-
nications tower. It is an easy track to follow
heading toward the scarp past a cluster of
yardangs and the valiey well that is also called
Ain Tafnis, It circles south around the
mountain and turning north continues
between it and the main escarpment. The
total distance to Ain Tafnis is 14 kilometers
(8.7 miles) from the main road and requires
a 4x4 or dirt bike.

Old Baris

In antiquity Baris was an important trading
center along the Darb al-Arbain. In 1832,
Hoskins found 600 inhabitants in Baris with
120 of them men. They carried on a healthy
trade directly with the Nile Valley at Esna.
They exported dates, rice, and fruit, and
brought back wheat, which was sold to the
caravans along the Darb al-Arbain. Located
86 kilometers (54 miles) south of Qasr
Kharga, local inhabitants still consider it a
separate 0asis.

By the eighteenth century the caravans
from the south no longer stopped at Maks
Bahri and Maks Qibli (see below) but here at
Baris. The Darfur caravan, according to
Hoskins, rested here a few days to trade and
rest the camels before going south. In 1893,
during the Dervish invasion, the British
established a military camp, which was still
standing in 1898. The barrack was located
east of the village. There were also three
small blockhouses, one north of the village,
another to the west, and a third protecting
the spring, Ain Anfala.

The government plans to build fertilizer
factories somewhere south of Baris. The new
Sheikh Zayed canal system currently under
construction will enter the Kharga depres-
sion here at Baris.

Maks Bahri N 24 35 659 E 30 35 591
Maks Qibli N 24 33 792 W 30 36 503
Maks Bahri, 54 meters (173 feet) above sea
level, meaning Customs (as in duty) North,
and Maks Qibli, Customs South, are two
villages divided by a sand ridge 103.5 kilo-
meters (64.4 miles) south of Qasr Kharga
and 10 kilometers (6 miles) south of Baris.
When Hoskins was here in 1832, 100 people
lived in the two Maks, twenty of them men.
Forty people lived at Maks Bahri when Ball
passed through in the late 1890s and 82 lived
at Maks Qibli.

There are plenty of wells here. Ain
Lebakh, Ain Fug, Ain Dakkal, Ain Abd al-
Sid, and al-Ayun, ‘the wells,” which lies
about 2.25 kilometers (1.3 miles) to the west
of Maks Qibli amid the dunes. Twenty-one
people lived at al-Ayun in 1897. Additional
wells exist to the south: Ain Fakhura, Ain
Dab, Ain Gaffr, Ain al-Hamra, and Ain Agil.
The existence of so many wells made it a
good place for caravans to stop.

It was here that caravans traveling along
the Darb al-Arbain came under the control
of the Egyptian authorities and were subject
to taxation. Those going north were taxed in
one village, those going south in the other.

In Roman times all desert routes were
subject to tolls. Although we do not have
assessments for trade goods along the Darb
al-Arbain, we do have fees for the Coptus toll
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house leading from the Nile Valley through
the Eastern Desert to the Red Sea in A.D. go.
One must assume the tolls were similar, but
the Coptus fees do not mention slaves.
According to Naphtali Lewis, the tolls were:
“For a skipper in the Red Sea trade, 8 dr;
guard, 1o dr.; sailor, 5; artisan, 8; prostitutes,
108; sailors’ women, 20; soldiers’ women, 20;
permit for a camel, 1 obol; seal on permit, 2
ob; donkey, 2 ob; covered wagon, 4 dr;
funeral, round trip, 1 dr, 4 ob.”

By Ottoman times, duty was g percent of
the price of the slave. According to Ehud R.
Toledano in The Ottoman Slave Trade and
its Suppression: 1840-1890, if a slave died
within fifteen days of assessment, the duty
was returned. There was plenty of bribery
and illicit traffic in the slavery business; no
one was immune—governors as well as
customs officials were corrupt.

In March of 1825, Wilkinson saw a cara-
van of 600 slaves and 600 camels, half the
slaves having perished from the cold and
hunger along the Darb. Nearly all the
survivors were women and children.

In 1832, during the reign of Muhammad
Ali, Hoskins observed that the Darfur cara-
van came every autumn on its way north and
returned south in the spring. At that time it
took the caravan twenty-six days to go from
Maks in Kharga to Darfur; Maks to al-Shab,
five days; al-Shab to Selima, three days;
Selima to Seligna (W. G. Browne’s
“Lighen”) four days; Seligna to Monjerone,
five days; and from Monjerone to Darfur,
nine days. However, no caravans passed the
Darb once Muhammad Ali began his alterca-
tion with Sudan.

It is hard to imagine the activity that must
have surrounded these sandy cities when a
caravan arrived. Caravans from the north
laden with goods from Europe and Cairo and
caravans from the south bringing slaves,
ivory, and spices out of Africa unloaded their
cargo, had it examined and assessed, paid
their tariffs, and reloaded the goods onto the
awaiting camels. Camps had to be set up
nearby to accommodate both men and
beasts. Food was provided. Imagine a cara-
van with thousands of people. It must have
stretched from Dush to Geb, through the

heart of the oasis. It must have taken days to
complete customs, weeks to exit the oasis.
Wisely, a system was set up whereby when a
caravan arrived at Qasr Kharga, a courier
was sent to Asyut so the people could
prepare for its arrival.

There was certain to be debris. One trav-
eler broke a pot, one lost a trinket, one
finished an ostrich egg and discarded the
shell (a single ostrich egg could feed eight
people and the sturdy shell could later be
used as a water container). At the regular
resting places loads were sorted and
unwanted iterns were discarded or fell into
the sand. When the caravans reached villages
like the two Maks and Qasr Kharga they
paused for a few days camping near the
springs. Scattered along caravan routes and
at watering holes are the remains of artifacts
that tell the history of travel in the desert.

By the twentieth century the Darb al-
Arbain had all but vanished, or so the
authorities thought. When André von
Dumreicher of the Camel Corps visited
Kharga Oasis, he knew he had all the smug-
glers’ roads covered. But here, among the
southern wells of Kharga, he found enough
camel tracks to arouse his suspicions. The
villagers confirmed his worst thoughts; the
Darb al-Arbain was alive and well and
numerous caravans were arriving from
Sudan laden with salt dug up at Bir al-Sultan
and Bir Natron. He immediately “occupied a
certain well where the camels had of neces-
sity to be watered.” He does not tell us which
well. (For details about the Darb al-Arbain
see the chapter by the same name.)

A small Islamic fortress called Tabid al-
Darawish, erected by the British during the
Dervish invasion of the oasis, still stands at

Tabid al-Darawish at Maks Qibli
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Ruins at Dush

Maks Qibli. It is a two-story structure and
until recently was used as a home by a
member of the village. The British, through
the Egyptian government, had structures like
this one erected at most wells in the southern
part of the oasis for protection.

Qasr

Qasr, the fortress, 5.25 kilometers (3.2 miles)
south of Maks Qibli, was the last outpost of
the oasis in antiquity as well as today. In
Roman times it was guarded by a garrison
that lived in the mudbrick fortress which is
now a ruin in the palm grove on the east side
of the road. It is hardly visible today. No one
lived here in 1832 when Hoskins came to
visit. Now the little hamlet of Tafayyia is
here.

The Egyptian Antiquities Organization
began excavations at Qasr in 1983, and
discovered over 150 Ottoman tombs with
Islamic pottery and some silver, glass, and
ivory jewelry in the area.

We know that the Ottomans kept a garri-
son in this area, but we do not know if it was
intended to protect the southern frontier or
to guard the trade route.

At the southern edge of Qasr is a military
checkpoint. Although the paved road contin-
ues to the newly developed areas of the
southwestern desert, foreigners are not
permitted to travel beyond Qasr without
special permission. There is no petrol along
the route. The last water in the oasis is at Ain
Mabruka, 3 kilometers (1.8 miles) further
south and 22 kilometers (13.8 miles) from
Baris (see Darb al-Arbain for details).

You must return to Maks Qibli to take the
paved road to Dush. Turn east.

Dush (Kysis)

N 24 34 942 E 30 42 803 (at Dush)
Entrance fee. While the main route of the
Darb al-Arbain goes south from Baris to the
two Maks and Qasr, another goes southeast
to Dush and then east to the Nile Valley.
Dush is the ancient Kysis, and lies 13 kilome-
ters (8.1 miles) south of Baris on this route.
Located, yet again, on a strategic hill, Dush is
a border town and held a garrisoned fortress
to protect the community, the cultivated
areas, and the southern frontier of the Roman
Empire. A major military installation, it was
guarded by Roman troops sent from Esna
and Edfu along the Darb al-Dush.

Today thousands upon thousands of
potsherds cover the site and two sandstone
temples and several cemeteries have been
excavated by the Instimt Frangais
d’Archéologie Orientale, whose dig house is
at the base of the hill.

There is evidence that the town existed
before Ptolemaic times. From papyri found
in the area dated to the third century, and
archaeological evidence just coming to light,
it is apparent that the site was of great impor-
tance. Kysis was a bustling community with
merchants filling the needs of the populace
and trading with the caravans that passed
both north—south and east-west. Daily needs
were met by potters, jewelers, metal-workers,
and other craftsmen. There were schools for
the children and bawdy and gaming houses
filled with good food and wine from the
excellent oasis grapes for the soldiers.
Farmers, cultivating the fields, provided
produce and meat for the area, and some of
it, especially the grain, was loaded onto cara-
vans for export to other communities in the
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oasis, the Nile Valley, and perhaps to Rome
itself. Evidence indicates the town was aban-
doned in the fifth century.

The Fortress

The fortress stands atop the highest hill in
the area about 2 kilometers (1.2 miles) north-
east of the modern village of Dush. It is 79
meters (253 feet) above sea level. The oldest
building found so far on this site, the fortress
dates from the Ptolemaic era. The ruined
walls, rising to 6 meters (19.2 feet) enclose a
rectangular space. Four or five stories lie
underground. Recent theories postulate that
the fortress at Dush was garrisoned to keep
the Darb al-Dush open. Thus Dush may
have been more important to the east-west
connection to the Nile Valley than to the
north-south Darb al-Arbain.

The Temple

The sandstone temple of Osiris, built by
Domitian between 81 and 96, abuts the
fortress on the east. Trajan added a court in
117 and Hadrian added other portions of the
temple. Although there are few decorations,
parts of the temple are believed to have been
covered in gold. The temple comprises
several areas including two courts, a small
hypostyle hall with only four columns, and a
sanctuary. Full of inscriptions to the Roman
emperors Hadrian and Trajan, the gateway
was also used by nineteenth-century travel-
ers, who did not hesitate to join their names
with those of their illustrious ancestors. They
include Cailliaud, who claimed to be the first
European to visit the site.

Numerous artifacts have been unearthed
in and around the temple area including
pottery, coins, ostraca, and jewelry. Among
the most interesting finds have been letters,
receipts, garrison lists, and bills. They help
us to piece together life at Kysis. A second
temple, probably from the Roman period,
lies 200 meters (640 feet) west. It has vaulted
ceilings, small rooms, and a staircase.

Ancient cemeteries surround the town on
the north and west. Although the Roman
cemeteries running southeast almost to the
escarpment are the largest, the most impres-
sive is a tiny version of Bagawat that lies to

the north of the fortress. Dating from the late
Ptolemaic period, the tombs are undeco-
rated. The ruins of Tell al-Dabba al-Sargiya,
home to a farming community which culti-
vated the region between the fortress and the
cemetery, lie along the route to the Naqb and
Darb al-Dush.

The modern village, perched atop a
smaller hill to the south of Kysis, is still a
good-sized community, which has main-
tained the feel of a frontier town. It sits well
into the middle of the Western Desert and
the major trade routes to and from have been
abandoned for over a century. In 1898, only
161 people lived in Dush but with the paving
of the Darb al-Arbain and the future possi-
bility of paving the Darb al-Dush the village
could once more develop into a thriving
community.

Naqgb and Darb al-Dush

The Nagb al-Dush ascends the 400 meter
(1280 foot) scarp as a series of passes, none
easy. Today, without pack animals to worry
about, the ascent on foot can take around
two hours. The passes are covered in sand
and full of ridges. Cairns help to keep one on
course, but no vehicles can ascend.

The Darb al-Dush is the old caravan trail
leading due east from the village of Dush to
the Nile Valley. Immediately after the ascent
from the depression floor the road is difficult,
full of gullies and desolate terrain. But the
road is marked by cairns. It diverts into two
tracks about two thirds of the way, the north-
ern route going to Esna, a major market town
during Roman times (perhaps before), and
the southern route going to Edfu, a center for
trade from the Western Desert. Ball and
Beadnell used this route to measure the
longitude of Kharga Oasis in 1898.

The French Mission has been working at
Dush for over twenty years.

Getting There: The approach to Dush is
spectacular, a place where one truly senses
the remoteness of the area. The dominant
feature is the incredible field of golden
barchan dunes, marching for over 10 kilome-
ters (6 miles) in silent formation south into
the emptiness beyond. The oasis road to
Dush, now paved, begins at Maks Qibli and



runs east for ten kilometers past the village of
Ain Mansur. The asphalt leads you to the
site. Dush is visible from a distance situated
atop a hill amid moving sand dunes. An
alternate route to Baris is a beautiful 13 kilo-
meter (8.1 mile) journey through the dunes.
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Manawar

In the dunes at the foot of Dush is the newly
discovered site of Manawar. It spreads out
amid the dunes with several ruins including a
temple, pottery mounds, and a village., At

lease nine lines of aqueducts, some of them
excavated and relined in mudbrick, have
been found so far. It is most impressive. Also
impressive is the fact that the dune fields are
directly in line to obliterate the excavations.
They are heading toward the site.

