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Dedication

his book and related documentary are dedicated to all of the
beautiful people who are seeking understanding, who may not
be sure about their purpose and life’s path, and who may be
questioning their relationship with their Divine Creator. My
hope is that in the pages of this novel, the individuals and families who
struggle with growth, life, and learning about God might touch your heart
and lead you to deeper and more fulfilling relationships.
Many of the challenges and successes in this novel have been taken
from real-life experiences, which helped give me greater insight into the
development of the characters portrayed in this book.
The proceeds from the sale of this book and related documentary film
will go to the D. Gary Young Foundation, which builds schools in rural
areas of Third World countries, where little or no education is available.
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Preface

n my quest to find the truth about the legendary frankincense,
I found myself traveling to study and conduct research in
faraway places such as the Hebrew University in Jerusalem,
where I did biblical research into the ancient historical writings
of frankincense and the association with Christ. I was also able to study
biochemistry and essential oil sciences at the Cairo University, which
led me to spend several weekends in Upper Egypt. It was here where I
started discovering some of the oldest recorded uses of oils and aromatics
and the transplanting of frankincense trees from the Land of Punt, which
I believe to be within the boundaries of present-day Yemen and Oman.
This motivated me to start studying the Qur’an and cross-referencing
it with the Bible. From there I began searching in the archaeological
departments of the libraries that I visited and spent many wonderful
hours studying ancient manuscripts and rare books in the museums
of Egypt, Israel, France, Turkey, England, and even the Smithsonian
Institute in Washington, D.C.
Then my most recent studies in the universities in Muscat and Salalah,
Oman, and Sana’a, Yemen, brought fascinating, new discoveries. I was
greatly rewarded in my research when I spent time in the historical
societies and antiquities departments as well as interviewing historians and
archaeologists in Salalah, Oman, and Ataq, Yemen. I found the information
available from the Dead Sea Scrolls to be very revealing as well.
Through all of this research, though, I discovered that many of the
stories written about frankincense and other ancient oils contradicted
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each other. There seemed to be many inaccuracies and false assumptions
about these precious gifts. One false statement is that Boswellia frereana,
one of the many species of frankincense, grows in Oman.
The truth was easy to find and document through such agencies as the
Ministry of Agriculture in Salalah, Oman, the Chamber of Commerce and
Trade Ministry in Muscat, Oman, as well as the Aden Trade Commission
in Aden, Yemen.
Dr. Abdirizak Osman, Minister of Post and Telecommunications in
Somalia, was very willing to talk with me and answered my questions and
enlightened me with other interesting facts about the frankincense industry.
When I was in Ethiopia conducting research, I learned much about the
frankincense market from Mr. Teklehaimanot Nigatu, the general manager
of Natural Gum Processing and Marketing Enterprise in Addis Ababa.
The dating for the domestication of the camel was also a subject
of much controversy, varying from the year 600 B.C. to 1,100 B.C.,
depending on the author. The Bible clearly tells us that the camel was
domesticated for packing and riding before 2,000 B.C. The Book of
Genesis, written about 1,896 B.C., indicates that the Ishmaelites were
using camels for packing at that time. This could then validate that camels
were well domesticated before 1,896 B.C. and could have been used for
caravan travel from Gilead to Cairo, when the brothers of Joseph cast
him into a pit from which Midianite merchants took and sold him to a
passing caravan traveling to Egypt (Genesis 37:28).
Ancient writings and drawings found recently in China show camels
pulling a cart about 3,500 B.C. Therefore, we cannot assume that just
because a drawing on a cave or rock wall depicting the hunt of the camel
for meat, dating 1,100 B.C. to 600 B.C., would indicate that the camel
was not domesticated until after people quit hunting it for meat. It would
be the same as if we were to say that since horses and cattle are used for
meat today, they have not yet been domesticated.
I felt very drawn to find the truth about these precious commodities
that for 3,000 years or more commanded a price higher than gold. This
era marked the beginning of international trade and commerce. The
frankincense trade easily could have brought about the beginning of
writing, the development of the first alphabet, and the rudimentary
beginning of reading and arithmetic followed by laws, taxation, courts
and judges, architecture, and irrigation. Land and sea trade routes were
also discovered and mapped. Ships were built to carry the merchandise,
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and roads were built all along the caravan routes.
Cities grew with their policies, governments, and surveying of territorial
boundaries. Villages grew out of military posts and forts that were first built
to guard and resupply the caravans. Many small villages and seaports like
Petra, Aqaba, Najran, Marib, Salalah, Aden, Wubar, and Ur grew into
large cities, and some still thrive today, 3,000 to 4,000 years later.
