THE WESTERN DESERT, EGYPT: SEARING HEAT... YES. RUDOLPH VALENTINO...
MAYBE. AN OASIS... IF YOU'RE LUCKY. AN ECO-LODGE... YOU'RE KIDDING _,
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ABDALLAH DRIVES HIS OLD TOYOTA 4WD on a narrow track
through a lush palm grove, where the leaves tickle my face
through the window. Children pop out of the green, smile, are
beautiful. A tape plays a popular Siwan song about a man seri-
ously inebriated with love. I spot the odd sand dune, but they
look more like rubble. Then, suddenly, all vegetation stops and a
gravel track runs straight into the desert. We soon drive off it into
smooth and soft sand. It's as if we're navigating a boat on a silky
sed. The desert is exhilarating and immense.

I'm in Siwa, an archipelago of oases in Egypt’s Western Desert,
close to the Libyan border and on the edge of the Great Sand Sea,
which stretches from here deep into Sudan. Abdallah and
Suleyman, two Siwans, are showing me their favourite dunes.
They smile and tell me that every time they come out here they
are just as excited as I am now. No wonder: I'm overcome with the
quietness of this vast sandscape of dunes which look like big girls
asleep on their sides.

We drive ar one of the dunes really fast and I try o imagine
what lies beyond. Then we are up on the crest and the world
opens up again. More dunes, in an endless variety of shades: pink,

SIWANS LOVE THEIR PALM TREES. THEY SAY, 'IT'S GOOD TO
KNOW THE TRUTH AND TO SPEAK THE TRUTH, BUT IT IS EVEN
BETTER TO KNOW THE TRUTH AND SPEAK ABOUT PALM TREES'

beige and purple, even more beautiful. Next, the car is sliding
down, slowly and softly, an incredibly sensual feeling,

After an hour, we arrive at Bir Wahid, a tiny oasis with a cold-
water lake and a natural spring. The water in the lake is surprisingly
cold, but the small pool of the spring is a perfect 40°C. Its bub-
bling water massages my skin. The sun is about to disappear and
the light on the surrounding desert is magnificent. If there is a
heaven it should be like this. While I'm floating, Suleyman and
Abdallah bring me sweet red hibiscus flowers and a hot yellow
drink made of wild lemon grass.

The most famous spring here is Cleopatra’s Bath, also known
as Ayn al-Gobah. The Sthecentury BC Greek writer Heroditus
described it as tepid in the morning, cold by noontime so the
Siwans could water their gardens, but boiling by midnight
However, Heroditus was more interested in the oracle of the
god Amon. Today, the remains of the Temple of the Oracle are
rather unimpressive. In its heyday, though, this was one of the
world's most important oracles. Alexander the Great confirmed
Siwa's spiritual importance when he visited it in 331BC. The
priests welcomed him as Amon's son and told him he would be
the lord of the world.

It took Alexander seven days of harsh travel to get to Siwa [rom
his newly created capital, Alexandria, and even now, with a good __5
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road, it still takes six hours by car. Because of its isolation, Siwa is
a unique place, with its own history, traditions and language, Siwi,
Although modern technology and an improved infrastructure are
threatening that isolation, Siwans are very keen to preserve their
way of life and now a fellow Egyptian is helping them.

In 1996, Dr Mounir Neamatallah, an environmental consultant
from Cairo, fell in love with a plot of land near Siwa between a salt
lake and a mountain called Adrére Amellal. He built a small eco-
lodge there, which he named after the mountain, and employed
master craftsmen to build the traditional way, using palm trunks
and karshif - a mixture of mud and salt rock. The result has a
wonderfully rough-hewn beauty.

As 1 arrive at Adrére Amellal, Siwan boys light torches
and drinks are served against the dramatic backdrop of the
mountain. In the foreground, the salt lake shimmers, and a
million stars shine in the sky above. In a candlelit vaulted room,
decorated with glittering salt crystals, we eat a delicious dinner
of okra flowers and pigeon. My room is also lit by candles and
has a large balcony overlooking the lake. Some of its windows
are placed low, so you can lie on the floor and still have a good
view, There is no phone and no road nearby, so the night is
covered in roral, blissful silence.

THE BUBBLING WATER MASSAGES MY SKIN. THE SUN IS ABOUT
TO DISAPPEAR AND THE LIGHT ON THE SURROUNDING DESERT IS
MAGNIFICENT, IF THERE IS A HEAVEN IT SHOULD BE LIKE THIS

salt-crusted shore of the lake, walking in the lush garden, admir-
ing the last pomegranates on the tree. Then it is time for a dip in
the bright green pool, and another excellent lunch. Meals are
gatherings and a forum for ideas. ‘This place made me discover
things [ didn't know [ had in me,’ Mounir says. ‘I feel that for the
first time in my life I can be myself here in Siwa.’

On my last afternoon, Abdallah and Suleyman take me into the
desert to sit on the crest of a dune and watch the red sunset. They
make a fire that smells of olive wood and, while it kicks in, per-
[orm the Muslim sunset prayers. The fire crackles, the first stars
appear and a gentle desert wind blows away their quiet chant,
‘Allah Akbar..” The vast space seems pure and simple, Later, when
[ ask Abdallah if some places are nicer o pray in than others, he
laighs and answers, Yes, of course. To pray in the desert is the
best. That is how it was meant to be”

He and Suleyman tell tall desert stories until it is completely
dark. Then, for a grand finale, Suleyman breaks up a piece of
red-hot charcoal and produces fantastic fireworks, The glowing
ashes sparkle off the sand dune, heading towards the stars and a
slight, perfect, crescent moon. |
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