Getting There: To reach Manawar,
return along the asphalt road to Dush. Just
after the gardens as the road is making a
bend a well-graded road takes off toward the
dune fields. Follow it through the dune field.
Manawar is only a few kilometers away.
After your visit return to the graded road and
turn north, follow it for about 10 kilometers
through the dunes to Baris. Baris is marked
by the radio tower in front of you at west-
northwest.

harg impervious rock

Aqueduct irrigation system
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TOUR #4

Al-Deir, Qasr al-Geb, and Qasr al-Sumaria

o walk, 2x2, 4x4
« 1/2 day
* easy

Tourist Office N 25 27 531
Yardangs N 25 31 401
Al-Deir (at rd) N 25 36 822
Umm al-Qusur (at rd) N 25 45 330
Geb (at rd) N 25 49 844
Geb (at site)

Qasr al-Sumaria

All the sites on this tour are restricted and free
of charge, and you need permission to visit
them from the Director of Antiquities’ Office
across the street from the Kharga Museum.
They require one of their officers to accom-
pany you. This is not a hardship, as they can
answer your questions and provide you with
interesting information. DO NOT VISIT
THESE SITES WITHOUT PERMISSION
OR YOU WILL BE BREAKING THE
LAW.

Yardangs

These unusual outcroppings on the desert
floor are called mud lions, or yardangs.
Scientists come from all over the world to
study this particular group of yardangs. They
are filled with debris including sands, silts,
shells, pottery, and animal skeletons. There
are a number of theories as to what they actu-
ally are. Beadnell in 1909, the first person to
discuss them, thought they were deposits left
by an extensive lake. Caton-Thompson and
Gardner in 1932, thought they were well
deposits. Now we know they are caused by
wind erosion. Farouk al-Baz tell us mud lions
are, “wind sculpted yardangs of lacustrine
deposits with blunt fronts and aerodynami-
cally shaped bodies.” This collection of
vardangs is the largest in the Western Desert.

km total km
E 30 32 931 0 0
E 38 36 834 104 104
E 30 38 871 10.4 208
E 30 39 922 15.2 36
E 30 39 296 8.3 44.3
c3 47.3
c2:5 49.8

Getting There: The mud lions are 10.4
kilometers (6.8 miles) north of Qasr Kharga
on either side of the road.

Al-Deir

1-2 hours, 4x4 at end. Easy.

If there is time to visit only one of the Roman
fortresses in this area, this is the one. Tucked

to Darbal-Deir
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at the foot of the ecastern scarp in a
picturesque setting, the fortress is not only
pretty, but up to the last kilometer is accessi-
ble by regular vehicle.

The Fortress

Built of mudbrick, the imposing Diocletian
fortress sits at the end of a once paved road
just north of Gebel Umm al-Ghanayim. The
building, 73 x 73 meters (233.5 feet) square,
has twelve towers, one round one at each
corner and two semicircular ones within each
3.6 meter (11.5 feet) thick mudbrick wall.
The southern wall is the best preserved. The
towers are connected by a gallery atop the 10
meter (32 foot) walls. The interior, where a
well once stood, is almost totally gutted
except for rooms along the southern wall.
Here in room after room is wonderful graf-
fiti, most written by soldiers who were
stationed in the Western Desert. There are
drawings of Turkish soldiers with tarbushes,
airplanes and tanks from British regiments,
and many names in Arabic, Coptic, Turkish,
and English.

Water posed no problem to the inhabitants
of the fortress for the well was located in the
central courtyard. From there the water was
channeled through three tunnels to the
outbuildings and fields, yet another Roman
engineering marvel. The existence of these
tunnels was unknown until they were
unearthed by accident at the beginning of the
twentieth century. Trenches were dug, then
large flat slabs of stone were placed over the
trenches before everything was covered up
again. This allowed for free-flowing water. A
system was put in place to block the entrance

Fortress at al-Deir

Graffiti on fortress walls at al-Deir

to the tunnels in the well so that the water
level in the well would rise enough for use
within the fortress. To allow the water to
reach the outlying areas, the tunnels were
simply unblocked.

The Church

After the decline of the Romans the site may
have been used as a Christian monastery,
which would account for the name al-Deir,
which means ‘monastery.” There is a necrop-
olis and the ruins of a church to the west of
the fortress. There is evidence that it was
used in World War I by the British when they
were defending the oasis from the Sanusi of
Libya. There are additional buildings from a
modern British settlement nearby which was
abandoned when the well in the courtyard of
the fortress went dry.

The Town

The town, which once surrounded the
temple, is located between the two ruins, a
kilometer away to the north. Here, there are
wo buildings still standing. The one toward
the escarpment is a small temple which was
later used as a church. It contains some
Coptic, Greek, and Arabic graffiti in the
sanctuary. The second building is unidenti-
fied at the present time. Between these two
buildings and the main building is an area
with some dead palm trees which was once
used for agriculture.
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Gebel Umm al-Ghanayim

The monastery is to the north of Gebel Umm
al-Ghanayim, Mountain of the Mother of
Spoils. This free standing 388-meter-high
(1,241-foot), flat-topped mountain guards
the escarpment and the Nagb Abu
Sighawal. Caton-Thompson found exten-
sive evidence of Microlithic humans at the
pass when she camped here from February
27 to March 6, 1931.

The pass is the beginning of the Darb al-
Deir. At 167 kilometers (104 miles) it is the
shortest route from the oasis to the Nile
Valley, which it reaches at both Girga, near
Abydos, and Farshut, near Luxor. For
centuries, before the building of the Asyut
road, it was the most important connection
between the oasis and the Nile Valley. Tts
Girga terminus was definitely the shortest,
only 160 kilometers (100 miles). The
Samhud, Karnak, Farshut terminus is 174
kilometers (109 miles). Along this route the
first telegraph lines to the oasis were erected.

Beyond the pass, the Darb al-Deir moves
through rough limestone country called
Mishabit. That is followed by an area called
al-Battikha, the watermelons, where concre-
tions like those along the main Asyut
highway can be found. That is followed by a
limestone hill, called al-Maghribi, where,
according to tradition and Hugh Beadnell,
the people from Kharga killed (decapitated)
a Maghribi Arab who had stolen a woman
from the oases. Then come the Rocks of al-
Burayg, a Roman watering station where
plenty of pottery identifies the site (the water
was brought from Kharga). .

Imagine such a road during Roman days.
If there were soldiers there were also items
which serviced soldier’s needs. In The
Roman Army and Long Distance Trade,
Paul Middleton tells us that the army
brought the Roman way of life with it
Soldiers demanded wine on a daily basis and
it had to be brought from someplace. Two
legions would need 3.5 million liters a year.
Qasis wine could have been used, but on
special occasions a touch of home would
have been expected. This single product
would account for a considerable amount of
caravan traffic.

Excavations by the French Mission started
at al-Deir in the fall of 1998,

Getting There: al-Deir is less than a half
a kilometer south of the checkpoint at
Munira and 20.8 kilometers (13 miles) north
of Qasr Kharga. Enter the desert just south
of Munira on the first asphalt road going
east. When the asphalt turns left, turn right
past the mudbrick building. Head toward the
mountain. At 1.4 kilometers from the begin-
ning of the asphalt road one hooks up with
the now decomposed asphalt of the old road
to al-Deir. There is more than one track lead-
ing into the desert here, as elsewhere, and the
correct one shows signs of paving and heads
for the sand dunes to the north of Gebel
Umm al-Ghanayim. The track ends at the
dunes and al-Deir is on the other side. These
dunes can be climbed by a 4x4 or dirt bike,
which provides easy access to the entire site,
but a regular vehicle can traverse the desert
to the base of the dunes. The fortress is a
kilometer away. Travelers have found the
way through the dunes. Follow the tracks.

Return following the same route. At the
highway turn right, north. Munira and the
checkpoint are just ahead.

Munira

Munira, less than a kilometer from the turn
into the desert at al-Deir, was the first stop of
the railroad station in Kharga. Today there is
a checkpoint. Used primarily by the British,
Munira sits on the depression floor without
any type of protection except a few casuraini
trees.

Naqgb and Darb al-Rufuf
At Nagb al-Rufuf, there are more traces of
ancient peoples than in any other pass in
Kharga, especially debris fields of their tools.
Caton-Thompson found plenty of chert
workings stretching over several square miles
here. This was a large ancient factory where
primitive implements were manufactured.
Within the area are to be found the remains
of at least thirty stone shelters, all open to the
south (away from the wind). There are also
fossil springs in the area.

Darb al-Rufuf has two routes. The first
was the pass used by the railway, the second
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led to Sohag. One simply follows the railroad
tracks to this pass. The railway came to
Kharga on a 75 centimeter (3 foot) gauge on
January 17, 1908, after two years of construc-
tion. It was built by the Corporation of
Western Egypt, Ltd. {(Western Desert
Corporation), a company which intended to
carry on extensive work in the Western Desert
through trade and irrigation. It was called the
Western Oases Railway and was under the
direction of Albert M. Lythgoe. The Nile
Valley terminal was at Muwasalat al-Kharga,
Kharga (or Oasis) Junction. It is situated along
the railroad tracks in the desert between the
villages of Abu Tisht and Farshut, 195 kilo-
meters (122 miles) north of Luxor. It ran
along the valley edge to Gara, where travelers
usually breakfasted at the resthouses. Then it
ascended the escarpment at Wadi Samhud.
Heading southwest it passed through the
Nagb al-Rufuf in the Kharga escarpment,
taking 16 kilometers (10 miles) to reach the
bottom. Trains ran twice a week, Tuesdays
and Fridays from the Nile Valley and
Mondays and Thursdays from Kharga.

The train was specifically designed for
desert travel. Martin S. Briggs, in Through
Egypt in Wartime, tells us the roof was double
with deep eaves to shade the windows from
the harsh sun. In turn, the windows were
double and partially tinted blue. The first-
class saloon had basket chairs. When the first
train arrived in Kharga, the wmda (mayor)
climbed aboard and headed for the seaside at
Alexandria, in order, he said, to promote
desert travel. In Kharga the headquarters were
at Sherika and they included a hotel with a
garden and swimming pool. Today this rail-
road has been abandoned. From the outset it
fought a losing battle with the dunes. The rail-
way stations at Kharga and Munira still stand.
Instead a new rail system has recently been
developed that links Kharga not only to the
Nile Valley, but also to the Red Sea.

The Darb al-Rufuf route was used by
Archibald Edmondstone in 1819, and again
by Gertrude Caton-Thompson in the 1930s.
Beadnell tells us the southern route leads to
al-Tundaba, “a deep shaft in the centre of
the plateau, at kilometre No. 92 on the rail-
way.” Caton-Thompson tells us there is

plenty of evidence of Roman mining for
alum along the route and a great number of
watering stations.

Umm al-Qusur and Almasy Hideout

Still following the main road from Qasr
Kharga to Asyut, one comes to the Ezbat
Muhammad Mustafa. It is simply a garden
on the right (east) side of the road.
Reportedly, Count Almasy, after depositing
several spies at Asyut for the German army,
stopped here. (See People for details.)

The desert in this area is being used to
grow watermelons. There is also a cement
factory. Beyond the garden is the dirt track to
Umm al-Qusur. We know there is a Roman
cemetery here, and the Egyptian Antiquities
Department has unearthed some tombs with
pottery, caskets, and beads on the west side
of a small mountain. There is nothing of note
1o see.

Qasr al-Geb and Qasr al-Sumaria

o Offroad  Easy

These two small fortresses, or watchtowers,
were probably erected by the Romans, most
likely around the fifth century. They were
later used by the Turks during the Ottoman
period. Both have ample mounds of large
shards and some nearly complete pots have
been found. Neither of these fortresses has
been excavated.
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Qasr al-Geb and Qasr al-Sumaria

Qasr al-Geb
Qasr al-Geb 1s the last outpost in the oasis. It
is named after the ancient Egyptian god of
the earth. It is a small, square fortress sitting
atop a sandstone hill which offers a strategic
view of the surrounding area. Around its
base a small community once existed, but
Geb is an outpost, not a village.

Qasr al-Geb is constructed of mudbrick. It
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Qasr al-Geb

currently measures 15 x 16.5 meters {48 feet
x §3 feet) and has 2.5 meter (8 feet) thick
exterior walls. It once had circular towers
with parapets, but they are gone now. There
are arched entrances on the eastern and
southern walls, but the top story of the east-
ern wall has collapsed. The bottom story is
under rubble. The main entrance is along the
southern wall, where there are also two
windows. The interior, now collapsed,
contained garrison rooms. An underground
gallery and aqueduct system exists here.

Qasr al-Sumaria
Only 2.5 kilometers (1.5 miles) to the south
of Qasr al-Geb is Qasr al-Sumaria, accessible
across the desert floor in an almost straight
line. Looking much like its neighbor, the fort
is a square building that once had round
buttresses in the corners and entrances in the
center of the southern and northern walls.
The western wall has collapsed. The interior,
cluttered with debris and mostly collapsed, is
a series of rooms. The easiest access to the
interior is via the southeast corner. It is 14
meters (45 feet) square.

The difference between the two sites is that
Geb is an outpost, but Sumaria is a village.
South of the fort are the ruins of several

Qasr al-Sumaria

houses and an extensive Roman cemetery.

Getting There: Access to the two forts is
6.24 kilometers (3.9 miles) south of the
bottom of the scarp. The turn west off the
main road is clearly marked just before the
main road makes a major bend. Qasr al-Geb
is visible in the distance. There is no track,
but one must head directly toward the
fortress. Distance into the desert is approxi-
mately 5 kilometers (3 miles).

One can see Sumaria from Geb. Between
the two is rough ground, so to reach Sumaria
arc either southeast or southwest. After visit-
ing all the sites at Sumaria, turn toward the
eastern escarpment. The high tension wires
that mark the road in this area are clearly visi-
ble east-northeast of the fortresses. Head in
that direction. There are plenty of tracks to
follow. Note that the high tension wires do
not always mark the road in the desert. Here,
north of Qasr Kharga, they do.

