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1995-6 During this period new routes were, as usual, going thick and fast.
These routes are fully reported in High 165 (August 1996). They vary in length
from 20m to 450m at all grades up to ED sup (F7b+). The biggest and best
route of the season was Christian Ravier's Happy Birthday Beu Beu (350m, ED,
F6b with some aid) taking a line up the W Face of North Nassrani to the L of
Autre Dimension. Emmanuel Ratouis, his wife Isabelle and P-Y Gibello climbed
the hard No Teacher, No Guru, No Method (300m, ED+, 7a obl) on the Dark
Tower. Also significant was a hard new route Magic Mister Mushrooms, with a
crux of F7b+, climbed by P Brindler and J Smith on the SSW Face of the
probably unclimbed Jebel Abu Arashrasha.

During Spring 1996 Andy Hyslop and Gary Lofthouse made the second
ascent of Raid mit the Camel on the E Face of Jebel Rum. The same season saw
the third helicopter rescue in the area, proficiently carried out from Vulcanics
Tower by the Royal Jordanian Airforce. Climbers are reminded that as yet
there is no official rescue team in the area, so we should be grateful to Jordan
for the continued free provision of these facilities which is typical of Jordanian
hospitality. The Tourism Ministry is sending three Wadi Rum Bedouins to the
UK in the summer of 1997 for courses in rope and rescue techniques to be
sponsored by Plas y Brenin and Troll. The same three (Sabbah Atieeq, Sabbah
Eid and Atieeq Auda) worked during November 1996 on a BBC film about
climbing in Wadi Rum.

The Bedouin want the area to become a National Park and Wild Life Reserve,
with them playing a key role in creation and management (as indeed they
should). If you visit the area and find that they are still having problems with
outside interests seeking to exploit it for commercial gain, then please express
your concern in writing to the Royal Society for the Conservation of Nature
(RSCN), PO Box 6354, Amman, Jordan.

Egypt’s Forgotten Mountains:
The Red Sea Mountains Rediscovered

I would like to take the opportunity to thank the Egyptian Tourist Authority, Pan Arab
Tours and Troll for sponsoring this survey. Also Margaret Ecclestone of the Alpine Club
Library for invaluable assistance with research and Annie and Al (Shaker) Baker for
fast translation of Escher’s 1937 German notes .
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After years of letter writing, in March 1996 we finally had the honour of being
sponsored by the Egyptian Tourism Authority together with Pan Arab Tours
and Troll for a briefer than expected but nonetheless fascinating survey of the
climbing potential of Egypt’s Red Sea Coastal Mountains. Team members
were Di Taylor, Mick Shaw and Tony Howard.

The following is a brief synopsis of our findings, together with some extracts
from G W Murray’s informative and entertaining book Dare Me To The Desert
in which he describes his climbs in this area when he was Director of Desert
Surveys in Egypt in the 1920s and 1930s. He was also a member of the Alpine
Club and contributed three articles to the Alpine Journal on the Red Sea
Mountains. In addition to visiting the scene of Murray’s exploits, one of the
many fascinating things to come out of this journey was the discovery of the
location of six routes by Emilio Comici, either forgotten or believed to be in
Sinai. Other visitors to the area have included Dr Max Storz of the Austrian
Alpine Club in 1931.

The difficulties in visiting this area are currently many: permits are necessary
and not easily obtained. Even with a permit, one may still be refused permission
at any of the numerous military checkpoints heading south down the coast
towards Sudan or west into the mountains. 4WD vehicles are prohibitively
expensive but essential (ideally with a driver and local Bedouin guide). Owing
to the harshness of the stony desert terrain there are few Bedouin who are able
to help or offer hospitality or a safe base for operations. It would not be safe to
leave an unguarded camp. Finally, unlike Wadi Rum or Sinai where the peaks
are located in a single area, the mountains are spread along almost 1000km of
coast. However, the whole area is currently under development for Coastal
Tourism and as the mountains are generally only 30km inland the situation
may ease in the not too distant future.

The mountains are described from N to S. Summit heights are drawn from
G W Murray (GWM), the Tactical Pilotage Chart, 1980 (TPC), the Rough
Guide, 1993 (RG) and Emilio Comici, 1937 (EC)

Gebel Galala, 5007ft (TPC) This is the northernmost massif, although at
the very head of the Gulf Gebel Ataqa rises W of Suez to 2858ft (TPC). Known
in the Old Testament as ‘The Mount of Deliverance’ it was climbed by W W
Naismith of the SMC in 1915. He remarked that it was ‘precipitous for part of
its height’. On the N side of Gebel Galala are the 2000ft cliffs of North
Galala. St Anthony’s Monastery, founded by the Saint after a revelation, lies
three days trek away in the southern valleys.

Gebel Gharib, 5230ft (GWM), 1750m (EC) Situated inland of Ras Gharib
this mountain and its surrounding subsidiaries are, according to Murray,
‘nine miles by six and composed of beautiful red granite’. There appears to be
little exfoliation, particularly on its massive slabs and water-washed couloirs,
although Escher (leader of the party guided by Comici) reported the rock as
being ‘smooth but mostly on good holds. . . but plates sometimes coming off
under the hand’. It was first climbed on the remarkably early date of 29 April
1823 by James Burton and companions who had climbed one of its lesser tops
(the Bishop) the year before. The route taken by Murray and party on the
second ascent in February 1937 is described as being up a couloir of ‘smooth
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rock’ with a pitch ‘like the Rateau de Chevre on the Grepon’. The summit
ridge of the highest top (the King) was ‘comfortably broad’. The peak was
climbed again in 1937 by Comici and party, but taking a different line and
finishing ‘by quite a hard wall’. We had no time to check out Murray’s route or
to do any climbing, although the whole massif is nothing but rock with some
giant slabs and looks very attractive.

