
• 

• 

228 THE WRONG WAY UP GEBEL GHARIB 

THE WRONG WAY UP GEBEL GHARIB 

BY G. W. MURRAY 

I 

LL the way from Abyssinia very nearly home to Suez runs a 
chain of mountains the Red Sea Hills a palisade as it were 
between the Nile Basin and the Red Sea. Gharib, the last of 

the chain and the most beautiful, rises about 140 miles S. of Suez, and 
is well isolated from his brothers so much so that I have often 
admired him for the bold face he turns to the great mass of the Sinai 
mountains across the Gulf of Suez . 

The range of Gharib rises abruptly from the coastal plain, some 
r6 miles from the sea, and its highest pinnacle, 5230 ft. high, stands in 
an E. and W. rank between two others, like a king at chess between 
two bishops. All the complex, some 9 miles by 6, is composed of a 
beautiful red granite, which glows at sunrise and sunset like red-hot 
iron. Indeed, in their rich colouring the Red Sea Hills quite outdo 
the Alps, and even the Dolomites ; and it is a pity that the supreme 
majesty of snow and ice is lacking. Once in a hundred years or so 
snow does lie on their summits, and the sight must then be one for 
the gods. Certain! y it is wasted on the local Ma 'aza Arabs and the 
ibex. Yet the Ma'aza, though rogues and vagabonds, are not quite 
without poetry, and I have heard among them a sort of rhyme about 
Gharib and his little brother Ghweirib and the swords they drew and 
brandished. 

However inaccessible he may appear and it takes an experienced 
eye to detect any flaw in his armour Gharib was climbed so long ago 
as April 28, 1822, by one James Burton and his companions. An 
unpublished diary in the British Museum describes how, the year 
before, they had ascended one of the lesser peaks and were then greatly 
disappointed to see the King still looking down on them disdainfully 
from across a chasm. They accepted defeat for the season, but 
returned and conquered the next; and then, for over a hundred years, 
the summit was left alone to the ibex. 

The desert round Gharib is uninhabited and almost waterless, and, 
before the Great War, it was a dreary journey to the mountain, 7 days 
at least by camel from anywhere. Nowadays Henry Ford has changed 
all that, and the unfortunate G harib is within range of the Bank 
Holiday tripper from Cairo, as our expedition proved. The Bairam 
holiday of last February gave the officials of Cairo 6 days' respite 
from their labours, and, considering that G harib lies across country 
200 miles only from my front door as the Ford flies, I vowed that he 
had slept too long and that his visiting list should be extended. 

Seven went out against Thebes and seven against Gharib . Myself 
I chose first as path-finder, and my wife chose herself as car-driver 
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almost a little sooner. It is a good old custom of the desert to go out 
to adventure equipped with a magician, so we summoned the only 
Vivien we knew to join us. A young lady, convicted of poetry and 
suspected of \vitchcraft (for she dwelt in a magic castle), Miss Jennings 
Bramly was not likely to make us anxious about her safety. Not long 
before, she had been hurled in a car down a ravine in Bavaria, broken 
her spine in two places and, six months later, walked off her bed better 
than new. Hajji Muhammad, my cook, had entered my service in 
1910, not 10 miles from Gharib as the camel crawls. He had to go. 
Ibrahim, an Arab-of-ali-work in the second car, was a dark horse. 
Abu Fidail, its driver, was even darker. Last came Rex, but we will 
say nothing of the dog. 

Scorning the detour by the new asphalt road to Suez, we left the 
suburbs of Cairo on February 19, 1937 ; five hundred yards from my 
door the two cars took to the desert. That same afternoon we camped 
by the sea half-way to Gharib. The zooo-ft. cliff of the North Galalas 
stood behind us like a wall, and four graceful dom-palms alone separated 
us from the beach. Here the Gulf of Suez was only 10 miles wide. 
Seven steamers passed at sunset and, in dead calm, we could hear their 
propellers thumping and echoing among the hollow hills behind us. 
The driver, Abu Fidail, slept sound, for he had spent two hours 
repairing the broken main leaf of his back spring, but I lay dozing and 
wondering why steamers' lights were of the same brightness as stars 
of the first magnitude, and how curiously they improved the rising 
constellations. Next day, February 20, we ran down the coast to 
Gharib Lighthouse, turned inland over the coastal plain and, after 
about an hour, came to our mountain. At this point I am obliged to 
confess that so far we were no strangers to the route, and that we had 
in fact attempted the ascent the previous December. All we had 
gained from that reconnaissance was knowledge first, of where water 
might be found and, secondly, that of the two great gorges which 
almost split the range from opposite sides, the northern was full of 
boulders from top to bottom. Five hours' scrambling over these had 
brought us only to a central col, where the peak I call the western 
Bishop still intervened between us and the l{ing. We were still very 
low down, and our allowance of time had run out. But, before 
retreating from the col, we saw that the corresponding ravine to the 
S. looked far more accessible and resolved to make it our base for the 
next attempt. 