Additional sites

The entire plain in this area was inhabited at
one time or another in antiquity. There are
dozens of known villages and cemeteries. To
the south of Sumaria is Ain al-Gazar, a
village with a spring and cemetery. There
have been no excavations here and nothing is
standing above the ground, so it is not worth
seeing at this time.

A second site, further south still, is Qasr
al-Mughatta. Here, too, everything is
buried. The ancient community covers a
huge area and contains rock cut tombs. This
site was discussed by early travelers, who tell
us it was plundered and the mummies,
buried in wooden or pottery coffins dating to
the Roman time, were exposed.
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TOUR #5

Qasr Labeka and
Ain Umm Dabadib

off road

o full day
very rough

e No entrance fees

Tourist Office N 25 27 531
Labeka Road N 25 41 759
Tuleib N 24 41 837

Labeka (site)
Dabadib (fortress)

You must have permission to visit these sites
from the Director of Antiquities’ Office
across the street from the Kharga Museum.
They require one of their officers to accom-
pany you. This is not a hardship as they can
give you a lot of interesting information. DO
NOT VISIT THESE SITES WITHOUT
PERMISSION OR YOU WILL BE
BREAKING THE LAW.

Dabadib Fortress
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km total km
E 30 32931 0 0
E 30 39 100 39 39
E 30 38 469 1 1
10.5 11.5
c23 34.5

Ain Muhammad Tuleib

The only northern fort directly accessible
from the main road, Ain Muhammad Tuleib
can be visited without an off-road vehicle.
Located in a Roman-Byzantine settlement,
the fortress gets its name from the man who
once owned the land in the area. This fort
appears to be in good condition when viewed
from the road, but only two walls are stand-
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Fortress at Ain Muhammad Tuleib

ing and the interior is rubble. It is a rectangu-
lar structure 22 x 16 meters (70 x 51 feet)
with mudbrick walls, once rising to at least
two stories.

Getting There: Ain Muhammad Tuleib
is 7.2 kilometers (4.5 miles) north of Munira.
The turn west off the main road is via a
paved road. It leads to the village of
Muhammad Tuleib. The fortress, visible to
the north of the village, is surrounded by soft
sand and the immediate approach must be
on foot or by dirt bike.

Qasr al-Labeka

One of the most spectacular complexes in
Kharga, Qasr al-Labeka is tucked into a
beautiful wadi at the base of the northern
escarpment. The ruins are impressive with
three marvelous buildings, two aqueducts,
several rock tombs, and plenty of shards.
Labeka had one of the largest fortresses in
Kharga. There must have been plenty of
activity here when it served as a guardian
along the Darb al-Arbain. Despite the broil-
ing sun of summer and the bitter cold of
winter nights, despite the slaves that were
paraded past its lofty towers, there must have
been quiet, peaceful moments when the
scarp glimmered pink and white in the winter
sun and the stars illuminated the crystal clear
sky at night.

The Northern Temple (1st/2nd cent.)

The most northerly building at the main site
of Qasr al-Labeka is a 12 meter square (38
feet square) mudbrick temple perched upon a
rock outcropping. Three walls are standing,
while the fourth, the eastern one, has begun to
collapse. There are three entrances, on the
western, southern, and eastern walls respec-
tively and the small, cluttered interior has

three arches and a vaulted room. On the lintel
of the first arch is a small bit of plaster fresco
that shows the wings of a vulture, representing
the protective goddess of ancient Egypt.
Along the sides of this arch is some graffiti.

The Roman Tombs

Along the ridge beside the temple are a
number of Roman tombs dated from the first
to the fifth centuries. One has been
completely excavated and sits in the side of
the hill like a mini Abu Simbel minus Ramses
Il’s giant statues. Additional tombs have been
located in the mountains west of the fortress
and more cemeteries have been found.

The Fortress

The fortress, some distance away, has four
circular towers, one at each corner of the 12
meter (38 foot) mudbrick walls. The interior,
filled with sand, but accessible by a door in
the eastern wall, is divided into chambers
with domed ceilings. At one time there were
several buildings surrounding the fortress.
Between the two buildings, surrounded by a
modern mudbrick wall, is an ancient spring.

Fortress at Qasr Labeka

Sanctuary of Piyris
This temple, 250 meters south of the northern
temple, was rediscovered by Adel Hussein of
the Egyptian Antiquities Organization during
the 1991-92 season. John Ball described it in
1898 as a well preserved, unburnt brick,
battered wall Christian chapel with three
rooms, three windows on either side, and
traces of painted stucco on the doorways. It
has now been dated to the third century.
There is evidence that this temple may be
dedicated to Hercules. If it is, this is the
second temple in the Western Desert now



known to be dedicated to Hercules. The
other, also unpublished as of the summer of
1999, is at Bahariya.

After Hussein the site was investigated
further by the French Mission. A limestone
hawk statue was found here, now in the
Kharga Museum.

Aqueducts

There are at least two aqueducts, called
manafis at Labeka. (See Dabadib for
details.) Today the source is dry and silted
up, but the surrounding vegetation indicates
the presence of water below and locals main-
tain the water can be tapped.

The French mission has been working at
Labeka for the past five years and they have
discovered wonderful things.

Getting There: After passing Tuleib the
paved road enters the village and becomes a
dirt track. At the mosque bear left and curve
around it. The wack now heads for the
desert. This is rough terrain. Although only 5
to 8 kilometers (3 to 5 miles), depending on
zigzags, from the main road, rough undulat-
ing sand sheets that cut and tear at tires mark
some of the way. 4x4 or dirt bike only. After
the visit, the traveler has a choice: to return to
the main road by retracing the route or to do
some off road travel to Ain Umm Dabadib.

Offroad from Labeka to Dabadib

e 1hour . Difficult

There are two routes that lead to Dabadib
from Labeka. The first is the cavalry and
monks’ route that hugs the escarpment and
can only be accessed by camel, on foot, or,
perhaps, by dirt bike. There is a lot of ancient
graffiti here from prehistory through the
Pharaonic, Persian, and Coptic periods. The
second route is longer because it runs further
out into the plain to avoid the long fingers of
the escarpment. Because of that, it is accessi-
ble by 4x4s.

This is the most fascinating offroad jour-
ney in Kharga and one of the most beautiful
in the entire Western Desert. It has every-
thing: dunes, mountains, narrow passes, and
grand, spectacular vistas. It will test the
mette of any driver and vehicle. A GUIDE
IS REQUIRED BY THE AUTHORITIES
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AND IS A MUST FOR ANYONE WITH
A BRAIN.

From the fortress at l.abeka bear cast a
short distance to hit a well-graded ancient
track. Turn south onto the track for about 3
kilometers (1.8 miles). There are many tire
tracks to follow.

The dune chain is 4 kilometers (2.5 miles)
later. The route weaves through the small
hills at this point until it narrows into a small
pass, approximately 2 kilometers (1.2 miles)
later. The most difficult part of the journey is
this pass, where boulders are strewn about.
The route is very well defined as the hills
continue.

Four kilometers (2.5 miles) after the pass
are more dune fields. Travel is now up and
down passes and through and over dunes.
Follow the tire tracks. If 50 tire tracks bear
right and 4 bear left, FOLLOW THE
RIGHT TRACKS OR LIKE THE FOUR
BEFORE YOU, YOU WILL END UP IN
TROUBLE.

Approximately four kilometers (2.5 miles)
after the dune fields a valley of yardangs
appears. Head for the rise. As you turn the
corner the fortress of Ain Umm Dabadib is
visible at the escarpment (north-northwest)
to the left of a sand dune about 4 kilometers
(2.5 miles) dead ahead. The sight will take
your breath away.

Ain Umm Dabadib
About 20 kilometers (12.5 miles) west of
Qasr al-Labeka, 40 kilometers (25 miles) east
of Ain Amur, and about 40 kilometers (25
miles) north of Qasr Kharga sits a most spec-
tacular site. It nestles at the base of an
escarpment that is 380 meters {1216 feet)
above sea level and 225 meters (720 feer)
above the desert floor. Dabadib stretches its
ancient arms over more than 60,000 acres,
and three major desert tracks converge on
the plain in front of it, all offshoots of the
Darb Ain Amur. Called the Abbas Oasis by
M. de S. Abargues, it was an important
settiement for thousands of years.
Geologically, Dabadib is also very interest-
ing. Dry river channels are evident as they
fall from the escarpment onto the plain
below, leading one to suspect that waterfalls



98 KHARGA OASIS

I

is
“@u

SQUOY pue

Ain Umm Dabadib

may have existed here. The plain is a playa, a
dried-up lake. This is all Neolithic. The river
channels are probably Acheulean. Here, in
the lake bed, we see the action of the wind,
which has, as Beadnell says, “truncated and
diluted” every “cobble and boulder.”
Someone, probably the Romans, had a
major settlement at Ain Umm Dabadib and
the complicated aqueduct system makes one
believe it was inhabited and functional long
before the Romans. With the escarpment as
dramatic backdrop and the entire oasis lying
to the south, Dabadib must have been a
paradise. It was an excellent location, far less
remote when garrisoned and when the tracks
meeting in the area were maintained.

Fortress at Ain Umm Dabadib

The Fortress

The towering mudbrick fortress at Ain Umm
Dabadib is located 0.5 kilometers (0.3 miles)
southeast of the ruins of the town. The
enclosure wall measures 9o to 100 meters
(288 to 320 feet). The entrance, flanked by
two square towers, is on the south. This
fortress does not have the rounded towers of
al-Deir and Qasr al-Labeka. Here the towers
are square. It is more in keeping with the
Monastery of Mustafa Kashif. Like other
fortresses at Kharga, it is made of mud brick,
each 35x17x9 cm in size. All the forts have
very thick walls, not only good for defense,
but for keeping cool in summer and warm in
winter. Here at Dabadib the interior, now a
ruin, was once filled with cells with vaulted
ceilings.

The Church

The ruins of a church, complete with several
arches, abut the east side of the fortress. The
apse contained Greek, Coptic, and Arabic
graffiti. Although a portion of the western
external wall had collapsed, most of the
structure was still standing in 1997. The inte-
rior contained various rooms. But no more.
The church has recently been damaged by a
local person looking for treasure. He came,
not on a motorbike, not in a 4x4, not even in
a truck. This clever fellow came to Dabadib
in a forklift with caterpillar tracks. He drove
that gigantic monster all the way from Qasr
Kharga in the belief that he would be a rich
man on his return journey. He did not get
lost. He did not run out of petrol. He found
his way. And when he got here he pushed
that forklift against this church again and
again until he had destroyed an important
piece of history.

We have discussed the quest for buried
treasure before. It is a mania in the desert.
Some of the local people find it hard to
believe that someone would work hard for
several months only to look at and record
broken buildings. They are sure riches are
being looted and taken away. This type of
belief has caused the death of more than one
explorer through the years. (See Alexine
Tinne.)



KHARGA OASIS 98

Western village

Lying to the west of the fortress, along the
channel of the more westerly aqueduct as it
makes its way toward the mountain are the
substantial remains of a village. Along its
western side are a number of sunt trees, a
good place to have lunch.

Aqueducts

Despite the grandeur of the fortress, the most
spectacular ruins at Ain Umm Dabadib are
the aqueducts. Obviously such huge settle-
ments needed a constant water supply.
During antiquity, an extensive 14.3 kilometer
(9 mile) twisting and turning underground
system of galleries was created. There are
four main aqueducts that run parallel to each
other with man holes for maintenance along
each of them. The longest is the westerly one
at 4.6 kilometers (2.8 miles). The one to the
north is 53.5 meters (175 feet) deep, runs for
2.9 kilometers (1.5 miles), and has 150 shafts
spaced at 19 to 20 meters (64 feet) apart. It
falls at a rate of 1 meter (3.1 feet) per 2.5
kilometers (1.5 miles). Altogether, the
builders excavated 4,875 cubic meters
(15,595 cubic feet), 600 to 700 vertical
shafts, and” cut and moved over 20,000
meters (64,690 feet) of solid rock. It is an
amazing feat of construction.

Although the design and manner of the
aqueduct system is probably Persian, the
construction of this and similar aqueducts in
the Western Desert is still a mystery. Caton-
Thompson, in the 1930s, suggests a Libyan,
possible Garamantian, connection at a much

Air vents of Ain Umm Dabadib aqueduct

earlier date. Her observation is a valid one,
especially in light of Ahmed Fakhry’s discov-
ery in Bahariya that the aqueduct there was
in place before a Twenty-sixth Dynasty
tomb was dug.

The Romans did extensive work on water
systems in the Western Desert, constructing
huge cisterns along the northern coast and
underground galleries and aqueducts in most
of the oases. However, none of the Roman
work looks like these systems. Instead
Dabadib’s waterworks are identical to the
foggara found in Libya and Algeria. In both
countries dozens of such systems exist. As
mentioned previously, they are also found in
Iran (Persia), Afghanistan, Oman, and
China, from where they may have originated.
In the Western Desert they are plentiful. (see
Water, this chapter)

These aqueducts were explored by Ball
(1898) and Beadnell (1898, 1905). They
were also visited by Ahmed Fakhry in the
1930s. Today they are still intact, snaking
north from the town to the source in the
escarpment. Along the route, every few
meters, is an air vent and access hole which
permitted maintenance of the underground
galleries. This is very important as the aque-
ducts are labor intensive, They were always
filling with sand and it was necessary to clear
them out.

