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The author at rest on the trail of T.E. Lawrence in the Wadi Rum
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Back in that lost era when the neighborhood movie the-
atre showed a travelogue or newsreel before the main 
movie attraction, I sat, a teenager, fascinated by a short 

film about Petra, the ancient, abandoned “Red City” in the Jor-
danian desert. Like Alan Ladd in “High Barbary,” I vowed one 
day to visit this mysterious sprawl of temples and tombs carved 
elegantly out of the desert sandstone by a forgotten civilization.  
Those who saw the aforementioned film will remember that the 
matinee idol follows his boyhood promise only to find himself 
at the end floating aimlessly in a lifeboat on an empty ocean 
expanse at the exact coordinate where revered elders had told 
him he would find the paradise called “High Barbary.” To the 
modern traveler/dreamer, Petra is very big and very real – as 
proven by a recent visit.

All photos by Richard G. Freeman

The author and wife, Noreen Shanfelter, at The Monastery, the highest point in Petra
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We were in Jordan to visit our son Joe who served there in the 
Peace Corps. We met him in the port city of Aqaba on the Red Sea 
after crossing very easily from Eilat on the Israeli side. In Aqaba, 
we witnessed the end of the holy month of Ramadan, an event 
similar to but on a lower key than New Year’s Eve: cars cruised; 
horns blared; men shouted. What was different? No women, 
except Western tourists, were anywhere in sight and no alcohol 
was visible except inside hotels that served Westerners. “Eid,” or 
the end of Ramadan, expressed the finiteness and monotony that 
prevails throughout Arab village life. Aqaba is a small seaport 
built at the foot of a hill. The streets follow around to the point 
where they began. And so did the merrymakers: gun the car, the 
car disappears up the hill and not long afterward the car reappears 
to be gunned and run up the hill again. Otherwise, as on previous 
evenings, crowds of men sat outside on long patios smoking the 
sheesha or water pipe and watching Egyptian soap operas on large 
fat televisions fed by long extension cords that snaked through the 
open glass doors of nearby cafes. 

Aqaba’s saving grace is its beach, which mirrors Eilat’s but has the 
advantage of less frequent use. Beaches in both places are accessible 
by an inexpensive taxi ride.  Aqaba’s strands tend to occupy more 

remote locations away from the bother of the metropolis. My son, 
his girlfriend, my wife and I chose a visit to The Royal Diving 
Club. About a 15-minute taxi ride outside the city, the Royal 
Diving Club is a spotlessly clean array of low buildings selling and 
renting diving supplies, a practice pool and a Club Med-like bar. 
The population there was varied: English, American, Australian, 
and a loud group of Mexican men cavorting on the beach with a 
solicitous group of Asian women. This latter clutch distracted us, 
but barely, from the facile pleasures of snorkeling and sunbathing. 
A matter of steps took us over a short walkway built to protect the 
reef to a diving area where one could flipper around at will in a 
surprisingly heavy current amid the company of a purple, yellow, 
orange and red legion of fish and coral. Our journey to this part of 
the world took more than 15 hours; the beach and surf at Aqaba 
lent us the rest and strength we required for the next few days of 
exploration.

Between Aqaba and Petra lies the Wadi Rum, the wide expanse of 
desert where T.E. Lawrence rallied the disparate tribes during the 
desert campaign of World War I for his cinematically celebrated 
drive toward Aqaba. There, for about eight Jordanian dinars a 
person (a little more than $11), you can hire a guide and either by 
camel or four-wheel drive vehicle explore the red desert for a day 

Between Aqaba and Petra lies the Wadi Rum, the wide ex-
panse of desert where T.E. Lawrence rallied the disparate 

tribes during the desert campaign of World War I for his cin-
ematically celebrated drive toward Aqaba.

Roman statuary, influenced by traders 
from the East, adorn the ruins
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and camp overnight in a Bedouin encampment. The first stage of 
this expedition called for us to park our car at a National Park-like 
low building on the outskirts of the so-called “protected” area. We 
then piled ourselves and limited gear into the back of a pickup truck 
which took us to an unassuming village. Suleiman, a 40-year-old 
tall Bedouin with a soft, smoky voice met us and ushered us into 
his compound. He was dressed in a long dishdasha (robe) topped 
by a red and white checkered kafiyah (headdress) held in place 
at the forehead by two parallel black cords. (Note: if red, you are 
Palestinian; if black, you are Iraqi or otherwise). Inside, he invited 
us to sit shoeless on his low couches and exchange slow banter of 
the variety that commonly arises in meetings of different cultures: 
talk of children and food.  