The caravaners had to cross mountainous terrain and arid wadis
that were very harsh and rugged. The Wadi Andhur was a mountaintop
fortress, apothecary, and way station going northwest over the Al-Hasik
Mountains.
The Wadi Hanoon was the first caravan stop going north over the
Jebal Al-Awast Mountains. Most caravan routes converged at the second
stop in Wubar, which took ten days to two weeks and at that time was
considered the edge of the world.
The mountains north of Habban, Yemen, another main supply
station, were heavily covered with flourishing frankincense trees. Today,
sadly only 10 percent of those mighty trees remain. Because of so much
harvesting, the reproduction of the trees decreased greatly, weakening
them so much that they eventually died out.
Shabwah was the first taxation port going north where Queen Balkis,
the Queen of Sheba, collected her 25 percent tax to pay for her opulent
lifestyle. Very few caravaners dared evade the taxation port because the
penalty was death.
The frankincense trade was the main economic foundation for Southern
Arabia during ancient times, as the resin became a commodity that
commanded a very high price in world trade. Overland caravan routes, the
Silk Road, ocean ports, and many shipping routes opened up because of the
demand for this precious resin. Whole cities were built to accommodate the
frankincense business.
This began the separation of territories that later became provinces
and/or regions out of which grew rivalry and dissention. Wars were
eventually fought over land ownership. How little we realize that so much
of our society came from the quest for the mighty frankincense.
The frankincense tree was regarded as a sacred gift from God by the
people of the Land of Zofar, the Land of Frankincense. In the King James
edition of the Bible, more than 50 references are made to frankincense,
incense, myrrh (which was also called bdellium), and levonah, which is the
Hebrew equivalent of the Arabic word for frankincense, luban.
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These resins, and the oils that were extracted from them, were the
very essence of healing and purifying and were valued greater than any
other commodity at that time. They were considered God’s holy oils to be
used in sacred healing and spiritual rituals.
Frankincense was so mysterious and intriguing that it was talked
about by prophets, kings, and wise men. God even gave recipes and
formulas for healing through worship (Exodus 30:20-30).
A legend is told in Yemen that when Adam and Eve were banished
from the Garden of Eden, God gave them three gifts: frankincense,
myrrh, and balsam. Could this have contributed to Adam’s long life of 930
years and Shem’s of 600 years, unlike Moses, who did not have the gifts
and lived only 120 years?
Alexander the Great was planning to conquer the Land of Frankincense
in 325 B.C. but died before he was able to start his siege. Cleopatra and her
entourage sailed down the Nile with the white smoke of frankincense—
the smoke of the gods—billowing from incense burners on each ship,
sending its exotic fragrance into the air.
Kings like Tutankhamun, Tuthmosis III, and the great Pharaohs
like Ramses and many others measured their wealth in the abundance
of aromatic resins. Queen Hatshepsut and her royal navy brought
frankincense and myrrh to Upper Egypt some 1,500 years B.C.
The frankincense tree is one of the oldest trees written about in
the world, with a myriad of stories and legends; and because of those
writings, incense began an historical journey through the minds of people
worldwide. Moreover, its rich, pungent aroma has evolved into a billion
dollar fragrance industry.
The gum resin is gathered from stout, hardy trees that grow in
northern Kenya, Somalia, India, Sudan, Ethiopia, the island of Socotra,
and, of course, in Yemen and Oman. There are 27 main species of
frankincense with another 16 less-known subspecies. Today, it is used for
religious ceremonies, exotic perfumes, aromatherapy, and the treatment
of a variety of diseases.
Do all species of frankincense have healing properties? No! For
example: Boswellia neglecta and Boswellia paferifia were never used in
ancient times for healing, nor was Boswellia frereana, which was used only
for perfume. In our modern world, it is easy to recognize and validate the
species that contain healing constituents through gas chromatography
and masspectrometry analysis. Today, the only frankincense species that
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are recognized for their healing properties are B.sacra, B. carteri, and B.
serrata. In ancient times only B. sacra and B. carteri were used for healing.
Through distillation, we learn that there is a water-soluble chemical
component called boswellic acid that has been found to kill cancer as
well as reverse arthritis. However, through further studies, we see that
B. frereana contains little to no boswellic acid, while B. carteri and B. sacra
contain 25 to 30 percent.
Research shows that other family compounds like sesquiterpenes
work directly on the anterior pituitary, stimulating human growth
hormone (hGH) production, which slows the aging process and has been
said by some scientists to reverse it. With this scientific research, it is
evident that the healing properties of frankincense are determined by its
chemical components.