Ball and Beadnell, when examining the
northern scarp near Ain Umm Dabadib,
questioned whether another depression lay to
the north of Kharga. Although they did not
explore the area, they noted several factors to
support their hypothesis. There was enough
sand to suggest a depression beyond the
escarpment and ample evidence of caravan
routes headed north to an unknown destina-
tion. (Could Cambyses’ army be on one of
them?) Sala Abdulla, a Khargian, told
Beadnell that an oid, well-traveled road lead-
ing to a place called Ain Hamur moved
northwest over the escarpment. Although
Sala had heard about it, he tried to find it and
failed. (Could this be Ain Amur?)

Even more compelling is the story told by
the inhabitants of Kharga of travelers from
Asyut who discovered an unknown oasis
while heading for Kharga. They maintained
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it was nine hours away from Ain Umm
Dabadib (by camel) and completely
surrounded by escarpment and high moun-
tains. Could the tunnel penetrating the
escarpment have been a conduit for water to
this second depression?

One of the aqueducts was cleared of debris
by eighty men from the oases directed by
Sheikh Hassan Hanadi, brother of the umda
(mayor) of Kharga. Water began to flow
once again through the tunnel. Immediately a
small community of farmers moved to
Dabadib.

In 1905, Beadnell explored the tunnel
Thirty to 35 gallons a minute were flowing
and land was under cultivation. He found the
1.5 meter by 0.75 meter (4.7 feet by 2.3 feet)
shaft well cut through solid sandstone rock to
a depth of 40.3 meters (132 feet). It led to a
tunnel approximately 1.5 meters (4.8 feet)
high and 60 cm (24 inches) wide at the top. It
was hot and sultry but after a few attempts
Beadnell traced it to its end hoping to find an
inscription that would date the construction
and name the builders. He found nothing.

He leaves us a record: “On more than one
occasion I sank exhausted into the water, the
huge gasps of breath which I took seeming
powerless to relieve the horrible sensation of
stifling, and with the unpleasant prospect of
getting drowned if I escaped suffocation. Yet
there seemed to be ten thousand devils
tempting me onwards, and although I did not
know how long life could be supported under
such conditions, a mad desire possessed me
to see the thing through; so that whenever I
was able to progress a few yards it was
toward the head of the tunnel.”

There are three more systems lying close
together over the ridge to the east of the
fortress. Two are easily found, the fourth is
elusive. These shafts are dangerous to the
visitor. Snakes and scorpions, not to mention
bats live there. Use your brains.

Eastern Village

Almost directly behind the fortress and
mudbrick buildings at its base are the ruins of
another section of the town. Beyond, toward
the escarpment is the temple, very small in
comparison to the fortress and easily recog-

nizable as the exterior walls do not rise in a
straight line but slant inward from the base.
Beside the temple is the second aqueduct. To
the east of it, past some vegetation, which
makes getting to it a little bit tricky, is the
third aqueduct, sitting at the base of a spur of
the escarpment.

Rock Tombs

To the east of the third aqueduct, all along
the spur, are tombs. Some have been muti-
lated, the mummies desecrated and their
remains scattered about. These tombs are
not to the west of the town as in the Nile
Valley.

The richness of Ain Umm Dabadib,
although it has failed to lure archaeologists,
has lured farmers throughout the centuries.
In the 19105, when Harding King visited the
area two families were living at Ain Umm
Dabadib and in recent years a small number
of men cleared one of the springs, which
began to yield sufficient water to cultivate the
area. Unfortunately, the projects have always
been abandoned.

Excavations are finally underway at Ain
Umm Dabadib. The first season was in 1998.

Dunes

Dunes dominate the route to Ain Umm
Dabadib. They form three 30 to 40 kilometer
(18 to 25 mile) parallel lines of tall mounds
following one another in a seemingly never
ending parade south. Most are barchan, or
crescent dunes, but there are whale dunes,
where the smaller dunes have crashed
together to form a mountain of sand with
many facets, as formidable as any granite or
limestone barricade. They are impressive.

A climb up the escarpment north of Ain
Umm Dabadib is well worth the effort, for
from this height one can see the various dune
fields making their way south.

Gebel al-Tarif

Gebel al-Tarif, Mountain of the Border, at
432 meters (1,384 feet) the highest and
largest mountain within the oasis, sprawls in
its full majesty to the east of the track to Ain
Umm Dabadib. It runs for 10 kilometers (6
miles) north to south and 2 kilometers (1.2



miles) east to west. Along its flanks, covering
a 100 meter (320 foot) span of Nubian lime-
stone, are tons of sand banks built up over
the centuries as Abu Muharrik makes its way
south. Ancient mining sites honeycomb the
mountain. Ball and Beadnell tell us north of
Beleida and west of Labeka the rocks are
almost volcanic. The hills are honeycombed
with tunnels that “penetrate for long
distances underground.” The entrances to
these mines are often designated by dumps
where the useless rock was left behind when
the alum was extracted. It was exported to
Greece and Rome and was still in production
in the Islamic era. We do not know when the
mining stopped, but it was reopened by the
British. Aptly named, the mountain divides
the open desert from the more habitable east-
ern section of the oasis.

Gebel al-Sheikh

Gebel al-Sheikh, Mountain of the Sheikh or
Chief, is a small, circular mountain tucked
into the northwestern side of Gebel al-Tarf.
Pink and white, it is not as formidable as its
parent, but nevertheless is a welcome land-
mark for anyone on a desert journey.

Off Road from Dabadib to Qasr
Kharga (the way back)

km total

km
Fortress 0 0
Graded road
15 kms 15 15
High tension wires c15 30
Gebel Ghurabi c4 34
Dakhla/Khargard N 2523948 c7 37

E 30 26 859

Getting There: The route to Ain Umm
Dabadib lies to the west of gebels al-Tarif
and al-Sheikh through a single narrow corri-
dor surrounded by sand dunes. The route is
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extremely difficult for any type of vehicle,
and a digression east or west will put one into
the massive north—-south dune fields. The
journey is only 35—40 kilometers (22-25
miles), less if one does not get caught in a
dune field, more if one zigs and zags too
much. It cannot be done in less than two
hours. A local guide is essential.

From the fortress look for the well-graded
road probably built by the Romans. It is only
a short distance away between the second
and third dune field (the third is the most
eastern). Follow the road as long as you can
for it is the direct route back. However, it is
often obliterated and is hard to find again.
There are dozens and dozens of tracks to
follow too and they make a fairly straight line
to home. Follow the majority, leave the one
or two tracks headed off by themselves alone.

About 15 kilometers (9 miles) later the
mountains should be on your left; you have
crossed a dune or two and have negotiated
between a few. As long as the mountains stay
on your left and the escarpment behind you,
you are OK.

Another 15 kilometers (9 miles) later, high
tension wires appear on the left. They are not
along the main road at this point. They will
ride with you on your left for a while before
they join the highway. The sign to the road is
high tension wires with telephone poles
beneath them directly in front of you.

A few kilometers later (maybe 4) whale
back dunes will appear and a small moun-
tain, more of a hill, appears ahead on the
right. This is Gebel Ghurabi. It is the marker
for the beginning of the Dabadib road and
sits just beside the highway. Head for it and
you will find the well graded road again. The
highway is just beyond. When you hit the
highway turn left (east). You are 14 kilome-
ters (8.7 miles) from the checkpoint at
Kharga.
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TOUR #6

Ain al-Dabashiya (Ain Tabashir),
Ain al-Tarakwa (maybe), and Beleida

e 2x2,4x4
« all day, or 2 half days
« easy to difficult

Tourist Office N 25 27 531
Dabashiya (rd) N 25 33 646
Dabashiya (site)

(Return to Kharga)

Beleida N 2529 416

You must have permission to visit these sites
from the Director of Antiquities’ Office
across the street from the Kharga Museumn.
They require one of their officers to accom-
pany you. This is not a hardship as they can
give you a lot of interesting information. DO
NOT VISIT THESE SITES WITHOUT
PERMISSION OR YOU WILL BE
BREAKING THE LAW.,

Ain al-Dabashiya (Ain Tabashir)

As with so many of the ancient sites along
the northern plain in Kharga, Dabashiya
was a community at some time in the

1< pigeon house
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Ain al-Dabashiya

km total km
E 30 32 931 0 0
E 30 37 624 14 14
6 20
E 3030616 6 6

remote past. When all the excavations are
complete we may find it was one of the
largest communities in ancient Kharga.
There are a number of Roman sites here,
including a village, a temple, an ancient
pigeon house (colombaria, dovecote), and
tombs.

The site was excavated by the local antig-
uides office over two very successful seasons

in 1994-9s.

The Temple

The mudbrick temple lies directly on the
desert floor. It is quite substantial, measuring
29.70 meters (95 feet) by 8.30 meters (26.5
feet). The walls along the outside are 85 cm
(34 inches) thick. The temple interior of four
rooms was once filled with huts.

The Columbaria

The pigeon house is the best preserved in
either Kharga or Dakhla oases. Ball found it
and a few more scattered around the oasis in
the 1890s. In 1897, three outer walls
remained. This is still true over one hundred
years later. It measured 5.5 by 4.5 meters (18
feet by 14 feet) and rose 6—7 meters (17-22
feet) high. The outer walls were rounded at
the corners and the interior filled with small
recesses of about 20 centimeters (8 inches)
for pigeons to roost. There were steps in the
center of the building so the guano could be
harvested.
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Columbaria

Town and Tombs

Archaeologists have been working here for a
number of seasons and have discovered an
entire community. They found 68 tombs,
one complete and unmolested. Among the

items unearthed was a 60 cm wooden statue
of Osiris, a canopic jar box, and two coffins.
One of the coffins was a complete burial with
an outer and inner decorated coffin and a
wrapped mummy with mask dated to the
first century, very old for this oasis.

Getting There: From Kharga go north
for 14 kilometers (9 miles) to a small village.
Turn left (northwest) on a paved road that
leads through the village. The pavement ends
after the village. Continue ahead, avoiding
the soft places. Dabashiya is about 6 kilome-
ters (3.7 miles) into the desert.

Ain al-Tarakwa
Ain al-Tarakwa, Spring of the Turks, is
currently buried. Here, after a sandstorm in
1949, the desert yielded one of its mysteries,
the top part of a sandstone temple once
standing along the Darb al-Arbain. This
decorated temple is unexcavated.
Decorations indicate that it was dedicated to
Amun-Re. Now it is buried again. It certainly
leads us to wonder how many other treasures
lie under the sand.

Getting There: Let your guide lead you
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to al-Tarakwa; if it is exposed there is some-
thing to see; if not, return to the asphalt road
and head back to Qasr Kharga. At Qasr
Kharga, go one block past the Mabrouk
fountain and turn right. You are headed to
Beleida.

Beleida

Seven kilometers (4.3 miles) north-north-
west of Qasr Kharga in the southern foothills
of Gebel al-Tarif lies Beleida, a most amaz-
ing site. The first thing you notice is that the
ground is red. The sand itself is not red, but
the ancient pottery is piled so thick at this site
it looks that way.

Dated from the first to the fifth centuries,
this Roman, and perhaps Greek, site
stretches over a large area and includes a
number of mudbrick buildings, a small
fortress, two possible temples, two cemeter-

TOUR #7
Ain Amur

e 4x4
o all day
» very difficult

You must have permission to visit these sites
from the Director of Antiquities Office
across the street from the Kharga Museum.
They require one of their officers to accom-
pany you. This is not a hardship as they can
give you a lot of interesting information. DO
NOT VISIT THESE SITES WITHOUT
PERMISSION OR YOU WILL BE
BREAKING THE LAW.

Ain Amur

Ain Amur, Spring of the Lovely One, is not
within any oasis. Kharga lies to the east and
Dakhla lies to the west. Its significance is that
it was the only water source on the Darb Ain
Amur, one of two desert tracks connecting
Kharga to Dakhla. Because of its strategic

ies, a village, and a pigeon house.

Schweinfurth visited Beleida in 1874 and
remarked upon the houses. He found a large
number of small vaulted buildings closely
packed together forming the remains of a
large village to which the Arabs gave the
name Balad, ‘the village.’

Excavations have been carried out at
Beleida by the local antiquities department
and a number of the ancient homes have
been cleaned out. It is an amazing look at
how people lived in ancient times.

Getting There: Pass the Mabrouk foun-
tain in Qasr Kharga and turn right at the next
block. Continue through the city. The road
will turn into a dirt road and pass through
some construction. Keep going. The oasis of
Beleida is dead ahead. At the fork, bear left to
pass around the oasis. The ruins are on the
far side.

importance, a stronghold was established at
Ain Amur.

Ain Amur is totally isolated. It is not a
place that one stumbles across, and how it
was ever found in the first place is baffling. It
is dominated by the elements. When the
wind blows there is a howling which seems to
penetrate the very soul and when it dies the
silence is unbearable. In the stillness, if one
places pencil to paper the graphite sounds
like running a fingernail down a chalkboard.
Ain Amur is awesome.

The spring, called Muallekeh, ‘the hang-
ing,” by Cailliaud, is found in a slight
depression two thirds of the way up the side
of the 371 meter (1,187 foot) northwestern
cliffs of the Abu Tartur Plateau. It is 525
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meters (1,680 feet) above sea level, an
unusually high elevation for any spring.
There are two springs in the Western Desert
that do not lie on the depression floor, close
to underground water sources—this one and
Ain Tafnis, also in Kharga. Neither is fed by
underground water, but by surface water
trapped in the limestone scarp.

The area surrounding the spring is unex-
pectedly flat with several palm trees and
ancient ruins. The most impressive are the
ruins of a Roman temple/fortress which is
only decorated on the back wall. There is
graffiti on the jambs of the main gateway. In
fact there is plenty of graffiti to be found at
Ain Amur, some dating as far back as
Paleolithic times. The Coptic graffiti found
on the jambs of the temple was left there by
hermits living in the caves around Ain Amur
during the Christian era. Part of this graffiti
tells of an Arab traveler in early Christian
times who took on the Darb Ain Amur by
himself and on foot. He was “faint from
thirst” and “came to [Ain Amur] in the latter
part of the night . . . and it saved him.”