The interior décor of Suleiman’s concrete blockhouse uttered 
bareness except for bright patterned rugs and, incongruously, a 
computer. I wanted to ask where the power comes from (I saw 
poles and lines) but never got to. This moment offered the sample 
of Arab hospitality to which our trip entitled us – or so that seemed 
to be the idea. Suleiman, the tour proprietor our son had been 
in touch with by cell phone, took the time to remind us that his 
tours were licensed and “you are in the protected [or government-
sanctioned] area” and we shouldn’t trust his competitors in Disa, 
outside the protected area and a few miles away. As we noted this, 
Suleiman’s underling and our actual guide entered. He was Mehdi, 
a young, hatless Bedouin in an olive-green dishdasha. The five of 
us took off in a decade-old white Toyota Land Cruiser. It seemed 
desert driving had eaten away at every component of the car: all 
the interior wiring was exposed and spilling out as if it had been 
cannibalized. The air conditioning worked. We were soon far from 
any outbuildings, surrounded by the vastness and silent majesty 
of the desert.

Our fast ride over paths Mehdi must have memorized took us into 
a landscape of high triangular red dunes and 
rock formations that appeared to have been 
shaped by a collaboration of Dali and Gaudi. 
There were some obligatory stops: a high, 
small and challenging stone bridge we could 
cross on foot if we dared; a long dune we 
could climb breathlessly and slide back down 
giddily; a cliff face defaced thousands of years 
ago by Phoenician traders (what were they 
advertising?). 

After a half-day of skipping over dunes and 
braving rock formations we reached our camp. 
This was an assemblage of tents sturdily 
patched together with steel poles and heavy 
tent cloth and nestled beneath a protective rock 
face. The interiors were inviting: Army cots sat 
on top of thick layers of Persian rugs. The only 
permanent feature in the camp was a masonry 
hut that held men’s and women’s bathrooms.

Dusk and nightfall occasioned silence. There is nothing to do in the 
desert but worship its breadth and watch breathlessly as twilight 
smoothes the peaks with pinks and oranges you are seeing for the 
first and likely only time. This period of wide-eyed wonder as we 
stared off toward the horizon must have lasted two hours. During 
this time we were unaware of Mehdi and some aides preparing a 
rich dinner: chicken stew with broth, rice and flat bread. We ate 
heartily and chatted with our companions from another trekking 
group – three oil company employees, one American and two 
Canadians, on Ramadan leave (the entire area was in the middle 
of the four-day work break for Eid). Then we dragged our cots 
outside the tents, set them up on a ridge of sand and settled in for 
a night under the stars.  

Silence predominates in the desert. The horizon glowed with 
the collective downtown lighting of Eilat and Aqaba 50 miles 
away. Other than that and the occasional careening of a Land 
Cruiser heading back to the tour guides’ base camp, there was no 
sign of activity. The air, night sky and sand combined with the 
overwhelming silence to give rise to a seemingly infinite feeling 
of weightlessness and, consequently, sleeplessness. Heretically, I 
retrieved my flashlight and read a chapter of Dickens’ Pickwick 
Papers (a perfect desert companion) before dozing off in total 
darkness.

A bothersome visitation of flies buzzing around our faces woke us 
up (choking windstorms and flies are among the discomforts of 
the otherwise picturesque desert), so we retreated to the communal 
tent for a simple breakfast of coffee and soft local bread before we 
piled back into the truck for the dusty ride back to the assembly 
area.  Like the Phoenician traders of the first century B.C.E. it was 
then on to Petra. 

An hour’s ride down one of Jordan’s several superhighways (some 

The Temple of Doom
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built by Israel) took us past the contrasts that compose this 
quiet Arab country: herds of sheep and goats, Arab men 
in full dishdasha, and families with their worldly goods 
waiting for one of the plethora of strangely timed buses, an 
occasional irrigated but ungrown field of cotton or whatever 
cash crop might work, a modern and nondescript building 
or two, many schools. Vegetation is scarce. Billboard 
photographs of the modern-leaning King Abdullah, a 
roundish, unassuming type who cuts a less dashing figure 
than his late father Hussein, ubiquitously line the highway. 
Jordanians, largely Bedouin and Palestinian, adore the king, 
who is a minority Hashemite. His reassuring presence and 
that of his glamorous brunette wife Queen Rania seem to 
attenuate periodic democratic itches. 

The base for our Lost City adventure is the Movenpick Hotel. There 
could not be a more telling contrast with the sands of Wadi Rum 
than this snooty, Swiss-owned facility nestled within 50 yards of 
the entrance to the ancient Nabatean compound. Experience will 
show that to stay there (thank you for the recommendation, Bernie 
Kolodner, Esq. of Kleinbard, Bell & Brecker!) was the right choice 
for weary and soon-to-be-very-much wearier travelers. 

Petra! After confirming our reservations (about $40 each) we 
squeeze through the small gate and choose a guide – Jordanian 
Royal Air Force veteran Ahmed Khalifad. After showing off his 
cell phone ring tone (the theme from “Raiders of the Lost Ark”), 
Ahmed proves to be a capable, experienced, knowledgeable guide. 
He can field any question and answer it with facts and figures. 
We start out on foot down a gently sloping dusty walkway that 
descends between facing canyon walls. Eventually, carvings begin 
to appear in the face of the canyon on either side. They are not large. 
Some are the size of old movie theatre drinking fountains. These 
are shrines and tombs. Some feature Aramaic writing. After three 
kilometers, the trail opens to the glorious vista of the Treasury. This 
is a lofty columned structure created out of a canyon wall directly 
in front of us. It resembles a higher and stretched-out version of 
the Parthenon. There is some space inside but no other object of 
note. Outside, in a large courtyard, tourists from all nations mingle 
with the omnipresent Bedouin souvenir hawker and camel-driver. 
At this juncture, if the tourist chooses, she/he can mount a camel, 
but that choice hastens a trip that the eye should take in slowly. We 
chose to walk.