Why has this tree from the arid, hot desert created such a mysterious
fascination for over 5,000 years? Why have wars been fought over this
precious resin, camel caravans raided, and trade ships sunk by pirates
who lusted after this cargo that was considered more valuable than
gold? Frankincense was much more than just a substance with an exotic
fragrance surrounded by an alluring mystery and a luxury available only
to royalty.
Millions of Christians look to Jesus Christ as the Messiah, who
brought forth the fulfillment of scriptural prophecies made by ancient
prophets who taught the belief of “One God.” Millions of non-Christians
still believe that Jesus was a great prophet and teacher and respect what
He taught. Even the symbolism of the three gifts brought to Him at birth
by the Magi is recognized throughout the world.
When King Herod heard of the great journey of the Magi, he may
have wanted to know why these gifts were taken instead of precious
stones and silk. Traditionally, the Magi, known as Balthazar, Melchior,
and Caspar, whose names and story were translated into Latin from an
early Fifth Century Greek tale, were the bearers of gifts that have been
talked about, sung about, and written about as part of the Christmas story
that has been read by millions of people worldwide.
The spiritual component of frankincense is perhaps one of its more
profound aspects. Anciently, it was believed to drive away evil spirits
and to bring God or the gods (as some believed) closer. Frankincense
became a powerful symbol of spirituality as it was used in many religious
ceremonies and rituals.
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For some 5,000 years, the white purifying smoke of frankincense
was used in prayers and healing and was first recorded in the Sumerian
temples in 3,500 B.C., located in southern Mesopotamia (modern Iraq).
This area is considered by many archaeologists to be the “cradle of
civilization.” History records that Emperor Nero bought thousands of
tons of resin. It is said that he burned so much at one time that the people
could not see through the streets of Rome because the smoke of the
burning frankincense was so thick.
Frankincense was even more legendary for its healing power, which
ranged from treating psychological conditions such as stress, depression,
and insomnia to physical conditions like asthma, arthritic pain, menstrual
irregularity, and many other problems, including cancer. Diodorus of
Sicily wrote in the First Century B.C. that frankincense was good for
“broken heads . . . and to bind bloody wounds.” Indeed, it has held
the world captive for thousands of years with its enticing aroma and
mysterious past.
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Introduction

kept asking myself what it was that compelled me to keep
returning to the land of Arabia again and again, searching
for more answers. Is it possible that the ancient people knew
something that we don’t know? Could frankincense cure every
conceivable illness? A lot of laboratory and university research is being
conducted with frankincense right now, and science is beginning to
document its reversal of cancer, depression, insomnia, arthritis, and
autoimmune diseases, as well as building the immune system and repairing
DNA breakdown. Is this a possible answer to why the ancient prophets of
so long ago lived to such an old age?
The country of Yemen has been looked upon as a warring, hostile
nation. Little is known about its vast wealth in ancient history that seems
to have been lost to the modern world. I felt driven to find the secrets that
these ancient people must have known. Why was this knowledge lost?
The thought of new discoveries from out of the past was exhilarating. I
knew that a great gift awaited me.
My return to the land of God’s precious resins filled me with
anxiousness and excitement. As the plane landed in the capital city of
Sana’a, Yemen, a strange feeling came over me as I pondered my return
to Southern Arabia for the 11th time during the past 15 years in pursuit
of my quest to discover the truth about God’s ancient oils–frankincense,
myrrh, and balsam.
I quickly changed planes and flew to the island of Socotra, where
seven unique species of frankincense and four unique species of myrrh
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were growing that I wanted to investigate. My research companion
and I covered the entire island and even hired a boat to take us on a
1½-hour boat ride to the west side of the island. There were no roads, so
we had to hike five hours into the mountains to photograph the trees of
the socotrana and elongata species of frankincense, as well as two of the
myrrh species and any others we might discover that were unknown to
the scientific world.
Three days later we flew back to Mukalla and drove to Shibam in
the Hadhramaut. When I arrived, I asked about myrrh and was told
that we had to go back to Mukalla and take another road to Bayhan
and then to the Mawsaqah Mountains to find the myrrh trees. Finding
myrrh had been very elusive in the past because every time we thought
we were close, we’d find there was none. After two weeks of hiking in the
mountains of Oman, Yemen, and the island of Socotra, we were beginning
to understand why myrrh was such a highly prized commodity.
When we arrived in Seiyun, we were immediately hustled off the
street to the airport office to buy tickets to Aden in the morning. The
military police said the road through Bayhan and the Mablaqah Pass
going to Shabwah was closed, and travel was very dangerous. Then they
whisked us off to the hotel and told us not to go outside.
