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Wadi Dana, near the fifteenth-century Ottoman village of Dana,
is part of a protected nature reserve, under the watch of the RSCN. It is
unique as both the biggest reserve in Jordan and the only one that
includes all four of the country's biogeographical zones –

Mediterranean, Irano-Turanian, Saharo-Arabian and Sudanian. It is
home to hundreds of species of plants and birds that are not seen
anywhere else in the kingdom, and endangered mammals like the
Nubian ibex roam the hilltops freely.

The red-rock sandstone cliffs around the town were nearly 1,700m
high, but they quickly melted away into smaller granite and limestone
features as the valley moved east; at the terminus, the pancake-flat Wadi
Araba sat 50m below sea level. In the belly of the canyon all was still and
calm, save for an occasional buzz or slither or scuttle of something in my
periphery. Then, as if in a dream, I heard the tinkle of a wind
instrument; soft at first from somewhere unseen, then loud and in
surround sound. I scanned the hills. The tune rose in a crescendo,
swirling like a wave around a rock. Finally I spotted the source: a lone
Bedouin musician sat side-saddle on a donkey. A flock of sheep
heralded his arrival in the valley, moving as one in time with his jaunty
melody.
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When he reached me, he hopped off the donkey in one simple
movement and took a flute from his lips. Immediately the walls of his
theatre rang silent, save for a few echoes of the final note. We shook
hands.

‘That was beautiful,’ I said. ‘What is the name of this instrument?’
‘Shababa,’ said the shepherd. ‘It's my best friend.’
It was a simple steel pipe, with six finger-holes bored out of the metal

and a makeshift mouthpiece fashioned at the top. He lived in the
biosphere, he said, and slept in the hills. Occasionally he'd see tourists
but he never got a chance to meet them. I wondered if this also meant
that they never got to hear him play. I gave him a couple of boiled eggs
that I'd taken from the guest house and he hopped back on his donkey
and headed back into the hills, playing a mournful, haunting tune that
expanded once more to fill the canyon.

I was walking towards a place called Feynan, which had once been
the heart of a copper-mining operation from the early Neolithic period.
It was not far but I moved slower than usual, stopping often to take
pictures and jot down notes.

Under the shaded canopy of one of the many desert acacia trees that
lined the edges of the trail, two Bedouin girls sat across from each other
tending a small fire in the middle. They were both around 16 or 17 years
old and wore ragged, loose shawls. Grubby keffiyehs just about covered
their hair, and as the girls prodded the fire they sang to each other,
taking a verse each in a simple, cheerful song. It was a welcome surprise
to be surrounded by so much music.

When they saw me they jumped up; I greeted them formally and
made a show of continuing to walk past. As yet, I had not been able to
talk to any Bedouin women, and it seemed especially unlikely that these
younger girls would deem it appropriate to speak with me. I was, it
turned out, mistaken.

‘Hey you,’ said one. ‘Why aren't you stopping?’
‘Hi,’ I replied, feebly.
‘Come and drink with us,’ demanded the other.
The tea was as syrupy as I'd come to expect from the Bedouin, and

the girls unwrapped some fresh lebne from a cloth – thick, fresh bread,

Arabian Auditorium

145



baked right there in the ashes of the fire. They smiled broadly and
chattered to each other in an incomprehensible Bedouin dialect of
Arabic. Their teeth, I noticed, were already stained black from the sweet
tea despite their young age.

‘Where are you from?’ I was asked.
‘Ireland,’ I said. ‘Do you know Ireland?’
‘No you're not,’ said the first girl. ‘You look to me like [. . .] an

Israeli!’
I replied quickly. ‘No, Ireland. Not Israel. They're very different.

Ireland is close to England.’
‘No,’ she said again defiantly. ‘You're definitely an Israeli.’
They both grinned and I saw, too late, that this was fun at my

expense. I'd shown my weakness with an earnest response, and now I was
to be the butt of more jokes.

‘So, Mr Israeli, how is Israel? And how is your walk? What is in your
bag? Lots of money, I think. Israeli money, no?’

They were enjoying themselves hugely. I smiled. There was no malice
intended.

‘Here's a song,’ one said. ‘It's about you being an Israeli.’
If that was indeed the topic it was a surprisingly jolly song. I nodded

along as the girls sang their separate parts and then finished with an
operatic screech. I cheered and clapped.

‘Now, you sing a song!’ said one.
I protested, but I was on the back foot. I'd eaten their bread and

drunk their tea and already shown myself to have no sense of humour,
and they pressed and pressed.

‘Okay,’ I said, resigned. ‘This one is from Ireland.’ They waited
eagerly.

‘Oh, Danny boy,’ my voice cracked with the strain. ‘The pipes, the
pipes are calling [. . .] From glen to glen, and down the mountainside
[. . .]’

I made it through one verse and a chorus, and finished to a
thunderous round of applause and a healthy amount of laughter. Once
upon a time I was a decent musician, but I was never a singer. That
much was obvious to us all.
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As I left, I asked if I could take a photo of the girls. It was rather a
remarkable encounter. Never in the countryside had I been allowed to
speak with young or unmarried women; it was simply not acceptable
for me to do so as an unrelated male stranger. This was my only
opportunity to see how young Bedouin girls acted. Unsurprisingly, of
course, they seemed the same as teenage girls the world over. They were
clever and spirited and wanted to have fun.

