
11. The Second 
Crossing of the 
Empty Quarter 

The crossing of the Western Sands 
to the Hassi well and Stdaiyil ends 
in arrest and imprisonment. 

It was a bleak morning with a cold wind blowing from the 
north-east. The sun rose in a dusty sky but gave no warmth. 
Bin Kabina set out dates and fragments of bread, left over 
from the previous night, before calling to us to come and eat. 
I refused, having no desire for food, and remained where I 
was, crouching behind a rock, trying to find shelter from the 
cutting wind and eddies of driven sand. I had slept little the 
night before, trying to assess the dangers and difficulties which 
lay ahead. Later, in grey borderlands of sleep, I had struggled 
knee-deep in shifting sand with nightmares of disaster. Now, 
in the cold dawn, I questioned my right to take these men who 
trusted me to what the Saar vowed was certain death. They 
were already moving about their tasks preparatory to setting 
off, and only an order from me would stop them. But I was 
drifting forward, slack-willed, upon a movement which I had 
started, half-hoping that Salih and Sadr would fail to come and 
that then we could not. start. 

Some Saar were already at the well, which would soon be 
surrounded by Arabs impatient to water their animals. We 
drove ours down there and filled the troughs, but they would 
only sniff at the ice-cold water instead of drinking, and drink 
they must if they were to survive for sixteen waterless days, 
struggling heavily-loaded through the sands. Bin Kabina and 
I went back to sort the loads, while the others couched each 
roaring camel in turn, and, after tying her knees to prevent 
her from getting up, battled to hold her weaving neck, so that 
they could pour down her throat the water she did not want. 
Bin Kabina set aside the rice and the extra flour to give to Ali. 
We were taking with us two hundred pounds of flour, which 
was as much as we could carry, a forty-pound package of 
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dates, ten pounds of dried shark-meat, and butter, sugar, tea, 
coffee, salt, dried onions, and some spices. There were also 
two thousand Maria Theresa dollars, which weighed very 
heavily, three hundred rounds of spare ammunit ion, my small 
box of medicines, and about fifty gallons of water in fourteen 
small skins. I knew already that several of these skins sweated 
badly, but had not been able to get others from the Saar. Even 
so, I reckoned that if we rationed ourselves to a quart each 
for every day and to a quart for cooking and coffee, w e should 
be all right, even if we lost half our water from evaporation 
and leakage. This water was sweet, very different from the 
filthy stuff we had carried with us the year before. While we 
were busy dividing our stores into loads of suitable weight, 
Salih and Sadr arrived and I was glad to see that both their 
camels were powerful animals in good condition. W e had 
decided the night before that we would load the spare camels 
heavily, at the risk of foundering them before we reached the 
Hassi, so as to save our mounts. I hoped that the two Saar 

"would be able to slip away unobserved from that well, even 
if the rest of us were detained, and it was therefore important 
that their camels should be spared as much as possible. 
They must carry only the lightest loads, if they carried any-
thing at all. I gave them the rifles which I had promised, and 
fifty rounds of ammunition each. Their friends w h o had c o m e 
with them examined these weapons critically, but could find 
nothing wrong. I had already presented M u h a m m a d and 
Amair each with a rifle and a hundred rounds of ammunition. 
Bin Ghabaisha had the rifle I had given him in Saiwun, bin 
Kabina the one I had given him the year before, and I had my 
sporting -303, so we were a well-armed party. 

The others returned from the well and we loaded the camels. 
The sun was warmer now and I felt more cheerful, reassured 
by the good spirits of my companions, w h o laughed and joked 
as they worked. Before leaving, we cl imbed the rocky hill 
near the well, and Sadr's uncle, a scrawny old man in a loin-
cloth, showed us once more the direction to fol low, pointing 
with both his arms. With his wild hair, gaunt face, and out-
stretched arms he looked, I thought, like a prophet predicting 
doom. I was almost surprised when h e said in an ordinary 
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voice that we could not go wrong, as we should have the 
Aradh escarpment on our left when we reached the Jilida. 
Standing behind him I took a bearing with my compass. As 
we climbed down the hill Ali told me that there had been 
another fight between the Yam and the Karab near al Abr two 
days before, and that the bin Maaruf had now decided to 
abandon Manwakh and to move tomorrow to the Makhia. 
He said that this was why there were already so many Arabs 
filling their skins at the well. 

We were leaving only just in time. The camels lurched to 
their feet as we took hold of the head-ropes, and, after each 
of the Rashid had tied a spare camel behind his own, we moved 
off on foot. The Saar on the well stopped work to watch us 
go and I wondered what they were saying. Ali came with us 
a short distance, and then, after embracing each of us in turn, 
went back. We had started on our journey, and holding out 
our hands we said together, 'I commit myself to God.' 