Our rooms were relatively clean and each had two single beds with
futon-like mattresses just 3 inches thick made by local people. As I lay
down, I could feel every board under the mattress, not to mention spotting
the 3-inch-long guest that was sharing the bed next to mine. It soon
became apparent that my bed wasn’t going to offer me a very comfortable
night’s sleep, similar to the beds from the hotels of the previous nights
since I had left home.
I decided to wrestle my uninvited guest for his mattress as well. To
my joy, I won. He retreated to a safe place under the TV cabinet, only to
reappear in the dark of the night scurrying across my chest, up my arm, and
off my shoulder just fast enough that I couldn’t hit him but slowly enough to
make sure that I felt him and came fully awake. In an instant I grabbed my
shoe, but my unwanted friend retreated back under the cabinet as my shoe
smacked the floor a split second too late to bag my trophy. Now the battle
was on as he retraced his steps. As the clock ticked past 3 a.m., it became
evident that he was going to make sure I didn’t enjoy his mattress.
At 7 a.m. I bid my “roommate” good-bye and went out the door to
be greeted by six military police, who escorted us to the airport. We flew
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to Aden, the main seaport on the eastern coast of Yemen, to meet with
the president of The Chamber of Commerce and Industrial Trade. As we
landed one hour later, I couldn’t help but marvel how short the flying time
was from Seiyun to Aden, while it took the great caravans four to five
weeks to travel the same distance.
As I stepped off the plane, I felt a bit of a tingling sensation as I
pondered the possibility that perhaps we were standing on the ground
that once was the home of Adam and Eve, not having realized that the
name Aden had evolved from Eden.
Legends passed down for thousands of years claimed that this land
was once the Garden of Eden and could be cross-referenced in Genesis
where it says “the whole land of Havilah, [the present day Hadhramaut],
where there is gold; and the gold of that land is good: there is bdellium
[myrrh] . . .” (Genesis 2:11-12). The local people, who are mostly Muslim,
know the story of Adam and Eve from their sacred book, the Qur’an and
are very proud of the fact that, as they believe, the city of Aden was the
location of the Garden of Eden.
We drove through the city heading toward the Alarakhia Warehouse
from where the largest amount of resin is exported in the world. They
market over a million tons of various resins each year. We could easily
imagine that at one time the beauty of the ancient architecture of the old
buildings must have been magnificent. But now the landscape was just
a terrain of rugged, rocky mountains, which would be difficult for most
goats to cross.
I could hardly imagine that this was the land of the Garden of Eden,
although archaeologists and geologists have reported that the area was once
a tropical garden stretching from the Euphrates River to the Dead Sea to
Aden. The Bible describes this region very well as the Garden of Eden.
I was grateful I had been able to explore this country with its vast
secrets of ancient times. Yemen has been recognized as the oldest
inhabited country in the world today and, sadly, one of the poorest and
least peaceful with much hostility and warring. I knew my research would
require that I return in my quest to unravel the mysteries hidden in the
forbidden and ancient territories of Yemen.
Having been in Yemen once before, I knew what I needed for my
return trip. After filling out mountains of paperwork that would allow me
to take in my video equipment, I was finally able to obtain a journalist
visa, after waiting for six months.
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After I cleared customs, I was met at the airport by Yasser, my
interpreter and government escort. Even though I was able to get my
camera through customs that time, he informed me that I couldn’t travel
to the interior because the government had closed the roads due to
terrorist and rebel activities.
I wanted so much to go into the heart of the country because I knew
that there was much to see and learn about the caravan routes and their
way of traveling. But foreigners were not allowed into the “forbidden
zone.” However, I was determined and kept talking and waiting. I had a
thick, black beard, was dressed in native attire, and looked just like one of
them. I emphasized that I was not a tourist but a researcher who wanted
to write about their country. Perhaps that is what made the difference.
It seemed like a triumphant moment when I was granted my special
permit to go into the forbidden zone of the Hadhramaut interior and hike the
mountains north of Habban where now small groves of frankincense trees
were growing on the steep, rugged, limestone mountains that challenge the
most nimble-footed goats, rising from an elevation of 500 meters to 2,000
meters in brain-baking heat of 48 degrees Celsius (118 degrees Fahrenheit).
We hiked for four hours up the mountain to the frankincense groves,
where I was able to harvest the resin from the trees growing on the steep
wadi banks. Strangely, I seemed to know exactly how to cut the bark. It
all felt so familiar. Yasser, my translator, wanted to know how I knew to
make the right cuts. I didn’t answer him as I pondered his question.