Winlock found the entrance and back
chambers well preserved in 1908. They are
made of sandstone blocks excavated from the
escarpment. The roof and lintels were of
larger limestone blocks. .

Explorers of the nineteenth century also
left their mark. Among the most noteworthy
are A. Edmondstone in February 1819 and I.
Hyde, 17 December 1819, Drovetti—
Rosingana, one above the other with only the
year. There is one other name here at Ain
Amur worth talking about, that of Ismail Abu

Shanab. He traveled with Frederic Cailliaud,
was French by birth, but became a soldier for
the Pasha. These men were called French
Mamluks. He chose the name Ismail Abu
Shanab as his Islamic name. It means, Ismail,
Father of a Moustache (that is, he had a
moustache). Here he signed his name Le
Torzec, Ismael Bouchenape, 1820, a
bastardized French version of the Arabic.

Ain Amur has yet to be adequately exca-
vated and a plethora of artifacts await the
archaeologist, including tombs  with
mummies, and a great quantity of shards.
There is a temple that once measured 53 feet
10 inches by 25 feet (English team) or 70
feet long (French team). Sculptures covered
the back of the building. There were a few
houses, to00.

Getting There: The journey is too diffi-
cult at this time for anyone to try it alone.
Depend on your guide to get you there.
Everything about the trip to Ain Amur is
strenuous. The route cannot be traversed in
less than three hours. Approximately 48 kilo-
meters (30 miles) from the main road, it
weaves and twists its way through soft sand,
sand waves, rock-strewn gullies, and
foothills. One leaves the Darb al-Ghubari,
heading for the northern side of the Abu
Tartur Plateau on the same desert track lead-
ing to Dabadib. Penetrating the foothills
surrounding Abu Tartur is probably the
most difficult job, for these long fingers
extend a good distance into the plain below.
It is a journey for 4x4s, dirt bikes, or camels.
No regular vehicle should try to navigate this
route. A local guide is essential.
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Dakhia

Kharga to Dakhla along the Darb al-Ghubari

Kharga checkpoint N 25 26 648
Dabadib/Amur rd N 25 23 524
New Valley Phosphate N 25 14 635
Conical Valley N 25 14 635
Ziyyat checkpoint N 25 13 486
Rock inscriptions N 25 27 782

The route to Dakhla leaves Kharga at
Banque Misr on the corner of Sharia
Gamal Abd al-Nasser and Sharia al-Nada
and travels west over the Darb al-
Ghubari. Although Kharga is slowly
creeping west, one almost immediately
enters the dune fields that are marching
south from the escarpment. Although the
scenery is varied and interesting, when the
northern wind hits the car broadside,
which it does most of the time, and the
hot sun beats relentlessly (even in winter it
is intense), the trip can be uncomfortable.
It is best to make this journey in the early
morning. It is 151 kilometers (94.8 miles)
to Tineida, the first village in Dakhla
Qasis. .

A mere kilometer out of Kharga along
the Darb al-Ghubari the road passes a
checkpoint and begins to cut through the
spectacular dune fields that are moving
slowly south through the desert. Only 14
kilometers (8.75) from Kharga is the
desert track to Ain Umm Dabadib and
Ain Amur. Neither should be pursued
without two 4x4s and a guide.

km total km
E 30 31927 0 0
E 30 26 100 14 14
E 30 04 415 305 445
E 30 04 152 55 50
E 29 43 606 45 95
E 29 20 862 40 135

New Valley Phosphate Project

About 44.5 kilometers (27.8 miles) from
Kharga is the New Valley Phosphate
Project, a new industry that is mining
phosphates from the Abu Tartur Plateau,
the huge mountain that sits between
Kharga and Dakhla. Given that the
plateau holds one of the largest phosphate
deposits in the world, an entire village has
grown in the area. This phosphate bed
was discovered in 1958 by the Geological
Survey. In 1968, under Rushdi Said, the
true depth of the beds was assessed.

Conical Hills

Less than 5 kilometers (3 miles) after the
phosphate mine the terrain changes
dramatically, and conical hills appear to
the north and south of the road. They
seem to extend into infinity. These hills,
so reminiscent of the pyramids along the
Nile Valley, lie in a quiet, sometimes
misty, always windblown, valley.

Bir Ziyyat
95 kilometers (59.3 miles) into the journey
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is a resthouse and Bir Ziyyat checkpoint,
quickly followed by a series of yardangs.
The checkpoint is currently open but one
may be requested to present car papers.
There is rock art in the area.

Rock Inscriptions

At 135 kilometers (84.3 miles) from
Kharga, just as the road bends to Tineida,
the terrain changes and a series of
sandstone outcroppings appear on both
sides of the road. Some resemble familiar
animals like the camel and sphinx. One,
among the closest rocks to the south side
of the road, contains a series of prehistoric
rock inscriptions.

This valley is at the terminus of two
major routes to Kharga, the Nile Valley,
and Sudan. The first is the Darb al-
Ghubari, which followed pretty much the
present day asphalt road (in some places it
runs further north, hugging the base of the
plateau). The second is a now lost track
which linked Tineida with Baris and the
Darb al-Arbain in Kharga Oasis. The spot
was a major halting place for caravans.

The impressive rock inscriptions,
recorded by Hans A. Winkler in 1939 and
Ahmed Fakhry in 1942, cover the entire
base of the rock, especially on the side
facing the road. They include both prehis-
toric and modern drawings of giraffes,
camels, hunters, and Bedouin tribal
symbols (wasms). The rock itself is soft
sandstone blasted by the harsh northern
wind for centuries, a fact that made
Harding King and others question the
early date of these well preserved
drawings. Winkler calls the artists Early
Qasis Dwellers and points out that
pictures of pregnant women are seen here.
There is a massive buildup of sand at the
base of the rock, which may be covering
additional inscriptions and could well have
covered and preserved those we see today.

At the eastern end of the large rock is a
small pot-shaped outcropping. It also has
prehistoric inscriptions and two other
interesting features. The name of Jarvis,
once the British governor of Kharga and
Dakhla oases and an avid explorer of the
deserts, is carved into the base of the

Rock art at Tineida
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stone. Below it swirls of yellow and
reddish-orange sandstone form wonderful
patterns.

The most disturbing aspect of this site
is that valuable prehistoric inscriptions,
containing important information, are

being destroyed by modern travelers who
are so stupid as to carve their own graffit
directly on top of the ancient ones.

To travel from Farafra to Dakhia see
Farafra chapter.

Dakhla

After trekking over nonexistent roads to visit Roman forts strung across the desert along
the north~south Darb al-Arbain, Dakhla’s prehistoric cemeteries, Old Kingdom villages,
and Islamic fortress towns, lying east to west near the edge of the escarpment along the
Darb al-Ghubari, come as a welcome change. Where Kharga is the administrative
center of the New Valley, Dakhla is the breadbasket, its fields and orchards lush with
produce. The beige and brown landscape of Kharga is replaced with golden sand, red
earth, a pastel escarpment, and vibrant green fields. Dakhla bathes in spectacular color,
especially in winter when the air is clear of the haze that plagues the horizon in summer,
and at early morning and sunset when the long rays of the sun drown the earth in
golden light.

History

Recent discoveries tell us that Dakhla Oasis has been populated for over 10,000 years.
In Neolithic times (5500-2500 B.C.), the climate of Dakhla was similar to that of the
African savanna. Buffaloes, clephants, rhinos, zebras, ostriches, and hartebeests
wandered around the shores of a huge lake, on whose southern bank primitive people
had settled to herd goats and cattle. But with a breakdown in the environment which
caused the lake to dry and the region to become arid, there was massive migration south
and east, which helped to populate the early Nile Valley. The sands of the oasis covered
the ancient sites and kept them safe for centuries. Now those same sands are eroding the
surface and ancient cemeteries and villages are popping out of the ground like rare
blossoms, Archaeologists, who are just beginning to explore the area, are being well
rewarded for their efforts.

Dakhla has been known as al-Wah, the Inner Oasis, Oasis Magna, and Zeszes, place
of the two swords.

Pharaonic (2686-332 B.c.)

Dakhla Qasis had contact with the Nile Valley as early as the Archaic Period
(c.3150-2686 B.C.) and this contact continued through the Third (c.2686-2181 B.C.)
and Sixth Dynasties (c.2345-2333 B.C.) of the Old Kingdom. Over a hundred ancient
cemeteries have been recorded by the Dakhleh Oasis Project, in operation since 1978.
Covering a span of time from prehistory to the Roman period, their excavations have
told us much about life during these eras. The Institut Frangais d’Archéologie Orientale,
working since 1977, has been excavating in the area of Ain Asil, where they have uncov-
ered what is believed to be the Old Kingdom capital of Dakhla Oasis.

It is likely that during the Old Kingdom Dakhla Oasis had a direct link to the Nile
Valley via the Darb al-Tawil and was not dependent on the route through nearby
Kharga Oasis. In fact, evidence suggests Dakhla may have been much more important
to the Nile Valley pharachs than Kharga.

During the New Kingdom, settlement moved further west and Mut became the
capital of Dakhla. We know from inscriptions on tombs in the Nile Valley that taxes
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from both Kharga and Dakhla were paid in wine, fruit, minerals, and woven products.
We also know that throughout history the oases were difficult to bring under control. So
far away from the Nile, with so inhospitable a journey, few people went willingly to the
desert.

A stela from the Twenty-second Dynasty found near Mut by H. G, Lyons in 1894,
now known as the First Dakhla Stela, tells us that Sheshonk I sent a man to “the two
lands of wahat [oases]” to “regulate disputes over water rights.” At that time a “cadas-
tral register of the wells and orchards took place.” In the pharaoh’s fifth year he sent one
of his royal relatives “to restore order in the Oasis-land, after he had found it in a state
of war and turmoil.”

No evidence has yet emerged to indicate a heavy Greek presence in the oasis, but
several Ptolemaic structures have been found.

Roman (30 B.c.-A.D. 323) and Christian (323-642) Periods

Like all the oases in the Western Desert, Dakhla was very heavily populated during
Roman rule. Roman farms, villages, and cemeteries litter the landscape, with major sites
discovered at Smint, Amheida, and Qasr. A heavy influx of Roman immigrants
occurred during the first century, possibly coming from the Fayoum, where the agricul-
tural community was in decline. The Romans grew wheat, barley, and cotton. They had
presses for olive oil and wine, and raised chickens and pigs.

It must be remembered that Dakhla was an agricultural area in the farthest corner of
the Roman Empire. Unlike Kharga, dotted with dozens of Roman fortresses, only a few
ruined fortresses have been found in Dakhla. The Kharga fortresses guarded the Darb
al-Arbain, the major economic link to the interior of Africa. Although there is one route
going south from Dakhla, the Darb al-Tarfawi, there is little to suggest that it rivaled in
importance the Darb al-Arbain. It must also be remembered that Rome expected one
third of its annual supply of grain from Egypt. If the Fayoum was being abandoned, the
grain had to come from somewhere. Dakhla is as likely a place as is the Nile Valley.

Egypt was not treated like other conquered countries. Octavian, now Augustus
Caesar, after he defeated Antony and Cleopatra, separated Egypt from the rest of the
empire and oversaw its affairs himself through the appointment of a prefect, not the
usual proconsul. Augustus, according the Naphtali Lewis in Life in Egypt under Roman
Rule, used members of the equestrian order (his own) as prefects. He forbade any
ranking public figure, including senators or equestrians, holding a higher rank than a
prefect from entering the province without his permission. He kept the thirty nomes
intact, but changed the power structure. Where the Ptolemaic era saw soldiers who were
‘farmers living with their families, Roman soldiers lived in fortified camps and outposts.
Small detachments rotated to key places on the frontier. The Romans never achieved a
sense of belonging to Egypt.

After the Roman period the population declined dramatically, but grew again when
Christians came to Dakhleh and occupied some Roman sites. There are ruins of Coptic
churches and communities dating back as late as the seventh century. A. J. Mills, head
of the Dakhleh Oasis Project, believes this may be the single most important archaeolog-
ical fact in Dakhla. Many of these sites have been buried for centuries and once uncov-
ered and examined may “provide rare evidence for the development of late
Roman/Byzantine periods.” We will be able to see the transition between these two eras,
a transition now shrouded in the mists of the past.

Islamic Era (641-1798)

Closer to our era, the period from the seventh to the eighteenth centuries has left a
permanent mark on this oasis. Threatened by invaders from the south and west it was at
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this time that the fortified towns like Qasr Dakhla, Qalamun, and Budkhulu were
constructed. Built in places selected for their natural defensive positions, usually a hill or
a cliff, these Islamic towns were divided into quarters, with gates that were locked at
night against invaders. Buildings in Qasr Dakhla have been identified as existing during
the Ayyubid Period, 1171-1250. That is well before the Mamluk era, so someone was
out here doing something.

In recent years, these villages have spread beyond the protective walls to the now
secure plains below, and have become electrified and modernized, but in villages like
Mut, Qalamun, Qasr, and Balat one is still able to view the original buildings. All the
domed tombs found throughout the oasis have their origins in Islamic architecture and
some of the facades, especially in Qasr, are still in Islamic style.

Raiders came out of the west to loot and plunder the villages in annual raids or
ghazyas (the word that has entered English as ‘razzia’). They all did it: Arab, Tebu, and
Tuareg. Edmondstone was told of just such a raid by Mograbin or Barbary Arabs three
years (1816) before he arrived. There were 400 of them, and just like the pestilence,
they hit and ran. It was probably very similar to a raid described by Vischer that took
place on the road to Bornu: “The Arabs had chosen the hottest part of the year and
swooped down on Tibesti when the Tubbus [Tebu], themselves probably on a raid of
their own, expected nothing. Without much trouble they took all the camels, women,
and children they found, burnt villages, cut down palm trees in the most approved
fashion, and hurried off before the husbands had any news of the disaster.”