Two hours later Sadr pointed to the tracks of five camels 
that had been ridden ahead of us the day before. At first we 
wondered if they were Yam, but after some discussion Sadr 
and Salih were convinced that they were Karab and therefore 
friendly Muhammad asked me to judge which was the best 
camel. I pointed at random to a set of tracks and they all 
laughed and said I had picked out the one which was indubit-
ably the worst. They then started to argue which really was the 
best. Although they had not seen these camels they could 
visualize them perfectly. Amair, bin Ghabaisha, and Sadr 
favoured one camel, Muhammad, bin Kabina, and Salih an-
other. I knew nothing about Sadr and Salih's qualifications, but 
felt sure that Amair and bin Ghabaisha were right since they 
were better judges of a camel than Muhammad or bin Kabina. 
Not all Bedu can guide or track, and Muhammad was sur-
prisingly bad at both. He was widely respected as the son of 
bin Kalut and was inclined to be self-important in conse-
quence, but really he was the least efficient of my Rashid com-
panions. Bin Ghabaisha was probably the most competent, 
and the others tended to rely on his judgement, as I did my-
self. He was certainly the best rider and the best shot, and 
always graceful in everything he did. He had a quick smile and 
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a gentle manner, but I already suspected that he could be 
both reckless and ruthless, and I was not surprised when 
within two years he had become one of the most daring out-
laws on the Trucial Coast with a half a dozen blood-feuds on 
his hands. Amair was equally ruthless, but he had none of bin 
Ghabaisha's charm. He had a thin mouth, hard unsmiling 
eyes, and a calculating spirit without warmth. I did not like 
him, but knew that he was competent and reliable. Travelling 
alone among these Bedu I was completely at their mercy. 
They could at any times have murdered me, dumped my body 
in a sand-drift, and gone off with my possessions. Yet so abso-
lute was my faith in them that the thought that they might 
betray me never crossed my mind; 

We travelled through low limestone hills until nearly sunset, 
and camped in a cleft on their northern side. The Rashid did 
not trust the Saar whom we had left at Manwakh, so Amair 
went back along our tracks to keep watch until it was dark, 
while bin Ghabaisha lay hidden on the cliff above us watching 
the plain to the north, which was a highway for raiders going 
east or west. We started again at dawn, after an uneasy watch-
ful night, and soon after sunrise came upon a broad, beaten 
track, where Murzuk and the Abida had passed two days 
before. 

Bin Kabina and Amair stayed behind to try to identify 
some of the looted stock by reading the confusion in the 
sand. We had gone on a couple of miles when they caught 
up with us, laughing as they chased each other across the 
plain. They appeared to be in the best of spirits, and I was 
surprised when bin Kabina told me that he had recognized 
the tracks of two of his six camels among the spoil. He had 
left these two animals with his uncle on the steppes. Luckily, 
Qamaiqam, the splendid camel on which he had crossed the 
Empty Quarter the year before, and the other three were with 
his brother at Habarut. He told us which animals they had 
been able to identify, but said that there had been so many 
animals that it was only possible to pick out a few that had 
travelled on the outskirts of the herd. As I listened I thought 
once again how precarious was the existence of the Bedu. 
Their way of life naturally made them fatalists; so much was 
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beyond their control. It was impossible for them to provide 
for a morrow when everything depended on a chance fall of 
rain or when raiders, sickness, or any one of a hundred chance 
happenings might at any time leave them destitute, or end 
their lives. They did what they could, and no people were more 
self-reliant, but if things went wrong they accepted their fate 
without bitterness, and with dignity as the will of God. 

We rode across gravel steppes which merged imperceptibly 
into the sands of the Uruq al Zaza. By midday the north-east 
wind was blowing in tearing gusts, bitter cold but welcome, 
as it would wipe out our tracks and secure us from pursuit. 
We pressed on until night, hoping in vain to find grazing, and 
then groped about in the dark feeling for firewood. Here it 
was dangerous to light a fire after dark, but we were too cold 
and hungry to be cautious. We found a small hollow, lit a 
fire, and sat gratefully round the flames. At dawn we ate some 
dates, drank a few drops of coffee, and started off as the sun 
rose. 

It was another cold grey day, but there was no wind. We 
went on foot for the first hour or two, and then each of us, as he 
felt inclined, pulled down his camel's head, put a foot on her 
neck, and was lifted up to within easy reach of the saddle. 
Muhammad was usually the first to mount and I the last, for 
the longer I walked the shorter time I should have to ride. The 
others varied their positions, riding astride or kneeling in the 
saddle, but I could only ride astride, and as the hours crawled 
by the saddle edge bit deeper into my thighs. 