The family of the young man who accompanied us up the mountain
had been harvesting frankincense for 10 to 12 generations. He was also
amazed and asked, “Yasser, how is it that the American doctor knows
how to harvest frankincense the ancient way?”
I looked straight at him and shrugged my shoulders as I answered, “It
just seems to be the logical way to do it.”
By the time we left the top, it had become very dark. Even the seven
military soldiers assigned to guard me wondered how I knew the way off
the mountain in the pitch black of the night. I just smiled, remembering
my many midnight rides as a young boy on my horse, Cannonball, through
the mountains of Challis, Idaho. I looked into their quizzical faces and had
a peculiar thought come to me as I said, “I grew up in the mountains and
feel right at home here!” But as I said it, my own answer felt strange.
The next day I had a most unusual feeling standing at the south gate
that led into the ancient city of Shabwah. A rock sat at the entrance with
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what appeared to be Shahri writing that welcomed the caravans into the
city. It was like the whole scene transformed before my eyes, and I could
see the camels being led to the Treasury House across from the king’s
palace. Here they off-loaded their merchandise to be weighed and taxed.
The taxes were usually paid for with frankincense resin. I blinked my eyes
and again the old ruins were there in view, but the same feeling of having
been there before was still so strong.
After two visits to the old ruins of Shabwah, filming, digging, and
looking for evidence of the frankincense trade, I dug down about a meter,
wanting to evaluate how deep the Treasury House footings were, and
made a most unexpected discovery. There I unearthed a stone incense
burner that the minister of antiquities allowed me to keep and bring
home. He estimated it to be between 3,000 and 4,000 years old.
The antiquities minister from Ataq, who accompanied me on my
second visit to Shabwah, said that local archaeologists and historians
believe that the ruins under old Shabwah could be the lost ruins of Sodom
and Gomorrah.
Later that day Bedouin shepherds from the desert took me 20 minutes
from Shabwah to the ancient salt mines of 5,000 years ago. They said this
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was the mountain where Lot’s wife was turned into a pillar of salt, and the
mountain on which she stood was in eyesight of the old city of Shabwah.
My curiosity intensified, bringing many more questions to my mind.
I felt so blessed to have walked and driven much of the original
caravan trail. It was a fabulous opportunity to travel in the world’s oldest
country, the country of Yemen, where many people believe the world’s
history began. Shabwah was one of the most fascinating places that I was
able to explore, where so much caravan history took place. It was very
real and seemed to come alive for me.
The next week I climbed the Al-Mashat Mountains with some
Bedouins who lived in rock houses above the old city. It was there
that I first found the tree of the sweet myrrh, Commiphora molmol, that
is mentioned in the Bible (Psalm 45:8). It had a magnificent, sweet
fragrance that was almost perfume-like, not the heavy, musky fragrance
of the most familiar myrrh. After smelling its sweet fragrance, I could
easily understand why it was favored of God. This myrrh was preferred
for the healing of women’s problems from childbearing, to menstrual pain,
to depression, as well as for a very powerful aphrodisiac.
During this day the Saudi Arabia military was bombing villages just
to the north, making the road to Sana’a forbidden to travel at night by any
foreigner. I told Yasser that I had to be at the Sana’a University in the
morning, and because it was a six-hour drive, we had to travel through the
night. In a fearful tone he clamored, “You can’t! It is forbidden!” He said he
would not go, so I told him that was all right with me, but I was going.
When he saw that I could not be persuaded, he stayed in the car and
we continued our drive. We drove through 15 military check stations, and
at each station they looked in the car, flashed their lights in my eyes, and
waved us on through. Not once did they ask for my I.D. We arrived in
Sana’a without a problem, and I was able to make it to my meetings on
time. I could have spent many more days there, but my time had come to
an end, and I had to leave.
As I loaded the 50 kilos (110 lbs.) of frankincense that I had collected
onto the plane, I was enveloped in the euphoria of the amazing time I
had spent in the interior—the “forbidden zone.” The traveling had been
challenging, but the research and discoveries were exciting, and the
knowledge from the past that I was taking back with me was priceless.
Now it was time to fly back to Oman to continue my research there
and to secure my relationship with my new partners with whom I was to
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start building my distillery, my own distillery in Salalah—the realization
of a vision I had had the first time I went to Oman nearly 15 years ago.
What a thrilling moment of anticipation. As the plane became airborne,
I thought that for my next grand adventure, I would go into the Empty
Quarter and camp, to sleep under the stars. I wondered what new
discoveries would be awaiting me. I could never have envisioned what I
was about to experience.