The raids into Dakhla were so severe that during Mamluk times the government
established a military colony of Surbaghi (Chourbghi) in Qalamun. It was their job to
stop the raids. Qalamun, established as the main administrative center of Dakhla Oasis
during the Mamluk era, became the center of Turkish influence. In fact, some families
still insist on their Turkish origins. The Surbaghi destroyed the wells along the caravan
route leading to the west (probably the Abu Mingar-Kufra camel track, or a lost track to
Kufra) to a distance of seven days. This made any travel to Dakhla impossible by this
route. The trail fell out of use and was lost. It existed only in rumor. The stories of the
raiders also diminished.

This was the situation when the European explorers began searching for Zerzura.
This information was given to Ascherson of the Rohlfs Expedition by Hassan Effendi,
the mayor of Dakhla in 1874. He said the raiders were Bedajat, a name Henrich Barth
used for the people of Ennedi north of Waidai, but Ascherson believed they were
actually from Bornu. Hassan Effendi actually had one of the iron boomerangs, called
kurbaj, that were used by the raiders. He gave it to Rohlfs as a gift and it looked just like
a Tebu boomerang found by Nachtigal.

Muhammad Ali subdued the oasis by force. Edmondstone tells us “. . . their tribute,
which is paid in kind, not only varies every year, according to his {the pasha’s] caprice,
as they affirm, but four or five soldiers are now sufficient for levying it, whereas four
hundred were necessary for that purpose when they first came under his dominion.” It
was during Muhammad Ali’s reign that the first Europeans came to Dakhla.

British Occupation (1882-1954)

During the Mahdist uprising in Sudan, Dakhla fared better than Kharga. A few Dervish
raids, a rebuilding of the Mut fortifications, and the threat was over. Dakhla did have a
zawya and was occupied by Sanusi forces in 1916, when the British were chasing the
Sanusi through the Western Desert. Some of the people of the oasis joined the Sanusi,
others considered them just another set of invaders. The oasis was taxed and forced to
supply provisions for the army. One of the villagers from Gedida remembers how diffi-
cult the occupation was, maintaining that no supplies came via the Nile Valley and
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commodities, such as fabric, became scarce. The occupation lasted until October 16 of
the same year.

The British, who were in control of Egypt at that time, evacuated all British personnel
from Kharga in anticipation of a takeover. According to W. T. Massey in The Desert
Campaigns, they sent a reconnaissance plane to Mut on October 9-10, and it observed
that the Sanusi were on their way out of the oasis. On October 15, three lieutenants
(Armstrong, Lindsay, and Gayford), six light patrol cars, three Lewis guns, a Ford
delivery van with signalers, and ten motorcyclists took off for Dakhia. One can almost
see them charging down the Ghubari Road, circling sand dunes, with the Union Jack
snapping in the wind. They were met by an armored car and tender at mile 73, a former
Sanusi post. Two sections of Australian Imperial Camel Corps soon joined them.

They occupied Tineida on the 16th. On the 17th, Armstrong and four patrol cars
went to Balat and Budkhulu. Nearby they encountered some Sanusi and attacked. They
surrendered to the Lewis guns. Armstrong moved on to Rashida and “arrested ten
Senussi in the Omda’s house.” Wright went to Bir Sheikh Muhammad and captured
forty Sanusi while he burned the farm building. In all, in three days, 181 Sanusi were
captured including seven “Egyptian coastguards who had- traitorously left their posts in
the coastal section.” The remainder of the Sanusi headed for Siwa where, by this time,
they were unwelcome.

In colonial days the road from Dakhla was open to motorcars, but the journey took
nine hours. The more adventurous traveler could go by camel which took three to four
days.

Today

There are sixteen villages in Dakhla Qasis. (When Edmondstone .was here in 1819,
there were twelve.) Mut, named after the ancient Egyptian goddess of the Theban triad,
is the capital. Today there are 127,000 inhabitants in the entire New Valley with 75,000
in Dakhla. Of these 11,000 reside in Mut (in 1874 there were 17,000 in all of Dakhla).

Agriculture is the main industry in Dakhla and its olives, dates, onions, and dried fruit
are exported to the Nile Valley. By government decree each farmer must cultivate wheat
and rice, and orchards must have a variety of trees including dates, oranges, apricots,
and olives. Recent years have seen the introduction of a number of modern innovations:
diesel pumps, certified seeds, chemical fertilizers, mechanization, and commercial pest
management. Modern pest management, including pesticides, which some claim
compound the problem, have been introduced at Mut especially in post-harvest storage
of grains. These pests, including insects, weevils, sus, and rodents, firan, have been
formidable enemies for centuries. In some instances farmers lose 50 percent of their
crops to pests, either in the fields or in storage.

Traditional methods of post-harvest pest control include burying grain in the sand,
which has worked for centuries, to keep grain not only insect free, but dry. The second
method is storing the crops in granary rooms inside of houses. A final method is storing
grain in specially built mud silos, souma. Anne M. Parrish, with the University of
Kentucky field team, reports, “Some farmers say that ‘in the old days’ there were no sus.
One even said that there were no sus until the Ministry of Agriculture came to the oasis.
But others explained that ‘the old days’ were also ‘the poor days.” Food was consumed
before insects could cause serious economic losses.” She also tells us an interesting story
about rats: “One farmer said: ‘Rats are so clever that they send their young in to eat
first. If they don’t die, then the old ones come in to eat.””

Primary and preparatory schools exist in all villages, with three secondary schools at
Mut, Balat, and Qasr Dakhla. In Mut commercial, teaching, industrial, and agricultural
schools have been established in the past few years. Each village has a clinic (with a
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hospital in Mut), a post office, electricity, tap water, and telephone service with foreign
exchange.

Marriage usually takes place in summer. Men marry when they are 20 to 25 and
women at 17 to 20. Families which have always averaged five to ten children are stream-
lining to four or fewer.

Explorers

Sir Archibald Edmondstone is believed to be the first modern European to visit Dakhla.
He came in February of 1819, over the Darb al-Tawil from Beniadi, near Asyut, to
Balat and returned via Darb Ain Amur and Kharga to Farshut via the Darb al-Rufuf.
Understand, Dakhla was only a theory. There was no proof it existed at all. He provided
us with a good map of the two oases, their escarpments, and villages. He made mistakes,
but we had nothing before him. In fact, Dakhla had been forgotten. Edmondstone
arrived in Balat at eight o’clock in the evening on the 16th having taken sixty-four hours.
By his calculations, that was 178 miles.

Following quickly on his heels was M. Drovetti. Make no bones about it, this was an
all out rivalry between an Englishman and a Frenchman for the right to say, “I was the
first.” The French had won the battle for most of North Africa and the prize of Dakhla
would only add to their West African kingdom. Edmondstone deliberately came via the
shorter Darb al-Tawil directly, bypassing Kharga and thus saving precious time. Along
with a forced march on the last night, it took him five days. This was done to beat
Drovetti to Dakhla. Winlock confirms our suspicions: “Edmondstone, with his two
friends Houghton and Master, getting wind of the fact that the French Consul General
Drovetti was starting westward from Esna, organized a caravan at Asyut, to be the first
in the race to the rumored oasis beyond el Khargeh.”

Edmondstone and Drovetti were followed by Cailliaud in 1819, Frederic Muller in
1824, and John G. Wilkinson in 1825. Then came the Rohlfs’ Expedition in 1874. In
Dakhla, the Rohlfs’ expedition mapped the topography, named Gebel Edmondstone in
honor of the first explorer in the area, named Bab al-Qasmund after the German consul in
Cairo, and Bab al-Cailliaud after the French explorer who did so much to open the desert.

Captain H. G. Lyons joined the list of explorers to Dakhla in 1894 and the Geological
Survey sent Hugh Beadnell and company to survey in February of 1898. In 1908, the
Americans H. E. Winlock and Arthur M. Jones of Boston made the journey and
Winlock published his account of the journey in 1936. Only 400 copies were printed.
Just when the explorers’ era came to an end and the archaeologist and anthropologist era
began is hard to say. Winlock and company were probably among the first of the latter.
Harding King came in 1909. He was definitely an explorer. Once the railroad was
opened in 1908, Dakhla was a tourist destination.

Geography and Geology

Dakhla lies at N 25 28 and N 25 44 latitude and E 28 48 and E 29 21 longitude. Located
120 kilometers (75 miles) west of Kharga, Dakhla, at 410 square kilometers (256 square
miles), shares the same northern escarpment as its eastern neighbor. The scarp runs for
200 kilometers (125 miles) east-southeast to west-northwest along the northern edge of
both depressions. The 300 to 400 meter (960 to 1,280 foot) high scarp is composed of a
top layer of white chalky limestone followed by a mid-section of “greenish and ash-grey
leafy clays” (the terms used by Rohlfs) and has a base of brown and black beds
containing gypsum and scattered deposits of fossils. In fact, there are fossils and bone
beds throughout the oasis. Between the scarp and the cultivated areas from Qasr Dakhla
in the west to beyond Tineida in the east is the Sioh Ridge, a 2 to 3 meter (6.4 to 9.6



114  DAKHLA

foot) thick dark-brown bone bed of fish, fish teeth, bones, and vertebrae. These bone
beds create phosphate, which is used as fertilizer. Other minerals found in the area
include ocher, cobalt, nickel, salt, and barytes. There are also black and red clays, the
latter containing iron oxide. Most of the mudbrick buildings in the oasis are tinged with
the red of iron oxide.

The escarpment, which is eroding in a northerly direction, helps to break the harsh
winds, allowing for rich agricultural development along the floor of the depression. It
has a number of bays, one near Qasr Dakhla at Bab al-Qasmund where the Darb al-
Farafra exits the oasis, one northeast of Balat where the Naqb Balat leaves the depres-
sion, and another east of Tineida where Nagb Tineida leads up the cliffs of the Abu
Tartur Plateau to the Darb Ain Amur.

The northern escarpment is the major cliff in Dakhla. The eastern part of the oasis is
open to Kharga, the west is blocked, not by a cliff but by the massive dunes of the Gggat
Sand Sea, and the south drops over a minor escarpment and then runs free and clear for
hundreds of kilometers past the Gilf Kebir and into Sudan. Higher than Kharga, the
lowest point in Dakhla is 100 meters (320 feet) above sea level. More fertile than
Kharga, 45 percent of the total area is under cultivation.

Mountains and Passes (Nagbs)

The only mountain in the depression is Gebel Edmondstone, 17 kilometers (10.6
miles) west-southwest of Qasr. Named by members of Rohlfs expedition after
Archibald Edmondstone, the base of the mountain is composed of fossil beds and the
yellow and white flat-topped limestone cap contains scattered reef corals. Just above the
scarp, heading north to Farafra is the Gebel Shawshaw, a 415 meter (1,328 feet) high
mountain located between the Darb al-Farafra and the Darb al-Khashabi above the
depression.

There are several passes in the scarp. Starting in the west is Bab al-Qasmund on
the Darb al-Farafra. Continuing cast are Nagb Asmant, Naqb Balat, and Naqb
Tineida. On the plateau to the northeast along the Darb al-Tawil are Naqb Rumi and
Nagb Shyshini.

The oasis is divided into two fertile areas: the east around Tineida and Balat and the
west, Mut to Qasr. They are separated by 15 kilometers (9.3 miles) of barren desert.

Water

As with all the oases, water is the key ingredient in Dakhla. Prehistoric lakes once
covered most of the cultivated area of this oasis. Today an artificial lake has been
created just north of Mut in the hope of developing a fishing industry, but the main
water source remains the wells. Deep wells are characteristic of this depression. As in
Kharga, they are drilled to great depth so that the water can be extracted from Nubian
sandstone. This drilling process is an expensive and time consuming affair and it is
disastrous when a well runs dry. Farmers go to great lengths to keep the source open
and clear of overgrowth.

At the beginning of the twentieth century there were 420 ancient wells, known by the
natives as Ain Romani, and 162 modern wells, called bi7, or abyar in the plural. Rohlfs,
in 1874, reported that a Hassan Effendi, originally working with the French mining
engineer LeFévre, had drilled sixty wells in Dakhla in thirty years. The wells form only
the first part of the irrigation system, since the farmers must also dig irrigation canals to
transport the water to the fields. Today 600 wells exist in Dakhla with more on the way.
It takes one million Egyptian pounds to create a new well. The springs and wells contain
iron, magnesium, sulfur, and chloride and their healing waters are good for rheumatism,
colds, skin diseases, and kidney stones.
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No aqueducts have been found in Dakhla. A member of the Canadian team suggests
that the geology of the oasis is not conducive to the construction of such systems.

Golden colored barchan sand dunes stretch along the edges of the depression. The 2
kilometer (1.2 mile) wide western field, almost true magnetic north-south, runs for 14
kilometers (8.7 miles) between Gebel Edmondstone and the scarp. The road to Abu
Mingar and Farafra QOasis, often blocked by blowing sand, passes directly over one of
the dunes. The view north at this point is spectacular, with dozens of crescent shaped
golden dunes marching south from the pink and white scarp over which they tumble to
reach the depression floor.

Caravan Routes and Roadways

Darb Ain Amur, Road of the Lovely One, passes east through Tineida and the Wadi

_al-Battikha over the scarp through Nagb Tineida to the Abu Tartur Plateau and Ain
Amur, Ain Umm Dabadib, and Qasr Kharga. Used by Archibald Edmondstone in 1819
on his way back from Dakhla and by Rohilfs in 1874, it is the shortest distance between
the two oases. (See Kharga Qasis for details.)