For the next two days we crossed hard, flat, drab-coloured 
sands, without grazing, and, consequently, had no reason to 
stop until evening. On the second day, just after we had un-
loaded, we saw a bull oryx walking straight towards us. To 
him we were in the eye of the setting sun and he probably 
mistook us for others of his kind. As only about three English-
men have shot an Arabian oryx, I whispered to bin Ghabaisha 
to let me shoot, while the oryx came steadily on. Now he was 
only a quarter of a mile away, now three hundred yards, and 
still he came on. The size of a small donkey - I could see his 
long straight horns, two feet or more in length, his pure white 
body, and the dark markings on his legs and face. He stopped 
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suspiciously less than two hundred yards away. Bin Kabina 
whispered to me to shoot. Slowly I pressed the trigger. The 
oryx spun round and galloped off. Muhammad muttered dis-
gustedly, 'A clean miss,' and bin Kabina said loudly, 'If you 
had let bin Ghabaisha shoot we should have had meat for 
supper'; all I could say was 'Damn and blast!' 

I little realized at the time that by missing the oryx I prob-
ably saved our lives. A year later bin al Kamam joined us on 
the Trucial Coast. He told us that he had been at Main in the 
Jauf, when news arrived that the Christian and some Rashid 
were at Manwakh, preparing to cross the sands. The Governor 
of the Jauf, Saif al Islam al Hussain, one of the Imam Yahya's 
sons, sent off two parties of Dahm to kill us. The larger party 
of twenty occupied some wells on the desert's edge, which they 
thought we might visit, while the other party of fifteen went 
into the Sands to pick up our tracks. Bin al Kamam said that 
he and his companion had been imprisoned to prevent them 
from escaping and giving us warning. He had been certain that 
the Dahm would intercept and kill us, and when eventually he 
saw them riding back across the plain towards the town he 
was waiting to hear that we were dead. Suddenly he realized 
that they were riding in silence, instead of singing their war-
songs, and that they must have failed to find us. The smaller 
party reported that they had picked up our tracks, which 
were two days old; they had followed us for two days, but 
as we were travelling very fast they had been afraid that they 
would run out of water before they could overtake us. They 
said that at our camping places they had seen marks in the 
sand where we had put down our bags of gold. If I had shot the 
oryx we should have delayed for a day to dry its meat, and 
the Dahm would probably have caught up with us. We 
thought at the time that we were far enough into the Empty 
Quarter to be safe, and we were not keeping a good look-out. 
If our pursuers had been from the Yam they would certainly 
have overtaken us, but the Dahm are afraid of the Sands. 

For the next three days we rode across sands where there 
were only occasional abal bushes and a few dry tufts of ailqi 
or qassis, the remains of vegetation which had grown after 
rain four years before. We were now in the Qaimiyat, where 
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parallel dune chains ran from north-east to south-west. These 
dunes were only about a hundred and fifty feet high, but their 
steep inclines faced towards us, and the successive floundering 
ascents exhausted our camels, as they had eaten practically 
nothing for six days. When we left Manwakh they were very 
fat, and this gave them reserves on which to draw, but their 
very fatness distressed them in this heavy sand. They were 
fresh from pasturage and their backs were soft and un-
accustomed to the saddle. Now they were heavily-loaded and 
doing very long marches. We knew that under such conditions 
they were certain to develop saddle swellings, which would 
turn all too easily into ulcers. We would gladly have rested 
them for a day if we could have found grazing and if our water 
supply had allowed it. The sheepskins, which I had bought 
in ignorance, sweated very badly, but we had already finished 
the water that was in them. Even the goatskins had not been 
long enough in use to become watertight and we were making 
constant but ineffectual efforts to check the alarming drip. 
We passed fresh tracks of oryx and of rim, the large white 
gazelle which is found in the Sands, and knew that if we 
followed these tracks they would lead us to fresh grazing, 
but we could not afford to lengthen our journey. 

In the afternoon of the sixth day the dune chains turned into 
gentle downs, but we had already climbed over sixteen of them 
that day and on one of them a baggage camel collapsed, only 
moving again when we unloaded her. Bin Kabina's camel went 
lame in the shoulder, and all the others showed signs of ex-
haustion. I knew that it would be another ten days before we 
reached the Hassi and I began to wonder if we should get 
there. 

Next morning we came on the fresh tracks of a pelican 
which had walked in a straight line across the sand. I tried to 
remember what it said in the Bible about a pelican in the 
wilderness. Amair told me that five years earlier he had seen 
several very large white birds near Mughshin, and that they 
had left tracks like these. While he was describing these birds 
we topped a rise and saw that the rolling sands ahead of us 
were green with qassis, growing in tasselled tufts a foot high. 
We unloaded and turned our camels loose. I knew that this 
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grazing was going to make all the difference to our chance of 
reaching the Hassi, since it would not only satisfy the camels' 
hunger but would also alleviate their thirst. 