I had to fly first to Muscat, the capital of Oman, and then catch a flight
to Salalah. As soon as I landed, I rented a jeep and drove to Wubar, the
lost city of the desert, which was the last civilization before reaching Fort
Yabrin in present-day Saudi Arabia. Today it is identified only by its ruins
and is nothing more than a crossroad at an oasis, a place to rest and water.
On my quest for the frankincense, I wanted to follow the original trail
into the Empty Quarter and experience sleeping in this most treacherous
land of desert vipers, deadly scorpions, and frightening camel spiders. I
wanted to experience what these ancient caravaners might have felt as
they made camp at night.
I felt an indescribable excitement as the Empty Quarter loomed in
the distance. Reaching my destination about 200 kilometers inland from
Salalah, I started to climb one of the highest sand dunes, about 250
meters high. I felt miniature in size as I reached the top and looked at
the immensity of the barren desert around me. Once again I surveyed the
surrounding terrain and marveled as the shimmering heat waves danced
so close that I felt I could reach out and touch them. The sweat ran
down my back and soaked my shirt as the temperature climbed above 45
degrees Celsius (113 F.).
The scarab beetles scurried across the desert as if the hot sand
scorched their feet. Beyond that, there was a stillness that sent shivers up
my spine as the feeling of loneliness settled into my nerve centers, spiking
the adrenaline, creating almost a giddy feeling. Again, I had that most
unusual feeling that I had been here before. It was so familiar—a sense of
returning—like I was at home.
The realization was almost overwhelming that some 3,500 years ago,
caravaners with merchandise from ships, now heavily loaded on camels,
crossed here as they headed into the desert northeast to Fort Yabrin,
entering the most brutal and feared desert wilderness in the world, the
Rub al Khali—the Empty Quarter—that spread out over approximately
600,000 square kilometers to the north, northeast, and northwest, a desert
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wilderness that was never crossed until about 1,000 B.C. This was a land
that without question was the most unforgiving wasteland ever to be
conquered by man.
Seventy kilometers to the south from where I was standing lay the
ruins of the lost city of Wubar, which, because of an earthquake, had sunk
into an underground cavern, leveling the largest and richest city in the
Arabian Peninsula, which they had claimed to be the richest in the world.
This wild and decadent city was said to be the Sodom and Gomorrah of
the desert. It was a pivotal connection for the caravaners—a place where
they could rest and take on fresh supplies for the arduous, six-week
journey to Fort Yabrin.
The 1,000 meter climb up out of Fort Sumhuram at the Khor Rori
Port over the Zophar Mountains with 600-pound pack loads must have
been exhausting for man and beast. The 14-day journey from the fort to
Wubar was an emotional adjustment for the men as they left their families
and friends behind, knowing it would be four to five months at best before
they returned. Wubar was the place to adjust and balance the packs and
for the new camels to work out any stubborn or high-spirited attitude
before entering the Empty Quarter.
At this point, before the discovery of the northern route to Fort
Yabrin, the caravans turned west and skirted the northern slopes of the
mountains, where both men and animals suffered from the heat along
the winding trail westward to Shabwah and then to Marib, the home
of the Queen of Sheba. From there they made the journey northward,
intercepting the coastline trail at Makka (Mecca) and then traveling along
the coastline of the Red Sea to Petra and on to Damascus or Jerusalem.
The second route left Najran, skirting the Empty Quarter northeast to
Fort Yabrin and continuing on to Gerrha some 750 miles away.
The new route to Fort Yabrin that went north across the Rub al Khali,
shortened the trip by almost six weeks and bypassed the taxation ports of
Shabwah, Timna, and Najran. This was significant in cost savings to the
caravaners and merchants. The compacted ground caused by thousands
of camels and men trudging across the desert over these ancient caravan
routes was the means by which satellite thermography was able to
discover the location of the “Lost City of Ubar” in 1992, which was aired
as a Nova Documentary on PBS.
As I stood on the dunes reminiscing over some of the stories I had read
about the frankincense trade routes, a queasy feeling started to come over
xvi

me. The dunes started to spin as I looked through the shifting sand, and
I could see a huge camel caravan approaching through the shimmering
heat waves not more than a quarter mile away. It seemed so real and yet
unbelievable at the same time that I thought I was going to lose my lunch.
I took a deep breath, closed my eyes, and rubbed them with both hands. I
felt much better as I let my breath out slowly, trying to calm myself. When
I opened my eyes, thankfully, everything was normal—no caravan.
