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GEOFF HORNBY

Sinai: the long way down

Exploration in Arabia has been sanitised. The days of extended camel
crossings of the Empty Quarter have been replaced by jeep-supported

trips. The incentive to look deep into the heart of an inaccessible mountain
range has been replaced by the fast-fIx trip of Airbus and Land Cruiser,
leading to minimal discomfort and maximum footage climbed. Hard core
today is travelling without beers in an icebox.

Whilst this trend is unavoidable for most, I think it has an unfortunate
side effect. Deep exploration of the mountains is only going to occur where
vehicle access is achievable. Use of a jeep dramatically reduces the issues
of water management. As the insidious use of power drills extends further
and further into the mountains, so does dependency on the Land Cruiser
both to carry equipment and support the electrical needs.

In 2003 I crossed Oman's deserts and mountains in as light a manner as
I dared, but ultimately the jeep was never far behind. I knew that I had to
reduce dependency on transport and, as a pay-off, increase the penetration
into the mountains that only walking could achieve.

David Lucas is the 'Gaffer' regarding climbing on the mountains of the
Sinai Peninsula. We had climbed together around St Catherine's monastery
and I suspected that his domain would provide the perfect venue for my
plan: to cross an entire mountain range on foot from one coast to another;
to take a route that is inaccessible to jeeps and camels; to climb as many
new rock walls along the way as possible; to leave nothing but footprints;
to share time with the local Bedouin.

I drew a line across Sinai, from the Heights of Taba at the Gulf of Aqaba
to the town of El Tor on the Gulf of Suez. My crude ruler made it look like
250 kilometres. I knew little more. Whilst Gaffer fIlled in the plan in Sinai,
I quickly recruited Susie Sammut and David Barlow. Susie had shared the
Oman traverse with me three years earlier and David had a long record of
climbing in Musandam, Oman, the Emirates and Jordan.

Gaffer's planning was exquisite. He recruited a Tarabin Bedouin,
M'Sallem, to be our guide for the fIrst la days, and two of his rel~tives, Eid
and Farrag, as our camel men. The plan was that the four of us, with Am,
would walk the entire route, exploring hidden wadis and canyons, whilst
Eid and Farrag would fIll up with water at wells and meet us nightly at pre
arranged points in the mountains.

We left the shore at the entrance to the Moyat El Wishwashi and made a
camp by midday to allow us time to climb in the canyon. The two Daves
added a new butch E2 5c whilst the B team retreated ignominiously off the
line of a waterfall to one side.
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72. Dave Lucas and Susie Sammut new routing on the House of Eid.
(Geoff Homby)

73. Bedouin delivery systems at a meeting point in Wadi Isla.
(Geoff Homby)
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The next day set the tone for the trip. We left the camels at dawn and we
climbed and traversed ridges and wadis, passing through the Ghoula Oasis,
over the col at El Corhelai, down through the Closed Canyon and out onto
the plain of Wadi El Abrag. Sure enough at sunset the camels arrived,
having taken a route through the main wadi systems.

Foregoing the jeep was the first step to liberation; now we were to
experience the Bedouin style - no stove and no packaged food, fresh baked
bread from the coals of the fire, pulses and rice, salad and veg and of course
the endless sweet tea. Our plan for the next day involved a traverse of the
mountain ridges to the west, followed by the Rainbow canyon and a descent
south to surreptitiously cross the black top road that runs through the middle
of the Peninsula. Inshallah, this would be achieved without the authorities
spotting us and a rendezvous made with the camels that night at the Agoula
Oasis, 10 kilometres south of the road.

As we assembled the next night in camp I could sense the release of
tension in our Bedouin team. Avoiding the police and army in Sinai is
essential for a happy trip. 'Rules' governing hiking and climbing in Sinai
are dependent on whoever in authority you ask and who you meet. Taken
together with Egypt's draconian restrictions on the movement of Bedouin
within Sinai, it is advisable to keep as Iowa profile as possible.

The Wadi Agoula is a wide sandy wadi that twists and turns to the south.
On one of the great bends we found ourselves below a beautiful-looking
wall that immediately commanded the setting up of camp and the pulling
out of ropes. 36 hours later we had made six new routes from Severe to El
and SOm to 150 metres in length. We decided to name the wall in Eid's
honour and all the routes are named after his family members.

Heading south, we climbed slowly up a long sandy wadi to find ourselves
in the open desert of El Helal. The climbing possibilities were limited, as
the sandstone is particularly soft, so we set off west and then south past
Jabal Rum and on to the oasis at Khudra. An inspection of the surrounding
sandstone walls provided little incentive to climb so we continued through
the White Canyon and headed south past Jabals Abu Ghuzaiyat, Matamir
and Muzayrah until a camp could be made on the Plateau El Gibi below
Jabal Barqah.