We camped on a floor of hard sand in the shelter of a small 
dune. Two twisted abal bushes, one of them with a broken 
branch drooping to the ground, three clumps of qassis, beside 
which I had placed my saddle-bags, a pile of camel-droppings, 
and a low bank of sand, marked with a tracery of lizards' 
tracks, combined with our scattered possessions to become 
our home. There were similar places all around us, but, be-
cause bin Ghabaisha happened to call out 'Stop over there' 
and we had gone where he had directed, this particular spot 
acquired a temporary significance. This camping place was 
memorable because of the grazing, but I always thought each 
one distinctive at the time. The curious shape of some sticks 
beside the fire, a sprinkle of white on golden sand where bin 
Kabina had spilt flour, a rope lying where a camel had jerked 
it as she rose, such trifles seemed to distinguish each camp 
from others, but in fact the differences were too insignificant 
and the memory of them soon blurred. All but a few tended 
to become just one of a thousand others. 

Bin Kabina and bin Ghabaisha were preparing food, and 
they called out to us, where we lay idly in the sun, that they 
were going to make porridge flavoured with sugar and butter. 
Porridge was wasteful of water, but now, contentedly watch-
ing the camels ripping succulent mouthfuls from the rich feed-
ing around them, we cheerfully condoned the extravagance. 
After the meal, bin Ghabaisha and Sadr went off to hunt, 
but came back empty-handed at sunset, saying they had seen 
a herd of twenty oryx and many rim, but could not get near 
them. We decided to leave the camels out to graze during the 
night, feeling that here we were safe from attack. In the 
morning 'the Red One', the best of our baggage camels, had 
strayed and it took Amair two hours to find her and bring her 
back. No camel will ever remain contentedly in one place, how-
ever good the grazing, but, even though hobbled, will wander 
farther afield looking for something better. 'The Red One' was 
particularly bad at straying, and the others usually followed 
along behind her. Bin Kabina's camel and Amair's had be-
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come inseparable, while mine showed a preference for the 
mirri, an ugly grey, which we had bought in the Raidat because 
she was in milk. At first she refused to give us any, although 
her calf had already been weaned, but Amai sewed up her 
anus, saying he would not undo it until she let down her milk. 
After that she gave us about a quart a day. 

These Bedu allow a camel to suckle her calf without inter-
ference for about six weeks; they then cover her udder with a 
bag, only allowing the calf to drink before they milk her in 
the morning and evening. They wean it after nine months. A 
camel will remain in milk for as long as four years provided 
she is not served by a bull. She may have as many as a dozen 
calves and has a working-life of about twenty years. These 
Arabs keep a piece of skin from a calf which has been slaugh-
tered or has died before it was weaned, and allow the camel 
to smell it before they milk her ; otherwise she would not let 
down her milk. 

It was a crisp morning with a gentle breeze. A few white 
cumulus clouds deepened the blueness of a sky no longer 
tinged with yellow. Muhammad looked critically at the camels 
as Amair and bin Ghabaisha drove them towards us, and 
remarked, 'They look better now. God willing they will be 
able to reach the Hassi. Anyway, we may find more grazing. It 
looks as if there is a lot in the Sands this year, but it is very 
scattered.' It only took us ten minutes to load, and as we 
moved off I thought how pleasant it was to be free from the 
burden of possessions. 

We walked across the red downs, and half an hour later 
came to the end of the grazing. Sadr told me that we had 
been camped on its eastern edge and that it only extended for 
four or five miles to the west. We could easily have missed it. 
A little later, finding some broken ostrich eggs, bin Kabina and 
Amair argued whether ostriches were lawful food, a purely 
academic point since ostriches had been extinct in southern 
Arabia for more than fifty years, although a few survived 
until recently in the Wadi Sirham in northern Arabia. When I 
was in Syria a Bedu told me that the Rualla had shot one there 
just before the war; it may well have been the last of them. 
My companions stopped to show me what their tracks looked 
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like, saying that their grandfathers had known these birds. I 
had seen plenty of the tracks of the African ostrich, a larger 
bird than the Arabian, in the Sudan, and the copies which 
Amair made in the sand were correct. It is sad to think that 
the Arabian oryx and rim are also doomed as soon as cars 
penetrate into the southern desert. Unfortunately oryx prefer 
the hard, flat sands and gravel plains to the heavy dunes. Since 
they differ from the four species to be found in Africa, it 
means that yet another kind of animal will soon be extinct. In 
Saudi Arabia during the last few years even gazelle have be-
come rare. Hunting-parties scour the plains in cars, returning 
with lorry-loads of gazelle which they have run down and 
butchered. 