They also enjoyed breaking the rules. However, I could not take
their photo, they said, because their father would not be happy. What
would he say? I asked. The smiles dropped, and one girl drew her finger
across her throat. I was no longer sure if this was a joke.

‘He would kill you, or me?’ I asked.
‘All of us!’ she said and they burst out laughing again. I left to the

sound of them telling me that their father was coming back at any
moment, so I'd better be quick. He had a car, they said, and he'd be very,
very angry. He especially didn't like Israelis.

At the end of a long descent, I edged around some the russet hillocks of
the lower valley and there, in a clearing surrounded by more acacia
trees, was a modern building called the Feynan Ecolodge. It looked at
once to be both part of and separate from the landscape around it,
which is very much the point of its design. The Ecolodge was a
successful attempt at the type of sustainable tourism that Jordan would
like much more of; it is billed as an off-grid wilderness retreat, and its
client base is towards the very top end of the market. The cost of a
room in the lodge for one night was probably equivalent to a week of
my walking budget, but I had an invite for a complementary stay,
courtesy of the owner. Briefly, it seemed, I had moved in the right
circles in Amman.

I took a wander in the afternoon to the Bedouin camps beyond the
lodge. They were topped with corrugated iron roofs and black goat-hair
coverings. Five or six boys with bare feet played football on the hard,
sharp gravel outside the tents. I joined in and for an hour I was run
ragged by little Jordanian Messis and Ronaldos and, finally, sweating and
hoping that I hadn't pulled a hamstring or caused myself a hernia, I left
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the pitch to climb a hill for sunset. At the top, by chance, I came across a
small group of tourists from the lodge. There were three Spaniards and a
retired couple from the UK, and making tea for them was a young
Bedouin called Suleiman.

‘I saw you playing football,’ he said. ‘You were very good.’
‘Thanks,’ I said, ‘but you're being too generous. I was terrible.’
‘Oh yes,’ he replied. ‘You're terrible at football. But it was good of

you to play with the boys. They normally never get to talk to tourists.’
The sun set over Wadi Araba and, as it had done in Dana, its descent

made the valley explode in light. The couple from Telford, in the
Midlands, bade me goodnight and the Spaniards followed. I stayed with
Suleiman and asked how long he'd been working at the lodge.

‘A couple of years,’ he said. ‘My brother worked there first, then I got
a job. It was built to create employment for the Bedouin here. Did you
know that?’

He said that the ground upon which we sat was once one of the
three main hubs for copper mining worldwide. For three or four
thousand years its reserves were exploited tirelessly. In the third and
fourth centuries AD, the Romans brought Christian slaves to Feynan
from other parts of the Empire – they are thought to have been the first
Christian martyrs, sentenced to the punishment of metella: quite
literally, death by working in the mines.

‘There are some ruins of a later Byzantine church further along the
valley too,’ said Suleiman. ‘You'll see it tomorrow. But there's been life
here since the Neolithic times. Probably since 10,000 BC. It's one of the
oldest places in the world. There was one archaeologist here once that
said humans could actually have been here for nearly half a million
years.’

‘Is there still copper here?’ I asked.
‘Nothing that they can use,’ he replied. ‘Which is good for us. For

30 years the government had a post here testing the ground, but all they
found was the remains of the Neolithic settlement. Now we just have all
this slag as a reminder’ – he pointed to the black gravel that littered the
hillside – ‘and all the stories. You have to remember, this would once
have been covered in trees before they cut them down for the mines.
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And there would have been great industry with shops and crowds and all
sorts of things happening.’

Back at the lodge, Suleiman showed me the design of the building
again. ‘It's based on the original caravanserais,’ he said. These
caravanserais were stopping points on the old caravan trading routes,
and they mostly adhered to a similar style: a rectangular walled
courtyard, through which the traveller and their animals would pass to
an inn inside. ‘We want to rebuild all of the features of that time,’ said
Suleiman. ‘But not just the physical ones. We want this to be a place
where foreigners pass through and stay and share ideas with Bedouin,
and where the different worlds mix for a little while. We want to share
our messages with new people, and to hear theirs.’

‘What messages have you shared recently?’
‘Yesterday I was showing some people from Nicaragua a video, on

my phone, of the floods here in the wadi. There were some camps
washed away and one family lost 150 sheep, so we all helped them to buy
some more. I told the Nicaragua people: this is part of Islam, to help. We
have a saying among the Bedouin. “Give without remembering, take
without forgetting.” I think they liked that.’

I spent much of the next day thinking of Suleiman – he was an
intriguing mixture of old and new: Bedouin traditions and modern-day
ambitions. Feynan too was curious, a place that had seen the best and
worst of humanity over an incomprehensibly long time span. It was a
frontier, then a backwater; a crucible for progress and the very essence of
pure hell all at once. I walked past an amphitheatre from the 10,000-
year-old settlement, then on to a standing arch of what was once the
Byzantine church, built as a pilgrimage destination to remember the
martyred miners. Then I left it all behind, and strode back out across
the slag into the flat, arid desert beyond.

Before I left the Lodge, I asked Suleiman if he had any advice for the
next leg of my journey. ‘Be open to people,’ he said. ‘Look up at the stars.
There are so many stories there, and they make you feel small in a good
way. Trust your hands, and do things that require manual effort to help
your brain to work too. Listen to what Bedouin say, especially the old
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people. Life is all about memories and connections. When all of these
things are working together, we are doing it right. I think you'll be fine.
Your journey is an authentic one.’

It was one of the best pieces of advice, and the nicest compliments,
I've ever received.
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