Gebel Abu Harba, 1900m (EC) We did not discover Comici’s ascent of this
peak and its subsidiaries until after our trip. He did two routes here on 4 and 5
April 1937. According to L A Tregenza in The Red Sea Moutains of Egypt, the
peak is ‘a northward continuation of the main N-S ridge of Gebel Dokhan, and
is itself a long, narrow ridge of red granite, surmounted by a line of sharp peaks
set close together like the teeth of a shark and averaging over 1500m high’. Itis
located above the ruins of the Roman mining town of Mons Porphyrites, NW
of Hurghada.

Jebel Qattar, 6440ft (TPC), 1963m (EC & RG) This is an impressive cluster
of jagged peaks N of Gebel Shayib. We managed to drive to the head of a stony
wadi on its NE side and even to do a little soloing in the short time available on
huge water-polished slabs exhibiting only minor exfoliation. According to
Tregenza, ‘the Qattar granite has weathered differently. There is no high cen-
tral mass here, but a wide circle of peaks that are precipitous on their outer
[eastern] sides ... Gebel Kohila at the head of the [western] wadi is metamor-
phic rock in its top half, the rest being granite’. Tregenza also mentions the
ruins of an anchorite hermitage in the Nagat Gorge of Qattar, dated to before
339 AD.

If the TPC map is to be believed, the head of the NE wadi is at 2500ft and the
summit at 6440ft, making the walls around 4000ft high. We believe a more
conservative estimate of height of the many walls and pillars to be 600m to
900m. There are some excellent slabs and numerous pillars with steep headwalls
along the E side of the massif. The SE top seemed to have a particularly inter-
esting W face seamed with features, rising from a narrow chasm, with some
steep towers to its W.

Subsequent research revealed three routes by Comici to the main top and its
subsidiary towers, one of which was an 800m grade V by the NW face climbed
on 7 April 1937 with one bivouac and another on the descent.

Qattar Towers, 1825m (EC) The so far unidentified ‘third tower’ was climbed
by the Escher/Comici party on 12 April 1937. The ascent took 5 hours and
they bivouacked on the descent, grading the route at V and judging it harder
than the route to the main top. Next day they made what they thought would
probably be the first ascent of the ‘second tower’ which was not far from the
bivouac and not so difficult

Gebel Shayib, 7170ft (GWM), 7175ft (TPC), 2187m (RG) This is the highest
peak on the Egyptian mainland, situated inland of Hurghada. We only had
time to drive through the wadis on its S side, past the ruined Roman towns and
quarries of Mons Claudianus (where a 200 ton granite column still awaits its
journey to Rome) and past Bir um Dalfa, a spring and Bedouin encampment.
We did not see the route taken by Murray for what he claims was the first
ascent of the peak in 1922, but the route took two days to climb to the highest
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top of ‘the serrated ridge of Shayib, eight miles long — a monstrous webbed
hand of seven smooth fingers’. A subsidiary top was climbed by Comici on 9 April
1937 from a bivouac at 1500m. Local Bedouin are familiar with at least two
routes to the top.

Jebel El Farayid, 4482ft (GWM), 4400ft (TPC) and the Berenice Bodkin 4035ft
(TPC), 4042ft (GWM) Situated S of Berenice these peaks are ‘the most aggressive
in Egypt’ (Murray). They are also known as Mons Pentadactylus or, as their Ara-
bic name implies, ‘The Isolated Ones’. Murray climbed the higher of the ‘fantastic
red horns and pinnacles’ in 1925. He climbed the second highest the next day ‘but
the third, Berenice’s Bodkin, sharper and more vertical than the Aiguille du Géant,
was left alone in its austerity’. On a nearby foothill they climbed up to below ‘a
great natural arch of more than 100ft span which seemed to sway and throb with
the wind ... the handle was at its thinnest where it should have been thickest, at the
lower join with the mountain’. Pyatt records the feature as ‘several tens of metres
wide and appreciably more slender at the lower end than the upper’.

For us, the Farayids and the Bodkin were the final fascinating frustration.
After passing numerous checkpoints we reached Berenice with our permit in
order, but were only allowed to go another 40km along the road, with an escort
to make sure that we didn’t leave the road. This at least enabled us to glimpse
the peaks in poor late afternoon light: lots of good-looking rock and an impres-
sive aiguille of unknown proportions. From 20km away it looked as if it might
exceed 150m in height, which could well make it the biggest pinnacle in North
Africa and the Middle East.

There are many other peaks along the coast which would also obviously
repay a visit once meaningful permits become available — the tantalising Gebel
Silai out in the Eastern Desert, for instance, ‘a thousand feet high and as sheer
and smooth and unclimbable as the Hill of Glass’. Further south and close to
the Sudan lies the range of Mt Elba. In 1905 John Ball spent 10 days bivouacked
in bad weather before making the first ascent of one of its two tops, while
Murray climbed the highest top in 1926, describing it as ‘sharp as Cleopatra’s
Needle’. These and other peaks will have to wait for future climbers.
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