Every mile or so I checked our course with my compass; it 
was difficult to hold everything - the compass, notebook, 
pencil, camel-stick, and head-rope, especially when the camel 
fidgeted. I had dropped my stick for the second time when 
bin Kabina, who jumped down from his camel to pick it up, said 
as he handed it back to me, 'Really, Umbarak, this is too much. 
If I were you I should divorce her as soon as you get back.' 
The Bedu have a saying that whenever a man drops his stick 
his wife is being unfaithful. 

We went on till evening without finding pasturage. When we 
camped we could see the dark plain of the Jilida six miles 
away. Bin Daisan had told me that the Jilida linked up with 
the plain of Abu Bahr, which in turn merged into the plains 
running down from the Hasa to Jabrin. He had also told me 
that when we reached the Jilida we should be half-way to the 
Hassi, but that the big and difficult sands would still lie ahead 
of us. He had explained that the Aradh escarpment, which ran 
south from the Hassi, would then be about fifty miles to the 
west. 

Next day we travelled across the Jilida plain. Its surface was 
of coarse sand and fine gravel, covered in places with small 
angular pebbles, highly polished by the wind. They were of 
many kinds: I recognized pieces of porphyry, granite, rhyo-
lite, jasper, and limestone. There were occasional ridges, some 
of them twenty feet in height, of the quartz conglomerate 
that underlies the gravel surface of the plain, but these were 
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Two days later we reached the Bani Maradh. Looking at the 
mountainous dunes which stretched across our front, I realized 

easily avoided. We travelled fast until midday, when we came 
on grazing and stopped for two hours. I wandered off to a dis-
tant ridge, glad to be alone for a while, and sat watching form-
less shadows dapple an umber-coloured plain where nothing 
else moved. It was very still, with the silence which we have 
driven from our world. Then bin Kabina shouted to me and I 
went back. Coffee was ready. Muhammad said, 'We thought 
you were going after those oryx'; and when I asked, 'Which 
oryx?' he stared at me in amazement. I looked where he 
pointed and saw them at once, eighteen white dots on the 
dark plain. Bin Kabina said, 'If they had been Arabs you would 
have sat there, without seeing them, until they came and cut 
your throat.' Bedu are always observant; even when they are 
engrossed in an argument their dark, restless eyes notice every-
thing, and their minds record it. They never daydream. 

We found no more grazing and camped at last on flat empty 
sands beyond the Jilida. We passed much oryx spoor, and saw 
twenty-eight of them during the day. In the afternoon bin 
Ghabaisha and I stalked three which we saw ahead of us. As 
we were getting near them I heard someone calling. Looking 
round I saw Salih hastening towards us. I thought, 'They have 
seen Arabs and don't want me to shoot.' When he came up he 
said, 'Look out or you will give them your wind.' I whispered 
furiously, T hunted animals before you were born. It is you 
who will frighten them by making such a beastly noise.' Where-
upon he merely added to my exasperation by maintaining that 
oryx did not mind the sound of voices, an inexplicable belief 
held by some of the Bedu, which probably explains why so 
few of them succeed in shooting one. I had to take a long shot. 
I saw that I had hit the one I had fired at, but they all galloped 
off. We hurried forward and found bloodstains on the ground. 
When the camels arrived we followed the oryx, but they were 
going to the south-east and after a while the others refused to 
go on, saying that we could not afford to lengthen our march 
by going in the wrong direction. This was so obviously true that 
I was forced to agree. 
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that our real difficulties were only now beginning. Fortunately 
the prevailing winds were different from those in the sands to 
the south of the Jilida, and in consequence the easier slopes 
faced south. Even so they imposed a severe strain on our tired 
camels; they had had only one full meal in the eleven days 
since we had left Manwakh. If these southern faces had been 
steep, as in the Uruq al Shaiba the year before, we should never 
have got over them. Each dune was three to four hundred 
feet in height, and the highest peaks were built up round deep 
crescent-shaped hollows. It took us an hour or more to cross 
each range. Their northern faces fell away in unbroken walls 
of sand into successive valleys, two miles or more across, which 
ran down from the Aradh escarpment, and continued until 
they disappeared from sight twenty miles or more to the 
east. So far the sands we had passed on this journey had been 
dreary and uninteresting. Now for the first time the dunes were 
a lovely golden-red and, although I was tired, hungry, and 
thirsty, their shapes gave me great pleasure. 