Darb al-Ghubari, the Dust Road, is the second major route that crosses east—west
from Kharga at Qasr Kharga to Dakhla, entering the depression at Tineida and forming
the main road through the oasis. (See Kharga Oasis for details.) There is a cut off from
this route that leads to Baris in the south of Kharga Oasis.

The Darb al-Farafra links Dakhla Qasis to Farafra Qasis in the north. It begins at
Qasr Dakhla where it goes north over the scarp at Bab al-Qasmund, veering west over
dunes to Bir Dikker and Qasr Farafra. It continues on to Bahariya, Siwa, and Fayoum.

Darb Abu Mingar begins at Qasr and moves northwest between Gebel
Edmondstone and the northern scarp to Ain Sheikh Marzuq, and to the northwest of
Farafra Oasis. It is the modern roadway. (See Farafra Oasis.)

Darb al-Tawil, the Long Road, bypassing Kharga completely, is the only direct
connection from Dakhla Qasis to the Nile Valley. Like most of the desert tracks, it is an
old route and there is evidence that it was used extensively during the Old Kingdom. In
1908, Winlock tells us, tea, sugar, and coffee came with the caravans over this route. In
this century it was still a viable route, often used by caravans loaded with dates on their
way to market in the Nile Valley. The Darb al-Tawil has several starting points in the
oasis. The westernmost route begins just east of Qasr Dakhla in the western part of the
oasis. It quickly climbs the escarpment near Qasr and joins the Darb al-Khashabi, which
works its way north from Asmant. Shortly thereafter the Darb al-Tawil turns northeast.
At the Nagb Rumi, the Darb al-Tawil is joined by a third route from Balat and Tineida.
(Some sources consider this the main route of the Darb al-Tawil in Dakhla.) This route
begins at Balat and moves northeast 15 kilometers (9.3 miles) to a bay in the 350 meter
(1,120 foot) scarp. Here it is joined by a track from Tineida.

They climb out of the depression at Nagb Balat and continue northeast along the
desert to Nagb Rumi. The Darb al-Tawil, now complete, continues northeast through
Naqgb Shyshini and heads to Manfalut near Asyut in the Nile Valley. Edmondstone took
five days to reach Dakhla, setting up camps along the way. Just as along the Darb al-
Arbain, he was struck by the number of dead camels along the way. The trip took him
sixty-four marching hours which he calculated as 178 miiles.

Darb al-Khashabi, the Wooden Road, begins at Asmant and passes over the scarp
at Nagb Asmant, heading almost due north where it seems to disappear. It is named the
Wooden Road because it passes through a grove of dead trees.

The Darb al-Tarfawi is the only southern route in the oasis. Used in 1893—4 by
Captain H. G. Lyons, it begins at Mut and heads south through the empty and seldom
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used southwestern desert to Bir Tarfawi and then on to Merga and al-Fasher in Sudan.
A spur goes to the Gilf Kebir and Gebel Uwaynat. This isolated area is currently the
focus of a major development program and plans are underway to launch a large
agricultural project in the area. The Darb al-Tarfawi is receiving attention and is now
paved for over 300 kilometers (187 miles). It will eventually be a major artery linking
Dakhla to the southwestern corner of Egypt.

The People

There is evidence to suggest that Dakhla has been inhabited since prehistory and maybe
as long as 200,000 years ago. Recent studies carried out by the Canadians indicate that
the ancijent inhabitants suffered from arthritis, tuberculosis, and iron deficiency anemia.
The average life expectancy of men was twenty-four, while women lived to be around
thirty-seven.

By studying Late Roman remains they have also discovered the antibiotic tetracycline
was present in many of the bones. It helped protect the health of people in this oasis
those many centuries ago. Further investigation showed that it was naturally ingested
and not synthetically manufactured. In all probability, it was produced in contaminated
grain which was consumed during hard times.

In 1819, the population of the entire oasis was estimated at between five and six
thousand. Cailliaud found the people of Dakhla to be much more friendly and curious
about Europeans that those of Kharga, Bahariya, and Siwa. They were more willing to
show him around.

Today’s population is an amalgam of peoples who have traveled to the oasis through
the ages. There are clements of Libyan, Nubian, and Sudanese heritage, but mainly the
people are Berber and Bedouin. Among themselves they make distinctions from village
to village: al-Mahub is of Sanusi origin; Balat and Tineida are Moroccan; Qasr is Saudi
Arabian; Qalamun, Turkish; and Mut is Asyuti and Bedouin. Sheikh Wali is considered
a new village populated by the people from Gedida.

As in all the oases in the Western Desert, people marry within the extended family.
Although patterns vary, educated men marry at twenty-five to thirty and uneducated
men at twenty to twenty-five. Women marry at a younger age. The head of every village
must be invited to every wedding (and when someone dies, each village must send a
representative). Life expectancy for men in the oasis today is sixty to seventy-five, for
women seventy-five to eighty.

When problems arise in a family, the eldest man still makes the decisions. If the
dispute cannot be solved within the family, then the matter is brought before the mayor
of the town. Police are never involved in these matters. This type of discipline can only
work if there is respect among relations.

Today, the villages retain many distinctions, even in dialects. At Qasr they pronounce
the [/ like an n, saying unna for ulla, the water jug. In Tineida, they use the classical
“Qaf.” In Asmant ef as in ‘bay” is pronounced “oy” as in “joy,” so “Enti fein?” (where
are you?) is pronounced “Enti foyn?”

Food

The bread of Dakhla is the eish shamsi, sunbread, of Upper Egypt but called aghif in
Dakhla. It is baked the same too. The oven, tabuna, here in Dakhla, has a symbol to
ward off the evil eye at the top of the oven door. Known as ‘the man,’” al-rass, it looks
like a little man. Bread is eaten as the morning meal.

In the fields, at midmorning, leftovers, dates, or fresh vegetables are eaten. Lunch is a
mid-afternoon affair, around 2 or 3 o’clock. It is usually bread, rice, and vegetable stews.
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Poultry and meat are eaten on special occasions. Rich families have it once or twice a
week. Rice and macaroni are common.

Millet pudding is a specialty of Dakhla, as are date honey and date paste. Palm wine
is not unknown.

The Crafts of the Oasis

Dakhla’s heritage is both rich and representative of the four other oases in the central
desert. As in the Nile Valley, women use kohl, powdered antimony, to accent their eyes.
They also use henna. Young girls get a rich burgundy color from using black henna,
while old women, with silver hair, become carrot tops when they use red henna on their
hair. Henna is also applied to the soles of the feet and the palms of the hand. It means
protection and good luck. It keeps the evil spirits away. Orange henna handprints were
once seen everywhere, on doors, walls, and even the sides of donkeys.

Tattoos are also a method of personal adornment that have a symbolic purpose.
Tattoos bring luck if done at the grave of a favorite sheikh. They also bring strength to
aching hands, poor eyesight, or broken bones. Three dots at the corner of the eyes make
the eyes strong. A bird at the temple helps too. Tree branches are often seen on
women’s chins for fertility. All these customs are beginning to wane.

However, it is in other crafts, especially baskets and pottery, that Dakhla excels, and
exceptional items are still being made. The best place to see the crafts of Dakhla Oasis,
including the elusive necklaces and dresses once worn by the women, is the small but
exciting Ethnographic Museum in Mut. (For details see Mut below.)

Baskets and Rugs

Qasr Dakhla, Mut, and Gedida are the main basket making villages in Dakhla, though
baskets are made in all the oasis’s villages. Many of the baskets illustrated in the Kharga
QOasis chapter are also part of the Dakhla crafts industry, but some Dakhla baskets are
unique. The marguna is a woven basket with a sturdy lid and ornamental decorations
similar to the margun basket of Kharga in shape. The marguna is stronger, being made
of palm leaves that wrap around thin twigs. In Kharga the palm leaves are simply woven
together. An additional difference is that the Dakhla version, made mostly at Qasr, is
decorated with strips of ribbon or material, whereas the Kharga basket is decorated with
colorful wool yarn. (See Kharga Oasis for illustration.) The magiaf is a pliable basket
used as a carry-all and often seen strapped to the side of a donkey laden with produce.
Especially fine magtafs are made in Gedida.

Other woven items made from palm leaves include the shamsiya, a broad brimmed
hat unique to Dakhla, worn by the men in the fields as protection against the hot rays of
the sun, and the fakhkh (asyad al-ghazal), a hunting trap used to catch small birds and
gazelles.

Although all villages in the oasis make bursh, mats, Gedida is the center of the mat
making industry. These decorative mats come in a variety of sizes and some are
ornamented with variations of green and red geometric patterns. Special bursk include
the bursh al-arusa, mat of the bride, a special oval mat used in the wedding ceremony.
The bursh al-tin, mat for clay, is a circular mat heavily entwined with ropes ending in
four handles at the sides of the circle, used to gather clay, rice, and other produce. The
ends pull up to use as a carry-all.

One of the most spectacular kelims of the Western Desert is the khurg, a Bedouin
kelim used to cover camels. The wool of the khurg is naturally dyed in orange, red,
black, and white and then woven into geometric patterns by Bedouin women on
portable desert looms. The long strips are then sewn together for added width. Although
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there are a variety of traditional designs in the Bedouin kelims, the colors tend to remain
the same.

Pottery

Of the two southern oases, Dakhla, with its large deposits of high quality clay around the
village of Qasr Dakhla, is far and away the largest producer of pottery. Ancient kilns in
this area attest to the long life of the craft. One of the potter families originally came
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from Qena in the Nile Valley in the early part of the seventeenth century. Today, the
Qasr potters, located at the bottom of the hill, work in a dark, mudbrick hut on foot-
powered wheels, much as their ancestors did tens of centuries before. Unlike in Kharga,
where modern designs are used as decoration on traditional pots, in Qasr the same pots
that have been created for centuries can be found. The garden around the Kkilns is
arrayed with pots drying in the sun before being fired.

The variety of pots is amazing. The asriya or magur is a large-mouthed, deep-sided
bowl used for kneading dough when making bread. The ballas, the traditional pot of
Upper Egypt, is imported into the oasis, but instead of being used to carry water, it is
used for storing dates. The hanab, known to have existed during the Middle Ages, is a
wide-mouthed, handled pot used to store butter, salt, and almonds. It is hung on the
wall by a cord. The manshal is a long, thin pot with a wide lip and handles, used for
storing water, while the mahlab is a wide-lipped pot used to store fats. Lashed to the
sides of the vertical part of the sagiva, a waterwheel that originated in the Nile Valley,
are the gadus or aduz, small, wide-lipped pots with pointed bottoms and no handles
(since the advent of the electric water pump one is more likely to find a sagiya in the
oases than along the river).

Additional pots include the gidra (not shown) used for cooking fu! (fava bean) and
rice; the sabil (not shown), a long, thin pot with a rounded bottom and no handles, tied
with a rope to hang on the wall and used to store water; the sumaa, a large, flat-
bottomed pot used to store grains such as rice, lentils, and beans and sometimes, when
round peep holes are cut into the sides, used to keep baby chicks; and the siga (not
shown), a small pot with a lid also used for water.

One of the most singular pots in all of Egypt is the garra, found only in Dakhla Oasis.
Originally catalogued by Flinders Petrie, its bullet-shape can be traced to predynastic
times. Used to gather water, its unusual form makes it easy to carry when the women
balance it on their heads or tuck it under their arms. According to Colin A. Hope in the
“Dakhla Field Reports” of the SSEA Fournal, pots of this type are found in hieroglyphic
inscriptions dating to the reign of Thutmose III, when they were used to store honey
and transport wine from the oases to the Nile Valley.

Finally there are four Islamic influenced pots: the tisht and abrig, a large jug with a
handle and spout (abrig) which sits on top of a large bowl (tisht) used for washing
before and after meals; the turshiva, an elongated pot with a wide mouth and pointed
bottom used to store cheese; the zabdiva, used to store melted butter; the ulla, a small
water jug; and the zir, a large-mouthed pot with a pointed bottom also used to hold
water (See Fayoum Oasis for illustration.) Because the clay is porous, the water in the
zir and wulla remains cool and pure. Zirs are found on many public streets and desert
tracks where anyone may drink from them. Naturally cooled, the water tastes better than
water from a refrigerator.

Decorative Arts

The decorative arts of Dakhla, wall painting and woodwork, are among the finest in the
Western Desert. The first is an ongoing tradition handed down from father to son which
exists throughout the central desert and the Nile Valley. The latter is a type of decora-
tion that exists only in the Islamic villages of Dakhla and is a skill no longer practiced in
the oasis.

The tradition of painting the exterior walls of a house dates back to the pharaonic era
when friezes of cobras and other scenes decorated not only the tombs, but also the
houses of ancient Egypt. Throughout Egypt today traditional homes are still beautified
in this manner. Local artists often add their own touches to these paintings, sometimes
illustrating famous heroic poems, although the most often used motif is the kagg. Wall
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paintings take two forms in Dakhla: bands of script, and medallions with drawings. The
former consists of a band of blue and red script from the Quran, encased top and
bottom in geometric designs. It runs near the top of the wall all the way around the
outside of a house. The latter have multicolored paintings including human figures,
village scenes, the traditional Hagg paintings, flora, and fauna (see Farafra and Bahariya
oases for illustrations).