I walked pensively down off the dune, trying to make sense of what
had just happened, but at the moment I didn’t have an answer. There
were two smaller dunes in the near distance where I could drive to set up
my camp for the night, which I thought would be good protection from
the wind. Darkness was rapidly falling on the vast desert as I prepared
my sleeping bag and settled in for what I thought would be a peaceful
night’s sleep in the Rub al Khali. As the night blanketed the desert, the
day temperature of 45 degrees Celsius (113 F.) plummeted quickly to a
cool 20 degrees Celsius (68 F.).
To my surprise, the wind started to blow with such force that I wondered
if my tent would hold as the sand pelted against the sides. But then I thought,
“Of course, it will, because, after all, it was designed for harsh conditions
and purchased from a well-known sporting goods store at home.” The wind
continued to blow even stronger, which I thought was typical of a Rub al
Khali desert sandstorm that could bury an entire caravan of 1,000 camels
overnight. But I was so exhausted from traveling that I couldn’t keep my
eyes open any longer, and feeling warm and comfortable in my sleeping bag,
I drifted into dreams about camels and the Empty Quarter.
I jolted awake with a gripping fear that made me want to run. I told
myself, “This is too much. Tomorrow I’m driving to the airport and taking
the first plane home.” But the howling wind with the rhythmic pelting of
the sand against the tent walls again lulled me back into an exhausted
state of sleep.
Sometime later I was startled awake again by some strange sound. As
I lay listening, I realized that the wind had stopped. At first the sound was
unknown to me, but as it grew louder, it became faintly familiar. Then I
recognized it! It was the sound of camels. I looked outside my tent and
breathed a sigh of relief as several camels had been roped together, like in
a corral, near my campsite.
I started to lie back down, thinking I might be able to go back to
sleep. Then the realization struck me like a sledgehammer, causing me to
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break out into a cold sweat. I bolted up out of my wool and cotton-woven
blanket and stared in shock at this Bedouin tent that looked like it was
made from something like spun flax, horsehair, and coconut fiber. What
happened to my modern-day sleeping bag and my tent from that wellknown sporting goods store?
I looked down at my feet strapped in leather sandals and looked
around for my hiking boots—and where were my long pants with my
tucked-in, long-sleeved shirt? I could hardly believe that I was wearing
something that looked more like a skirt or a dress. What was happening?
A feeling of panic came over me as my head reeled with confusion. I felt
faint and more nauseous as I dropped to my knees; and falling over onto
the blanket, I closed my eyes and tried to escape into a deep sleep, where
I thought I was safe, hoping that when I awakened, everything would be
back to normal.
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CHAPTER 1

The Caravan

heard the sound of Jona’s voice calling from the distance, “Captain
Shutran.” He waved to signal me that he was ready. I waved back
to let him know I would be coming. Jona was my second-incommand, and I needed to meet with him for his morning report.
I had ridden up to the crest of a lonely sand dune as the morning sun had
begun to color the vast desert that lay before us.
I ran my hands over my commander’s cross belt, thinking about the
first time I had buckled it on and what it represented. Many years had
passed since that time, but the memory of my father watching with great
pride was still vivid. How I missed him, but I often felt him with me. As
the Commander, the responsibility was great because so much depended
upon my decisions. My father had prepared me well, and I often reflected
upon the things that I had learned from him.
I looked out across the expansiveness of 300 camels sprawled in the
sand as my men were beginning to put on the pack saddles. Many times
my eyes had gazed upon the immensity of the caravan in the early morning
as preparations were being made for the day’s journey, but every time was
like the first, with a feeling of awe and wonder of such an undertaking.
The morning was peaceful as I prepared myself mentally for the day.
Jona always waited for me and knew I would come when I was ready.
When I started down the dune, he rode towards me and called out,
“Captain, everything is in order and we will be ready to move when you
give the command.”
“Good, Jona. Come to the fire so we can eat while we talk.”
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The breakfast fires were flickering brightly as daylight was overtaking
the night, and the temperature was still refreshingly cool by half of the
daytime temperature. It was a most beautiful time of the day. My appetite
awakened as I smelled the camel fat frying over the fire while breakfast
was being prepared with beans and rice. The luban was boiling in a pot
of water on the fire for fresh tea, which most of us drank every morning
because it seemed to sharpen the mind and was greatly invigorating with
the dawning of a new day.
The men were grabbing their breeches that had been draped over
a pyramid-like frame made with four sticks tied together and standing
about 1 meter high over the incense burner so that the smoke from the
luban could saturate their clothing throughout the night. Everyone liked
the aroma because it covered the unpleasant smell of both men and
animals after sweating all day in the hot sun as well as sending sand fleas
and other hungry critters running in the opposite direction.