Once across the Bani Maradh we were on the southern edge 
of the had pastures on which the Bedu graze their camels, but 
ours were too thirsty to eat this plant. At midday we came 
upon tracks, less than a week old, of Arabs and camels, and 
from now on two of us scouted continuously ahead. We were 
uncomfortably aware that our own tracks would show any 
Arab that we had come from the south. A very strong north 
wind added to our discomfort by filling our eyes and ears with 
sand, without, however, hiding our tracks, which remained 
clearly visible in the valley-bottoms where the ground was 
covered with a mosaic of highly polished limestone fragments. 

About four o'clock we decided to stop, so that we could 
cook a meal and put out the fire before dark. Salih remained 
to keep watch behind us, and we turned eastwards along the 
top of the next dune instead of crossing it. Half an hour later 
we unloaded in a hollow in the downs where our camels could 
graze without showing themselves upon a skyline. Sadr and 
bin Ghabaisha stood guard while Muhammad herded the 
camels, and the rest of us gathered wood and baked bread. 
The sky was overcast and I could see that it was raining heavily 
to the west. 
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When it grew dark we couched the camels, and waited for 

Salih to come. He arrived an hour later, to report that no one 
was following us. We fed; everything was cold from the long 
wait - the coffee, the bread, and the watery gravy from shark-
meat. It was still blowing strongly, and now it had begun to 
rain. We dared not light a fire and sat talking in whispers. I 
had just decided to get into my sleeping-bag when bin Ghabai-
sha signed to us to be quiet and pointed to the camels. They 
had stopped chewing, and all of them were staring in one 
direction. Our rifles were already in our hands, during these 
days we never put them down, and we slid quietly to the 
ground, crawling to the edge of the small basin in which we 
had camped. It was too dark to see anything, but the camels 
still watched something, although now they were looking 
farther to our right. I lay there motionless, straining to see 
what they saw. Shadows formed and re-formed but I could be 
sure of nothing. Bin Kabina lay beside me. I touched him 
inquiringly but he made a sign thai: he too could see nothing. 
The cold rain which had soaked through my shirt ran down 
my flanks, and pattered on my bare legs. The camel's started to 
chew the cud again and were no longer watching. I thought 
uneasily, 'They are working round behind us.' Amair and bin 
Ghabaisha evidently thought the same, for they moved farther 
round to watch the night behind us. Hours later I crawled to 
my saddle-bags to fetch a blanket, which I shared with bin 
Kabina. The rest of the night passed very slowly, and nothing 
happened. 

In the morning bin Ghabaisha found the tracks of a wolf 
that had circled our camp. Muhammad said disgustedly, 'God! 
Fancy spending the whole night sitting in the rain staring my 
eyes out trying to see a wolf!', and bin Ghabaisha answered, 
'Better be cold and wet than wake up with a dagger in your 
ribs.' 

Wet, cold, and tired, we started early on a cloudy, sunless 
morning. Later the sun came through and it was very hot, and 
my thirst grew worse and worse. We passed more fortnight-
old tracks of Arabs and their herds. Ahead of us Sadr and 
bin Ghabaisha scanned each slope and hollow before they 
signed to come on. The rest of us dragged the trembling camels 
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up the slopes, and held them back as they ploughed down the 
far side of each dune in cascades of sand. It was weary work 
and all the time I felt that we were being watched. The dunes 
were now about five hundred feet high and at the western end 
of each valley we could at last see the dark wall of the Aradh. 
We stopped after nine hours when the camels could go no 
farther, again cooking a quick meal before sunset, and eating 
it in the dark after Sadr, who had been watching our tracks, 
had joined us. For the first time on this journey there was a 
heavy dew. We slept fitfully, jerking to wakefulness whenever 
a camel stirred. It was fine and clear when we started again at 
sunrise. Two hours later one of the baggage camels lay down 
and refused to move, until, at Amair's suggestion, we poured 
a little water down her nostrils, which revived her. We reached 
the Aradh at one o'clock and camped two hours later in a 
shallow watercourse on the limestone plateau. We were across 
the Sands. 

The valleys when I woke at dawn were filled with eddying 
mist, above which the silhouettes of the dunes ran eastwards, 
like fantastic mountains towards the rising sun. The sky glowed 
softly with the colours of the opal. The world was very still, 
held in a fragile bowl of silence. Standing at last on this far 
threshold of the Sands I looked back, almost regretfully, the 
way we had come. 

We reached the Hassi three days later, after travelling 
northward across a gravel plain scattered with pieces of lime-
stone. The precipitous western edge of the Aradh was on our 
left. Beneath it were the three shallow wells of Zifr, and thirty 
miles to the north of them was the deep, brackish well of 
Qariya, among the ruins of a Sabaean city. 