Turning to the west we re-entered granite country and noted many
possibilities for future rock-climbing trips. However, I suffered the ignominy
of filling my water bottles with salty water from the well at Bir Sa:al without
checking the quality first. The Bedouin team thought this was the height of
incompetence. As we neared the end of the perfect wadi system of Sikkat
en Naqbein, we knew we were fast approaching a major police facility in
Wadi Zaghra. The Wadi Zaghra drains the high mountains of Sinai
through a wadi system flowing south-east to the coast near Dahab. It did
not suit our agenda to drop in from above on the police, so we kept our
camp whilst Gaffer and M'Sallem rode our baggage camels to a nearby
Bedouin village to get the beta on the safe route westwards.



74. Geoff Hornby on the 1st ascent of Bilhana wilshiffa ('health and power')
- west face of Jabal Umm H Shaur. (Susie Sammut)

Stick to the high ground was the advice and so we did, for two days
across granite ridges and passes until we could drop into the Blue Desert.
At this point it was time to let our Tarabin camels leave us as we were now
entering the tribal area of the Jebalya. We left our equipment dumped in
the desert whilst we continued on foot across the desert and up over the
pass to the north of Jabal Umm A1awi to then circle around St Catherine's
monastery and so into St Catherine's village.

With the change in tribal areas we recruited Nasser and Mohammed
from the Jebalya. Am stayed with us as a friend rather than a guide and
having walked for 12 days he was looking forward to finishing the trip
through country that was new to him. First though we had some serious
climbing objectives to fulfil. Heading north from the monastery for 10
kilometres we then camped below the east face of Jabal Banat.

On the big north face the Daves set about a thin crack system which they
felt would provide possibly the hardest big route in Sinai. Unfortunately
encroaching darkness and a fiercely cold north wind forced them down
from three-quarters height.

Whilst they were away, Susie and I added a new route immediately left
of Call of the Wild on Banat's north-east face. The route, Palestine, was just
short of 400 metres in length and HVS 5b. We returned the next day to
finally straighten out an old project of ours to the right of Call of the Wild via
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bold slab climbing. This 400-metre route was named Jerusalem and has
possibly the best E2 Sb slab pitch outside of Froggat.

Turning west out of St Catherine's, the posse then set about the west,
south and east faces of Jabal H Umm Shaur. Camp was established in a
cave under a boulder, which made our friend Mohammed very emotional
as he had been brought up from the age of two to 12 living in this cave with
his mother. Having lived in a welfare state which produced a generation of
'dole climbers', I can only say that I felt ashamed at this man's childhood
hardship.

The Shaur provides top quality granite and the Daves hoovered up crack
line after crack line. I particularly enjoyed their affair with the Nun, a pillar
feature on the south-east face, resulting in the crack line on the left side
Kicking the Habit and the crack line on the right side Dark Side afthe Nun.
However, their choice addition was the 200-metre crack line on the east
face that weighed in at E3 Sb.

Susie and I climbed a great line up the west face of Shaur at 250 metres
and HVS Sa. We named the route Bilhana wilshiffa, which is a standard
Arabic toast meaning 'health and power'. We also added a 2S0-metre route
to Shaur's south face at HVS Sa called Sharauk n Shams translated as
'Sunrise' in Arabic.

Heading south out of St Catherine's was the usual exercise in deception.
We set off looking like four day-trippers, only we never came back.
Long after dark, 25 kilometres to the south, our camels arrived with all the
baggage. We were now a truly Sinai posse with Bedouin from the Tarabin,
Jebalya, Ulad Sayid and Mizena tribes all travelling with us.

A long day took us across many ridgelines to climb eventually to the
summit of Jabal Umm Shaumar, the second highest summit in the range
and the outlier in the south-west. This stunning granite mountain provides
superb views of the Egyptian mountains in Africa round to the Saudi
mountains of Jabal Mazhafa.

Some 2600m below us and across a sand desert lay our final goal, the
town of El Tor. The camels were circling around the Wadi Isla route whilst
we dropped down Wadi Umwayjet, a rock gorge with endless scrambling
and ridge traverses, to bring us out two days later at the edge of the final
desert. We were now exposed again and the Bedouin wanted to get back
into the mountains as soon as possible.

Dumping our gear we bid an emotional farewell to our support team and
they returned the way they had come. We were only left with a walk of 27
kilometres to the coast. Perhaps we should have avoided the 12km-long
artillery range, but it wasn't marked as such on the maps. Whatever, now
I know what anti-tank missiles, mortar bombs and even Stinger missiles
look like. We marched in a spread-out single file, all following David
Bar/ow's footprints, to minimise land mine potential, and finally staggered
onto the coast road trying desperately to look like tourists out shopping 
a tense end to a long journey.
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75. The Posse: (clockwisefrom left) Eid, Susie Sammut, Dave Lucas, Geoff Hornby,
Farrag, David Barlow, M'Sallem. (Geoff Homby collection)

Summary: An account of a 2S0-kilometre continuous foot traverse of the
mountains of South Sinai from the Gulf of Aqaba to the Gulf of Suez
between 21 November and 17 December 2007. The expedition made fIrst
ascents of 20 rock routes along the way and recorded further potential for
new routes. Without vehicle support or the use of pitons or bolts, the journey
was carried out by David Lucas, Geoff Hornby, Susie Sammut, David
Barlow and M'Sallem Farrag Eid.
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