Jabal AlFil [Elephant
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DESTINATIONS

ALULA [MIDDLE EAST & NORTH AFRICA

n 1959, when Wilfred Thesiger
published his seminal work Arabian
Sands, large areas of the Middle East
were unmapped and unknown. Decades
later, lands that once challenged the very
limits of human endurance have been
transformed by development and wealth
- although one fragment of the British
explorer’s “vanished past” remains.

In place of skyscrapers, sandstone
pinnacles soar from the vast deseris of
AlUla, Saudi Arabia’s histerical heartland
and big hope for future tourism. Glowing
red beneath a seffing sun, ancient tombs
provide a tantalising insight into early
civilisations, and symbols eiched into the
rocks outline a story yet to be told.

Aside from religious pilgrimages to
Mecca, tourism in Saudi Arabia was
largely non-existent until 2012, when tourist
visas were launched for the first time.

But an ambitious muliibillion-dollar
project aims to transform the destination
by 2030, building hotels, improving
infrastruciure and revealing a frove of
treasures previously locked to the outside
world. Backed by a royal commission,
Allla = a 9,000-square-mile region in the
northwest — is leading the way.

Acsite so vast it’s impossible fo explore
by foot, the Kingdom's first Unesco World
Heritage Site, Hegra, features more
than 100 high-rise fombs carved into the
weathered remains of mouniains.

SPRAWLING LANDSCAPE

Ratiling across the dusty, exposed expanse
in a vintage 4x4, | visit the intricately
designed constructions that have remained
untouched for 2,000 years. Part of an
importani Nabatean frade route, traversed
by camel-drawn carayans transporting
cofton, sugar and spices, Hegra bears an
uncanny resemblance to sister city Peira

— although far fewer visitors come here
and less is known about the site.

Similarly, there are more questions than
answers at Dadan, considered one of the
most developed first-millennium BCE cifies
of the Arabian Peninsula, and Jabal lkmah
— an open library of 500 inscriptions lefi
by travellers, described by one guide
as “an early form of Twitter”.

Gaps in knowledge are as big as the
gaping spaces between boulders and
wind-sculpted monoliths in the scrubby
landscape, but a sense of adventure and
the unknown has Indiana Jones appeal. 2=
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“I've worked in Syria and Jordan, but everything

"

here is so fresh,” says Jerome Rohmer, part of a
French archaeology team excavating sites. “We're
discovering things for the first time.”

Aiming high, the Royal Commission of AlUla (RCU)
has invited global talents to support its project, including
Jason Atherton, who has opened a restaurant, Maraya
Social, on top of the world’s largest mirrored building.

Encased in glass, the Maraya events and conference
venue reflects the dramatic red-stone walls of the Ashar
Valley. “I've been coming to the Middle East for 20 years
and | didn’t know such natural beauty existed in this
area,” says the A-list chef, when | meet him at the venue.

One of the culinary world’s biggest names, he admits
this is the greatest challenge of his career. “It feels like
I’'m doing something a bit left-field, but | can see the
potential. If we pull it off, how cool would that be?”

Other pioneering spirits are following suit. Banyan
Tree and Habitas have already opened properties in the
scenic Ashar Valley, while launches from Aman are in
the pipeline — along with a logistic-defying project from
French architect Jean Nouvel, who hopes to create a
hotel by drilling down into the rocks. All this has not gone
unnoticed by the World Travel & Tourism Council, which
held its global summit in Riyadh last month.

Although plans have been sensitively thought through,
with the aim of creating an exclusive eco destination rather
than another desert mega city, the pace of development
in Saudi is rapid. But why now? The obvious answer is

economic: the oil-dependent nation is acutely aware of

42 8 DECEMBER 2022

MIDDLE EAST & NORTH AFRICA | ALULA

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT: Habitas
Alula; Jabal Ithlib cultural site; Tomb of
Lihyan; hot-air ballooning RIGHT: Hegra
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Mohammed Alkaabi; Jonathan Irish

the need for an alternative source of income. But the move
indicates a deeper shift in the country’s social dynamic.

“It's important to remember that 70% of the
population is under the age of 30,” says Phillip Jones,
chief destination marketing officer for RCU. “This young
generation, who were educated globally, looked
around and thought, “We can do this in our country’.
There's no going back to the old ways, because
they've had a taste of what it's all about.”

The greatest hurdles lie outside the country’s borders.
Concerns around human rights abuses and gender
inequality are keeping foreigners away. But, Jones
argues, there are many destinations where visitors don’t
necessarily embrace the politics. Plus, he adds: “Why not
be part of something that will transform this country and
create opportunities for young Saudi men and women?”

One of those young women is Mashail Makki, AlUla’s
first female tour guide, who takes me around the Old
Town, abandoned decades ago but now restored as a
walk-through museum piece. She admits she is saddened
and frustrated by the misrepresentation of Saudi Arabian
women in the media. “They say we don’t have freedoms,
but nobody ever asks us, so how would they know?”

Her warmth and generosity are characteristics passed
down through generations. Highlighted by Thesiger on
his early expeditions, hospitality is nothing new.

“Having tourists come is a dream come true,”
enthuses Makki, outlining a vision shared by friends
and family. “I wish my uncle and my grandfather were
alive to see what is happening right now.”

NEED TO KNOW

DA one-year, mu|tip|e-entry eVisa
allows up to 9O clays in the country.

Find out more at visavisitsaudi.com.

D lslamic law is strict|y enforced,
soits important to be aware of

local customs. Public disp|ays of
affection are frowned upon, proFane
|anguage or gestures should be
avoided and tal(ing pictures without

permission is not permittecL

D The currency is the Saudi riya|,

which is pegged to the US dollar.

& Saudiisa dry country, and it is

an offence to drink in puL)|ic.

& Technical equipment such as
binoculars are restricted, and may

be confiscated.

o A|t|'10ugh tourists should dress
moc]est|y, it's not manclatory for
female travellers to wear the

abaya (a Fu||—|ength robe) or to

cover their hair in most p|aces.

BOOK IT

A {our-nigh‘c room—on|y stay
ina Canyon Villa at Habitas
AlUla starts at £3,315 with
Elegant Resorts, for travel
between February 1-28, 2023.
The price includes Hights,
private car and transfers.

elegantresorts.co.uk

travelweekly.co.uk