According to Sadr the well mounds of Mankhali, believed 
by the Bedu to be the wells of the Bani Ad, lay at the southern 
end of the Aradh ; and their lost city of Ad under the sands of 
Jaihman, a further day's journey to the south. Muhammad 
was, however, convinced that this city, one of the two men-
tioned in the Koran as having been destroyed by God for 
arrogance, was buried in the sands to the north of Habarut. He 
reminded me of the many clearly defined tracks which con-
verge on these sands, and which the Rashid maintain once led 
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to that city. Sadr pointed beyond the sands of Bani Ramh to 
some peaks visible far to the west, which were, he said, in the 
foothills of the Hajaz, and I told them how I had visited that 
country two years before. When I told them that I had ridden 
through it on a donkey they scoffed at me and we argued 
happily as we went along. 

On the second day after leaving the Sands we camped in the 
stream bed of the Hanu, that runs down to Qariya; and next 
morning, as we rode along the track to the Hassi, we came 
unexpectedly on eight mounted Yam, whose rifles were slung 
under their saddles, while ours were in our hands. We were only 
a few yards from them. I saw bin Ghabaisha slip his safety-
catch forward. There was an old man opposite me, and though 
his face was muffled in his head-cloth I could see the hatred in 
his eyes. No one moved or spoke. The silence was heavy be-
tween us. At last I said 'Salam alaikurn,' and he replied. A boy 
whispered to him, 'Are they Mishqas?' and he snarled back 
without taking his eyes off us, 'Don't you know the tribes? 
Don't you know the foe?' Muhammad said that we came in 
peace, that we were Rashid from the eastern sands on our way 
to visit Ibn Saud, adding that our main party was close behind 
and advising them to be careful when they met them. We then 
rode on. I wondered uneasily what we should have done with 
them if we had surprised them in the Sands. Perhaps if we had 
taken their rifles and their camels we could have let them live. 
Twenty minutes later we were at the Hassi. It was sixteen days 
since we had left Manwakh. 

Having watered our camels and filled our skins, we learnt 
from some women that Ibn Saud's guardian on the well had 
just gone off with his son to look for a strayed camel. Sadr and 
Salih were anxious to seize this opportunity and slip away 
before he returned. We loaded their camels, which were still 
in good condition, with all the food and water that they could 
carry, and as the women had told us that the Yam had all 
moved westwards a week ago and that the sands to the south 
were empty, we hoped that they would be all right. To avoid 
arousing suspicion we told the women that they were going to 
fetch one of our camels which had collapsed two days earlier. 
We whispered our farewells, embraced them, and they left us. 



238 Arabian Sands 

They arrived safely at Manwakh, as I later heard from bin al 
Kamam when I met him on the Trucial Coast. 

There was nothing for us now to do but to go to Sulaiyil 
and hope for the best. Our camels were in need of rest; we had 
very little food and no guide. Even if we had been able to slip 
away, a pursuit party would certainly be sent after us. The 
guardian of the well, a Yam, returned next day and made no 
attempt to conceal his dislike of us. When he learnt that I was 
a Christian he refused to drink the coffee we offered him, say-
ing that I was an infidel and that my companions, as Muslims 
who had sold themselves into the service of an infidel for gold, 
were even worse. Virtually under arrest, we went with him 
to Sulaiyil, where we arrived two days later. 

The oasis extended for about two miles along the Wadi 
Dawasir, and the settlement itself consisted of five small vil-
lages. On our way to the village where the1 Amir lived we 
passed fields of wheat and lucerne, watered from trip-buckets 
raised from the wells by animals descending ramps. There were 
palms to the west of the village. The Yam led us down narrow, 
twisting lanes. Some men called out asking who we were, and 
he answered scornfully, 'An infidel and his servants.' We 
stopped at the Amir's house, flat-roofed and made of mud, 
like all the others. 

Rather to my surprise, the Amir, who was a young slave, 
received us graciously. He showed us to an empty house with 
a courtyard on the outskirts of the village and, after saying 
that we should of course feed with him, told us that we must 
remain at Sulaiyil until he heard from Ibn Saud. He and one of 
his retainers, a Murra who knew the Rashid, and two young 
wireless operators were the only friendly people. Everyone else 
was fanatical and unpleasant. The elders spat on the ground 
whenever we passed, and the children followed me round 
chanting derisively, 'Al Nasrani, alNasrani' the name by which 
these Arabs know a Christian. In the evening we bought 
lucerne, but only Muhammad's camel would eat it. When after 
supper we gave the Amir an account of our journey, he said: 
'You do not realize how lucky you have been to get here. I 
should not have thought that you would have had a chance. 
The sands you came through were Med with Arabs until a 
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week ago, when most of them moved westward across the 
Aradh to better grazing. If a single Arab had seen you, the 
hue-and-cry would have been out, for they would have known 
at once that you are from the south. Didn't you know that Ibn 
Saud has given permission to his tribes to raid the Mishqas 
and to kill any of them they meet, in revenge for the recent 
raids on the Yam and the Dawasir? They are wildly excited 
here at having permission to raid after years of enforced peace. 
Many parties have gone off and others are getting ready to go. 
Any of them would have killed you out of hand if they had 
met you ; nothing could have saved you if they had found that 
one of you was a Christian. These tribes are the last of the 
Akhwan. Even in this village, where they are under control, 
you can see how they hate you as an infidel.' He looked at me, 
shook his head, and said again, 'By God, you were lucky!' 