Of water in this southern ravine we were by no means sure, so we 
now spent the afternoon at our old camp, carrying down with great 
labour many tins and bottles of water from the mouth of the northern 
ravine. It rains every five years only or so at Gharib, and the supply, 
fallen in November, was nearly exhausted. At sunset the actual 
summit glowed at me over a dark range of lower peaks. North, east, 
and south it was defended by sheer precipices, but it looked as if its 
western ridge would ' go,' if we could only gain the col between the 
J{ing and the western Bishop. 
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On the zrst we coasted round the mountain and found practicable 
going for the cars to half-way up the southern glen. This was a piece 
of luck, for we gained a lot of height and got within 2 miles of our 
peak; yet somehow I felt very depressed. For a month I had been 
suffering from laryngitis , and had now accumulated a slight but 
decided temperature. It seemed hardly likely I could climb on the 
morrow and, to cap all, it was the very day I had originally landed in 
Egypt. From the pyramids of Gharib thirty anniversaries leered 
down upon me, and the pyramids themselves appeared remarkably 
forbidding. The conviction crept upon me that I was certainly old 
and ill, and James Burton probably a liar. So infectious is a leader's 
depression that everyone except the inane dog grew gloomy. The 
girls wandered off on a hopeless search for water and found it. 
Meanwhile I took my solitary way up the ravine, tottering up the first 
300 or 400 ft. out of it to the E. Even to a dejected pessimist it looked 
good. The way to the couloir between the King and the Bishop was 
plain ; the couloir itself no doubt held difficulties indeed, it seemed 

_ to . advertise them, but something must always be left to Fortune. 
Hope revived and I began to recover my belief in James Burton. 

Returning to camp, I was informed of the great water discovery, but 
this almost immediately lost significance. The day had been fine but 
rather too hot, and now at sunset bad weather fairly rushed at us. Mist 
suddenly cloaked everything above us, the temperature fell with a 
bang, for thunder growled in the peaks. With memories of a Sinai 
flood only a month old, cars and tents were hastily removed from the 
bed of the ravine. Rain is so extremely unusual in the Eastern Desert 
that we felt Gharib must be grown frightened and angry. Dinner was 
eaten in a tremendous hurry. No sooner was this accomplished than 
a deluge of rain began and continued till I I P.M. Listening in my 
throbbing bivouac to the rattling raindrops, I recalled the weary hours 
spent carrying down water and decided our adversary had a sense of 
humour. 

In the grey of the morning I woke a new man, all mala£se banished 
by the coolness, and leapt out of bed full of energy. The ground was 
sodden and the crests of Gharib, where I looked for snow, were wrapped 
in mist. Fragments and streamers of this were detached so frequently 
and rapidly towards us that it was evident a gale was blowing up 
there. Breakfast was eaten leisurely ; then lunch was hurried into 
one rucksack and the rope into another ; water-bottles were dis
carded in view of the profusion of water everywhere ; Ibrahim and 
I were loaded up, when Fortune played us another trick and Abu 
Fidail the driver appeared ready to take part in the expedition. 

I was a little surprised, because he had scorned to take part in the 
' reconnaissance,' but a personage of such obvious physical strength 
and hardly less obvious ' drive ' was sure to be an acquisition. As a 
rock-climber, however, he was a totally unknown quantity. We 
cheerfully accepted this volunteer; the cook and the dog were left 
to guard camp, and (neither being car-drivers) to ponder their fate if 
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an accident happened to the climbing party. The five of us then 
trudged briskly off towards the summit. We swarmed easily out of 
the glen in which our camp lay, and walked impatiently round the 
scree slopes at the foot of the western Bishop to the ravine dividing 
that Bishop from the King. The col at its head looked provokingly 
near, and only in one dark shadow half-way did trouble seem likely to 

• a\va1t us. 
Here we were sure to find a sid, as the Arabs call a dry waterfall, 

where the bed of a gully has been swept clean and polished hard by 
occasional rainstorms. Often uncompromisingly steep and smooth, 
such places are nevertheless very popular among the Bedouins, for, 
when sheltered from the sun, the pot-holes may hold water for 
months or even years after rain. In the heat of summer, when there 
is no other water for 50 or roo miles, their barefooted youths acquire 
great skill in climbing such places to fill their water-skins. Thirst, 
like hunger, is a grand teacher, and both Ibrahim and Abu Fidail knew 
all there was to be known about sid-climbing. 