And walk and walk and walk. Petra, a vast city of temples and 
tombs carved out of reddish sandstone by the Nabateans, stretches 
more than 10 miles in the form of a steadily enlarging and climbing 
canyon. In the course of a nine-hour day we moved from 250 feet 
below sea level to 2,500 feet above. The final stage of climbing 
takes the traveler along a tight serpentine trail that hugs a bulky 
mountain. You could walk, but the saner choice is to rent a donkey 
for the ride. The donkey-wranglers, all very voluble teenage boys, 
descend on the tourists at the rest stop in the ravine at the foot of 
the mountain. If you don’t know Arabic, you don’t have a clue 
whether you are paying the market rate for a donkey ride. My son, 

What is plain is that what 
the Romans destroyed, 

as in Jerusalem, they did 
not rebuild.

The author and his wife prepare to 
embark the easy way on the steep 

road to The Monastery.
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by that time fairly fluent in conversational Arabic, bargained. The 
boys loved to bargain. It also brings the Westerner within a zone 
of understanding with the Arab because by means of bargaining 
you have established you are on equal terms with the offerer. We 
mounted our steeds.

Petrified, we trusted these semi-equine wonders to trod an 
experienced path to the mountain. Mine was named “Michael.” I 
comforted myself only with the thought that to Milton he was the 
right hand of God. Little were we informed of the funny little habit 
the beasts have of becoming bored with their repetitive tasks and 
racing one another to the mountaintop. Their antics occasionally led 
a hoof to slip here and there, but I was reassured that the donkeys 
rarely plummet into the deep ravines 50 to 100 feet below. 

We reached the summit and crawled around the so-called 
Monastery at the top. Little is known about what religious practices 
went on at the Monastery. In size and shape it is bigger than but 
resembles the Treasury. Little is known, indeed, of our ghostly 
hosts the Nabateans. They seem to have hosted Phoenician traders 
and successfully and peacefully lived in their sandstone kingdom 
for perhaps 1,000 years before they faced (a bit earlier) the 
same form of urban renewal that destroyed Jerusalem in 70 C.E. 
– conquest by the Romans. Rome, for all the odes and lyrics it left 
us, was a cruel and destructive and irresponsible colonial power 
(are “irresponsible” and “colonial power” synonyms?). There is 
evidence of a Roman presence right in the middle of Petra. What 
looks like a replica of the Roman forum stares incongruously at 
the Greek-influenced Nabatean carvings. Cornell University is 
still excavating these ruins. What is plain is that what the Romans 
destroyed, as in Jerusalem, they did not rebuild. Like the Jews 
in 73 C.E., the Nabateans packed up, but rather than relocate to 
a single spot and wait it out 
as the Jews did in Babylon, 
the Nabateans scattered to 
the north and east. They 
might be Iraqis; they might 
be Kurds or Turks. Who 
knows? What we do know 
is there is hardly a trace of 
Nabatean history or writing 
to let us know what became 
of them so it makes sense 
to accuse the Romans of 
effectively exterminating 
them.

With these sober thoughts 
we stared awhile from the 
mountain toward the Dead 
Sea, then trudged back the 
way we came, this time 
on foot. The donkeys are 
taken back down quickly so 

they can maximize their dinar drawing power on the ascent. The 
teenage donkey drivers accompany their animals on every ascent, 
which means in busy times one person and one animal can ascend 
this mile-long uphill 50 times a day. 

Petra is a tourist haunt but not a tourist trap. The Jordanian 
government has done a competent and thorough job of preserving 
this shrine to a forgotten world. No motor vehicles enter the gates, 
for example. As the sun descends, however, Bedouin children 
emerge with cheap jewelry one feels constrained by their pleasantry 
to buy.  Prices fall toward sunset as well, a phenomenon that the 
children mark with the repeated cries in English of “Happy hour! 
Happy hour!”

Our walk back took us to the narrow opening trail in time to turn 
back near sundown to witness why Petra is called “The Red City.” 
Sunset bathes the sandstone with a deep brownish pink color that 
just has to be taken in with the mouth open. The Treasury basks 
wondrously in this effect. On reflection, this visual experience was 
the kind that recurs in memories and daydreams and truly justified 
the sore feet and muscles that kept us company on the return trip.

Richard G. Freeman (rgfrim@,aol.com) a sole practitioner, is a 
member of the editorial board of The Philadelphia Lawyer.

Tourists gather in front of the 
celebrated “Temple of Doom” 