I knew he was right and realized how badly I had misjudged 
our chances. This realization increased the responsibility I felt 
towards my companions, who had appreciated the true risks 
and yet had come with me. 

Two days later the Amir came to our room to tell me he had 
received orders by wireless from Ibn Saud to detain the 
Englishman and to imprison his companions. He removed our 
rifles and daggers, told me to remain where I was, leaving the 
Murra as a guard, and ordered Muhammad and Amair to 
follow him. He said that bin Kabina and bin Ghabaisha, who 
were herding the camels, could wait till the evening. When I 
protested at being separated from my companions, and asked 
that we should be treated alike, he said he must obey the King's 
orders, but. allowed me to send a telegram to Ibn Saud. 

After several efforts I composed a telegram saying that we 
had been travelling in the Empty Quarter and had come to the 
Hassi for water. I asked for his forgiveness, adding that if he 
wished to punish anyone I was solely to blame, since my com-
panions, who had no knowledge of this country, had gone 
where I wished and that it was I who had guided them. 

In the evening, I saw bin Kabina and bin Ghabaisha coming 
towards the village with the camels. They looked very cheer-
ful, laughing and joking together. The Murra allowed me to 
meet them and tell them what had happened. Seeing me, some 
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children called out, 'Now the King will cut off the Christian's 
head and the heads of his companions.' I was so distressed that 
I could hardly speak. They had trusted me and I wondered 
unhappily whether they were now going to suffer for it. I felt 
worse about them than I did about the others, for they were so 
much younger. They asked a few questions, and then bin 
Kabina put his hand on my shoulder and said, 'Don't worry, 
Umbarak ; if God wills, all will be well.' 

At sunset the Amir did his best to cheer us up with a meal in 
his house, but it was an unhappy evening. Hours later when I 
was half asleep the door was thrown open. A large black slave 
came in swinging a pair of fetters, and ordered me to get up 
and go with him at once, as the Amir of the Wadi had arrived. 
I followed through silent streets to the Amir of SulaiyiFs 
house. 

The room was packed with people. An elderly bearded man 
in a brown gold-embroidered cloak returned my formal greet-
ing, bidding me sit opposite him. His clerk, a shifty-looking, 
self-important slave whom I disliked on sight, was bullying 
Amair. 'Don't lie,' he shouted after every answer. 'You only 
know how to lie.' Eventually the Amir asked me where we came 
from and why. I explained that I had come from the Hadhra-
maut, that I had been exploring and shooting oryx in the 
Empty Quarter and, having run out of water, had come to the 
Hassi. I told him that the Rashid, who were with me, knew 
neither the country nor where we were going. He asked me how 
in that case we had found the Hassi, and I said that Philby had 
marked it on the map, and that the two Saar who had been 
with us had known where it was, having visited it from Najran. 
I said they had gone back when we reached this well. I insisted 
that I alone was to blame for having come here, and accepted 
all responsibility. 

Later, after coffee and tea had been handed round, the Amir 
of the Wadi said I must go with him to Dam, and that one of 
my companions could come with me. I asked for bin Kabina. 
Eventually the two of us climbed into the back of the Amir's 
truck, the slave who had fetched me from my room got in with 
us, still holding the fetters. After the Amir, his clerk, and the 
driver had mounted in front, we drove off to the west. It was 
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very cold, the car lurched and bumped, and bin Kabina was 
car-sick. He had told me as we waited to get into the car that all 
four of them had been put in the stocks, when suddenly a mes-
senger arrived and asked which was bin Kabina. I said the 
Amir had given permission for one of them to accompany me 
and that I had asked for him. He replied, 'You should have 
asked for Muhammad. He is the eldest.' 

At last we arrived at another village and stopped in front of 
a large castle. The slave informed us that we were at Dam. We 
followed the Amir inside, and he gave orders for tea and coffee 
to be made, and a fire to be lit where we could warm ourselves. 
He told me that he had seen my telegram to the King, and said, 
'Don't worry. I am sure that all will be well.' Then he bade us 
good night and left the room. 

The slave came in again with some quilts for our bedding. 
He asked if we wanted more coffee and when we refused helped 
himself and went out. The fire died down and the room grew 
very dark. The wind banged a loose shutter throughout the 
night. 