But there was likely to be nothing dry about our waterfall to-day. 
The whole gully was filled with shining pools, and a merry gurgling 
brook hurried over the pebbles. All was bright and fair below, but 
on the ridge above ragged wisps of cloud came and went at a rate that 
made me, for one, shiver in my rubbers. Not far above the pools, 
we came to the first sid that is to say, the ravine became suddenly 
bounded by unscalable walls and its bed was replaced by a devil 's 
staircase of smooth water-worn granite. At least three steps, each 
30 to so ft. high, were visible, with a water-worn groove down the 
middle. A watery film still trickled down this, and the various pot-
holes in its course were brimming over. · 

Abu Fidail and I commenced the exploration and, at the first contact 
with the wet granite lip, I gave the order to the rest, ' Rubbers off.' 
For an hour thereafter we all climbed barefoot. All the rope we had, 
a 40-ft. fragment frotn Innsbruck, was uncoiled and the party began to 
assemble above the first easy step. While this went on, we recon
noitred the next fevv yards, a V-shaped groove leading to a small pond 
below the second step. This step seemed excessively steep. Mounting 
6ft. of smooth granite set at as abrupt an angle as our feet could cling 
to, we came to the solution of the first half of the problem, an out
standing vein of crimson rock slashed diagonally across the pink face 
of the waterfall. Abu Fidail, twenty years younger than myself, was 
soon at the top of this and brought me up to a narrow stance beside 
him. Hence, by a most daring wriggle out to the right on minute 
irregularities, he crossed the wet film of running water and gained the 
top of the second step. 

Owing to the rope being too short for the whole step, it now had to 
be bandied about a good deal between us, but one by one we all 
gradually joined our leader in a puddle above the second step. About 
this time a sort of exaltation seized the whole party, and none now 
doubted that we were going to overcome whatever obstacles might 

• 
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still lie in wait. Yet a third horridly smooth surface still confronted 
us. For a moment I thought that to the left it might be walked up, 
and tried. Half-way up, I came to the conclusion that it could not
on wet feet and retreated. Abu Fidail rushed boldly at it, and, 
much less than a minute later, was back on our heads and shoulders 
with astounding velocity. It was all we could do to field him. (With 
dry feet the walk could be done, and was done on the way down.) 
A handy knob, in the midst of trickling water, provided the point of 
departure from which he next took off for a direct assault up the fall. 
Somehow or other he got up and his would-be followers essayed to 
follow. All, I think, required a pretty good haul in the process. So 
far, the climbing might fairly have been called difficult and, on the 
day, severe. 

The ravine now widened, but nobody believed our troubles could 
be quite at an end. Soon another sid appeared, but this was evaded 
by taking to the cliff on the left. Another succeeded here Abu 
Fidail went up by a crack like the Rateau de Chevre on the right but 
the rest preferred to follow me up a vertical but easy chimney to the 
left. Yet another sid appeared, but this gave no trouble at all. Nothing 
lay before us now but a steep couloir full of stones leading to the col 
between the Bishop and the King. The rope was·stowed away, shoes 
were resumed by all but Vivien, and we clattered on our way. About 
10.20 (we had left at 7 A.M.), we were on the col and shivering in the 
gale. We essayed to rest, but cold soon drove us on. 

Climbing at first below the arete on the N. side, I soon reached the 
back of a gendarme. From here on the prospect was so pleasing that 
I kept calling to those below that all looked well ahead. 

When passing from the gendarme to the final pillar of the King, 
there was a steep wriggle to be done and the rope came out again. 
This over, Ibrahim darted along a level corridor to the E., and we 
followed all too eagerly, while the ridge rose rapidly above us to the 
right. Presently the corridor came to an end, and we were faced with 
the alternatives of retracing our footsteps or escaping upwards on to 
the ridge by a repellent red crack with loose holds. Up this I led the 
way, and I well remember having to make use of the stems of two 
prickly bushes as handholds. Certainly this must have been the 
most unpopular part of the mountain to the ladies. My crack ran out 
on to some smooth and exposed rocks on which the rubbers of some 
and the bare feet of others made easy going. Then we all halted for a 
moment at the base of a pile of very grim and steep rocks, the western 
end of the very summit itself. But our spirits were now so high that 
we could have charged anything. Before wedging myself into their 
recesses I took a look to the left, where hitherto an impressive precipice 
had dropped away. Now, however, another easy corridor led away 
to the E., and along it we all hurried. When it came to an end, all 
the rest of the climb was exposed before us. Imagine the top of 
Gharib as an upright gouge or scoop. In the hollow of this we stood 
perhaps 150 ft. below the summit ridge ; the rocks were very steep, 



Photo, G. JV. 1\1 urray.] 