Of the two decorative arts, woodwork is by far the finest. The most interesting
woodwork in Dakhla, and perhaps of the entire Western Desert, is the tawshisha, hand
carved Ottoman wooden door beams measuring 15cm x 100—-220cm, which are placed
above the doors of certain houses in the villages of Qasr, Qalamun, Budkhulu, Balat,
and Mut. These beams seem to have been reserved for homes belonging to important
people in the village: clan leaders, scholars, craftsmen, and the like. The writing, in
decorative Arabic script, begins with the traditional invocation, “In the name of God,
the Compassionate, the Merciful” and is followed by a quote from the Quran, a
blessing, and then the name of the owner of the house, followed by the date. The oldest
beam found so far, discovered in Qasr, dates from 1518. A complete survey of these
beams was done by the Institut Frangais d’Archéologie Orientale in 1981. It was discov-
ered that the beams were often reused, with parts of inscriptions being recarved.

Another ancient wooden item in Dakhla is the shubbak, a wooden shutter which is cut
in geometric patterns. The shubbak allows light to filter into a room but maintains the
privacy of the people within.

Dresses

Most of the fabric in the oases is, as it always has been, imported from the Nile Valley,
originally from weaving villages, like Kerdassa, that were located at the end of desert
caravan trails. However, the women of Dakhla embroider designs unique to the area.
Today the traditional scarves, tawb, and dresses, rauba, have given way to Nile Valley
Islamic fashions, but some of the women still do the traditional embroidery.

The dresses that are prized by visitors are the black, in some cases blue, outer
garments worn by women on festive occasions, usually weddings. Cross-stitch embroi-
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dery runs down the body and sleeves in straight lines. The most distinctive design is
around the neck. The bodice is heavily embroidered and decorated with tassels and
coins, which on the better dresses are authentic, old, dated, five piaster pieces. Others are
imitations, made during this century. Buttons may also be used in decoration, the better
being of mother of pearl, the worse, plasic. One may find an amulet sewn into the
design. These amulets, varying from tiny fabric sacks with Quran sayings written inside
to small blue stones, are used to ward off the evil eye. The designs on the bodice vary
from village to village, each having distinctive features.

Older dresses, often faded and torn from years of use, have muted colors of deep red,
burnt orange, and dull yellow, indicating natural dyes; the newer versions have bright,
shocking, synthetic threads, which are now available at the local stores. Dresses can
occasionally be purchased at the villages of Bashindi, Mushiya, and Balat.

Jewelry

Jewelry is not the most interesting of the crafts of Dakhla. Around the neck, decorations
are mostly plastic or glass beads, coming in a variety of shapes, from a choker to a
strand that hangs to mid-bodice. One popular necklace has individual plastic pieces that
may be the modern version of animal teeth (see [A] below). One glass necklace consists
of two rows of gold-covered glass separated by imitation amber (see [B] below).

The women wear earrings of a type mostly found in the Nile Valley. However, in the
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village of Bashindi they wear a striking 7-centimeter (3-inch) long filigree and bangle
earring called the Aalag, often made of brass and then gold plated. In the nose a shenifa
is worn. This is of silver or base metal and consists of a wire circle from which small
balls fall. On the arm the most popular bracelet is the asura, a stunning design found in
the Nile Valley, especially around Luxor. It is a 5-centimeter (2-inch) wide band inter-
rupted in the center by a plaited, heavy wire. At the ankle are hagala, the khulkhal of
Dakhla. Worn by married women around both ankles, they are made of silver or base
metal. Where some khulkhals are highly ornate, in Dakhla they are plain, with a knob at
the end.

The jewelry may be uninspiring compared to other areas of Egypt, but the kohl pots
used to hold eye shadow and liner and the false hair plaits of the women of Dakhla, are
among the most decorative craft items in the Western Desert. The makhala, a kohl pot,
varies in design and size, but is always decorated with bright, often red, yellow, green,
and blue, bead work. It is suspended by a beaded handle and hangs on the wall. The
rashrash consists of woven strings of red plaits that end in tassels, worn by women on
the back of the head. It is very similar in design to pieces worn in Bahariya. The final
decorative item in Dakhla is the marwaha, a small, highly decorated fan woven of
threads and appliquéd with varying designs.

The Tour

The concept of the safari as in the other oases on the desert loop is limited in Dakhla.
Most of the sites are either on the paved road or so close to it that few travelers need a
4x4. There are two safari companies that, in addition to the tours below, offer limited
off-road travel to sand dunes and other desert sites. The tours below use Mut as the
center and radiate out.
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TOUR #1
Mut

N 2529 685 E 28 58 797

Named for the ancient Egyptian goddess of
the Theban triad, the city of Mut, the capital
of modern Dakhla, was called Back of the
Qasis in pharaonic times. Today, Mut is
growing rapidly into a modern city.

When Rohlfs was here in 1874, there were
many craftsmen in Mut, organized into
guilds: tablemakers, millers, blacksmiths, and
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tailors. There was even a distillery for date
wine and a cotton press. There were also
Islamic doorbeams like those in Qasr. Today,
the Dakhla Oasis Training and
Archaeological Conservation Project helps
the people of Dakhla learn to honor and
conserve their own heritage. Funded by the
Royal Netherlands Embassy Cultural Fund

tombs and
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and supervised by the Dakhleh Qasis Project,
it will train men and women in cultural
conservation and restoration including
recovery, handling, and storage of artifacts.

In 1909, when Harding King visited Mut
for the Royal Geographical Society, it was
still a fortified town. In 1897, 1,078 people
lived here.

Ethnographic Museum

Small entrance fee. Following the ground
plan of a traditional Islamic home with a
haramlik, women’s quarters, and salamlik,
men’s public room, the wonderful, small
Ethnographic Museum is a must. It contains
items used in Islamic times in the oasis
including pots, rugs, dresses, baskets, and
jewelry. In addition there are figurines by the
artist Mabrouk showing scenes from daily
life.

The Ethnographic Museum is located
next to the cinema. (Naming streets is a new
concept in the oases towns, and many streets,
although named, are not known by those
names by the local inhabitants.) There are no
set hours for this museum, which is opened
on request. For admission call the Tourist
Information Office or Culture Office. (See
Practical Information for details.)

Old Mut

Falling to ruin, yet intriguing and full of the
ghosts of past centuries, the old part of Mut,
along with its main square, is another journey
into twisting, narrow, dark passages offering
cool shade and protection. The all but
windowless facades of the houses once
formed a defensive wall. The city is situated

on a hill and divided into quarters which, in
true Middle Eastern tradition, are separated
by gates which were once bolted at night. In
the 1890s, the mayor had a wall built around
the village when he heard that the Mahdists
had invaded Kharga and captured the
Mamur of the Wells and other officials. Old
Mut is still inhabited.

Mut al-Kharab

Mut al-Kharab, Mut the Ruined, southwest
of Mut, was the temple area of the ancient
town, the remainder of which is probably
buried under the modern city. Mut al-
Kharab has been plundered again and again,
but extant ruins date from all major periods.
The site has little to attract the visitor, but
plenty to excite the archaeologist. It is
enclosed by a Roman wall and contains the
ruins of a temple. Winlock defines it as 300
meters (960 feet) north to south and 200
meters (640 feet) east to west. He also tells us
that Drovetti saw a temple here, Rohlfs
mentions pieces of sandstone columns, and
Lyons took two stelas of the Twenty-second
Dynasty to the Ashmolean Museum in
Oxford. All Winlock describes is a dried up
ancient well about 40 meters (128 feet) in
diameter, and a short water tunnel. In 1897,
1,341 people lived here.

King Farouk’s Resthouse

King Farouk’s Resthouse is located at the
southern edge of Mut and is owned by the
government and used by public officials
when they visit the oasis. Although a tour of
the premise may not be possible, a visit to the
site is.



TOUR #2
Eastern Dakhla

o 2x2, 4x4 (very little)

« all day
o easy
km total km

Tineida N 25 30 627 E 29 20 346 0 0
Bashindi N 2531613 E2917 738 4 4
Balat N 25 33 950 E 29 15 534 5 9
Sheikh Muftah N 25 31 744 E 29 06 822 21 30
Asmant N 25 31 422 E 29 04 406 5 35
Masara N 25 30 761 E 29 03 288 34 384
Sheikh Wali N 25 30 860 E 2901 240 5 43.4

Unfortunately there is no resthouse or hotel
in eastern Dakhla at the present time, so
everyone is hard pressed to see all the sites
here. There are too many things to see to
attach the tour to the Darb al-Ghubari cross-
ing. To travel to and from Kharga and see
eastern Dakhla as well requires too many
hours. It is recommended that the sites here
be seen in a day trip from Mut, returning to
Mut for an overnight. The villages are in a
line from east to west, so it is also recom-
mended to go to the furthermost point,
Tineida, and work back toward Mut. There
is a gas station at Balat, but one must carry all
other provisions including food and water.

Tineida
The village of Tineida was part of an incredi-
ble drama played out in the southwestern
section of the Western Desert in the first half
of this century. In 1930, five hundred
Bedouin and their families, rejecting the
sedentary life offered by the victorious
Italians, attempted to make the 322 kilometer
(200 mile) journey from Kufra, a cluster of
oases in Libya, to Gebel Uwaynat in the
southwest corner of Egypt. Their story is the
stuff of legend.

Most of the inhabitants of Kufra at that
time were Bedouin of the Zwaya tribe. Like

so many Libyans they set out to live in the
desert rather than under the harsh rule of the
Ttalians. When the Italians approached
Kufra, they machine gunned and bombed
the oasis from airplanes. Their machine
guns, light artillery, and armored cars easily
defeated the Bedouin, who were armed with
only rifles. The Bedouin headed south. Some
went to Lake Chad, others to Sudan, and
some to Gebel Uwaynat. Many perished.

For those bound for Gebel Uwaynat, the
terrible ordeal of crossing the Great Sand Sea
and skirting the Gilf Kebir was just the
beginning of an even longer journey. On
arrival at Uwaynat the Bedouin discovered
that there had been no rain for years, and
there was insufficient food and water for
even a handful of people, let alone a large
group.

The refugees sent three men to Dakhla
Qasis, another 580 kilometers (360 miles)
away. While the remainder were waiting at
Uwaynat, a Desert Survey team under the
leadership of P. A. Clayton came into the
area. The surveyors, astounded by the mass
of people gathered at the mountain and
appalled by their condition, encouraged the
remainder of the refugees to begin the jour-
ney to Dakhla. Through the use of an old,
broken down car and a petrol dump that had
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been established nearby, Clayton and his
men proceeded to help those who could not
make the additional journey. He fixed the car
and took ten nearly dead women and chil-
dren to Wadi Halfa in a raging sandstorm.
Clayton tells us, “The women’s feet were so
raw that they could only crawl to us on hands
and knees.” They had never seen a car
before and were terrified.

Upon his return to Uwaynat, Clayton
found twenty-five other refugees headed in
the wrong direction. He sent his driver, Abu
Fudail, soo kilometers (313 miles) to Wadi
Halfa for food and water. It was a perilous
journey, especially for a single vehicle and a
solo driver. But Fudail came through. The
Egyprian Gazette of June 4, 1931, picks up
the story: “A party of 27 persons and 7
camels [were found] north of Bir Meddha,
which they had missed. Their leader was
Salah al-Ateiwis, a well-known Arab chief of
Cyrenaica, who was still dressed in magnifi-
cent red and gold ceremonial robes, although
he was almost at death’s door through lack of
water and food.” This group was sent to
Kharga Oasis.

In the meantime, the three refugees, half-
dead from their ordeal, arrived at Tineida. A
mercy expedition, organized by the
Egyptians, was sent to find the main group of
refugees. Three hundred people were found
by the Egyptians and Clayton’s survey cars.
They were brought into Dakhla and Kharga,
and given food, water, and lodging. To quote
the London newspaper The Times, “The
total number of Arabs reaching Dakhla was
about 300. The first arrivals must have
covered 420 miles [675 kilometers] between
water over arid desert, a feat of endurance
which can have few parallels in the history of
desert travel.”

Existing since ancient Egyptian times,
Tineida is the most eastern village in Dakhla
Oasis. At some point, the people of Tineida
manufactured indigo, but the village was in
ruins when Bernadino Drovett, the French
consul to Egypt, visited the oasis in 1819. It
had been plundered so many times by
marauding tribes that it had been aban-
doned. By 1897, when Beadnell did his
survey, 743 people occupied the village,

Tombstones at Tineida

probably attesting to the security the village
enjoyed under Muhammad Ali’s protection.

Today, it is a nondescript village, but the
tombstones in the small cemetery to the east
of the village are worth visiting. Painted
white or blue, with occasional splashes of
red, these unusual mud tombstones stand
less than a meter high and resemble small
houses. In some instances they sit at both the
head and foot of the grave, which is also
outlined in stones and decorated with palm
fronds.

Burial in the oasis varies from village to
village, as do the designs of the tombstones.
There is another cemetery near Mut with
tombstones that resemble modern sculp-
tures. Where in Mut a person is placed in a
straightforward pit, in other villages, like
Huwarna and Tineida, a shelf for the body is
cut into the side of the pit. The cemetery in
Tineida is located along the right side of the
road just east of the village. Large sheikhs’
tombs, a common feature of the oasis, are
also found in the cemetery.

Nagb Tineida, located beyond the
village, is the pass which leads to the Darb
Ain Amur. The road leaves Tineida and
heads for the escarpment. At the foothills of
the scarp is a Roman mahatia, watering
place. The Darb skirts the northern scarp to
the east, passing through the Wadi al-
Battikha, and up the escarpment of the Abu
Tartur Plateau. The pass leading up the
plateau was called Akabet es Sekhawy,
Ascent of the Soft Place, by Drovetti and
Akabet al-Unak, Ascent of the Neck, by
Cailliaud. There are several other mahattas
on the way to Ain Amur (see Kharga Oasis
for details).



Ain Birbiya

One of the most exciting finds of the eventful
past decade in Dakhla is the almost buried
temple of Amun-Nakht at Ain Birbiya,
between the villages of Tineida and Bashindi.
It is a stone temple surrounded by an enclo-
sure wall and has a gateway similar to Qasr
al-Z