. ' I 

I I • 
I 

• 

GEBEL GHARIB FROlVI S. (THE ASCENT WAS MADE BY THE COULOIR AND HIDGE TO 
LEFT OF MAIN PEAK). 

• • 
• 

• • • • • 

P l:olo, G. JV . .LUurra y.] 

GE~ERAL VIE\V OF THE GEBEL GHARIB RANGE FRO:\tl THE E. 

[To fact: p. 232 . 



THE WRONG WAY UP GEBEL GHARIB 233 

quite easy and a little dangerous, for they were coated with lichen
a very unusual thing in Egypt and, the morning being what it was, 
the lichen was still wet. 

Leaving Abu Fidail to bring up Vivien on the rope, we three set out 
to scramble up the greasy rocks to the top. If there was a race I won 
it, and swung myself gasping on to the ridge. The top I knew to be 
at the eastern end. I turned and saw it 20 yards away. The summit 
ridge was comfortably broad ; no difficulty intervened, and soon I · 
stood on the smooth final block and jodelled down to the cook and dog 
in our camp 3000 odd feet below. i 

Then I glanced at the view. The gale was still throwing little clouds 
at the summit. One came and went on the Bishop as I looked. To 
the N. there was spread a great golden plain of desert spotted like a 
leopard -skin with cloud -shadows. To the E. nothing could be seen, 
either of the sea or of Sinai. Southwards and westwards glimpses 
came and went of endless desert ranges. 

The others began to arrive. First came my vvife, happy and panting ; 
then the cheerful Ibrahim with the lunch, then the doughty Abu 
Fidail, black and prognathous, in a greasy leather jerkin, and, at the 
end of his rope, the beautiful Vivien in a royal blue divided skirt and 
with bare and bleeding feet. We now all screamed together in triumph 
and this time, faint and far away, we heard the voice of the cook in 
answer. The ascent had taken us 4i hours. 

Lunch was eaten and we built an untidy cairn. At noon we turned 
to go down and at first made pretty slo\v going over the steep rocks of 
the northern face. The pace then quickened as we kept finding 
improvements on the rouie followed on the way up, and it was not 
long before we were back on the col and scuttling down the couloir. 
Suddenly we all came to a halt : an entirely new sid had appeared since 
we ascended. Perfectly smooth down to its lip, perfectly sheer below, 
it blocked the ravine from side to side. Neither to the left nor to the 

' 
right did it seem possible to turn it. Only at one spot a great boulder 
rose from below to within ro ft. of the lip. An impasse, and a new one. 
All knew we had galloped up here without a check, but nobody remem
bered how. We paused and we talked. Finally all, save Abu Fidail, 
were let ignominiously down on to the aspiring boulder. Nobody 
climbed down, and Abu Fidail bade a humorous good-bye to the rest 
of the party. l-Ie then wandered off to the left and, after some 
scrambling, made one prodigious leap of the rest, landing barefoot on 
a most inadequate stance, and rejoined us grinning. 

Next came the sid with the vertical chimney, and then the one we 
had avoided to the left going up. Nobody liked the way by which 
we had avoided it, except myself, but somehow they descended it. 
Meanwhile, I reconnoitred to see how to escape the devil's staircase 
that still lay below us. A perfunctory glance was all I was allowed 
time for : all wanted to play sid, so the game went on. Somehow or 
other we all got down, and Abu Fidail again covered himself with 
glory. Camp was not reached till 5 P.M., for we took longer on the 
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return journey, but then a prodigious meal began, and in a half-bottle 
of real champagne none of your Bouvier we drank the health of our 
glorious new friend, G harib ; and so to bed. 

About a month later, I-Ierr Othmar Gismann and Mme. Esc~er, 
with two Italian guides from the Julian Alps, attacked the mountain. 
There is a ravine which heads just N. of the highest peak and falls 
eastward down to the great water-hole (dry at the time of our visit) 
which is called Bir Gharib on the maps. They found this pool full 
of water indeed they dived and swam in it and then ascended the 
ravine to its head and joined our route at the col between the King 
and the western Bishop. On the top, to their disappointment, they 
found our cairn. Herr Gismann tells me they encountered no special 
difficulty anywhere, and I have come to the conclusion that they must 
have repeated James Burton's route . 
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