The camels, when fully packed with their colorful halters and breast
collars, beautifully embroidered packs, and blankets and pads of many
colors, were a stunning sight, especially when lined out across the reddish,
tan-colored sand. The first morning when the caravan began to move out
was always a time of great anticipation for everyone.
For me, the feeling was exhilarating because it challenged my leadership
to know what was ahead. It was a new morning and the beginning of a new
journey that held the promise of exciting adventures that would be retold
around the campfires and in the family circles at home. The men and camels
were now ready for the 60- to 70-day arduous trek ahead, leaving Wubar to
cross the vast, unforgiving, harsh wasteland that lay before us, a challenge
beyond the experience of most of the caravaners.
I had crossed the desert many times, but each time I wondered if
this would be the journey when the water in the oasis would be dried
up or if we would encounter desert pirates attacking out of the dunes
with their marauding band of thieves wanting to take our precious cargo,
regardless of the cost of life. With these dangers I knew that some of
these men, perhaps even me, might not live to make the return trip home.
Even those who journeyed only to Fort Yabrin on the north side of the
Empty Quarter, expecting to return with a southbound caravan to Fort
Sumhuram, wondered about their fate.
The immense challenges of the unknown always lingered in the minds
of the caravaners. The fear of encountering a blinding sandstorm that
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could drive man and beast absolutely mad was always a possibility, and if
the Bedouin scouts were to lose the trail, we might have to travel three or
four days before reaching the next water hole.
One mistake and the whole caravan could possibly perish. We carried
enough water for only three days for all of the men and horses. The
camels could go for about four days in the heat carrying 200- to 300-kilo
pack loads and traveling 35 to 45 kilometers a day, but for the men and
the other animals, a single day without water could be disastrous.
It was almost impossible to rest in the heat with no shade and the
sun beating down at 45 degrees. We could travel for days and not find a
rock to give shade or a blade of grass for the animals to eat. Sometimes
the gutrah head wrap increased the temperature so much that it felt as
though the sun were drilling a large hole through our heads, but it was
the only protection we had, and without it our heads would simply burn
up as though they were being cooked on a campfire. Wetting the gutrah
helped reduce the temperature a couple of degrees, but it wasn’t a good
idea to use our precious water that way. The desire to drink was almost
overpowering, but when it became a question of good sense and survival,
it could be a death issue if the balance was broken.
I couldn’t help but think about the caravaners who went screaming
mad because of the intense heat and the illusion of a beautiful, green oasis
just beyond them. If that became fixed in their minds, they could start to
run, and any attempt to stop them could put one’s own life in jeopardy.
The thought of seeing water could become infectious and put the entire
caravan at risk. There was nothing like heat and dehydration to alter the
mind so quickly. I had seen many men go crazy and even kill a best friend
for one drop of water.
I felt both the anticipation and anxiety of the men, especially those
making the journey for the first time. The excitement was contagious
while the returning caravaners told stories around the campfires,
romanticizing the encounters with raiders and the battles fought. But that
didn’t lessen the reality for the scouts and sentries, who were at risk with
their responsibility to watch for bandits.
They told of the exciting and fancy things to see in the cities they
passed through; and, of course, the stories of the beautiful, loose, wild
women in the other countries were always alluring, even when they
weren’t true. After a few weeks away from home, their imagination made
the women even more beautiful.
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The caravaners were the younger men’s heroes, traveling the world
and bringing back the tales of other cultures and tribal customs. As usual,
the men competed among themselves to see who could embellish the stories
in the most sensationalized fashion, becoming the center of attention, as
the young men sat around listening with adoration and expectation of the
time that they would make the great 2,500 kilometer trek.
They carried on about the lush money they saw being spent in the
taverns at night or paid at the taxation ports when the caravans came
from another country. The mere fact that the caravaners made three times
more money than a fisherman or than the families gathering the incense
resin was very enticing to the young and ambitious, who might want to
put together a bride price for their first marriage.
Of course, there was no mention about why the caravaners made
three to four times more money than those from the village working
in the fields or tending the animals. All the danger, the harshness, the
tremendous difficulties, and even the possibility of death were of no
concern in anticipation of the adventure, the money, and the excitement
of the unknown.
But for the experienced caravaners, the dangers were very real. The
thoughts of life-threatening disasters always passed through their minds.
Arriving at a water hole that had dried up or was buried under 100 meters of
sand meant that the water had to be rationed to 1 liter per day for each man
and 3 liters for each horse. We would be forced to travel at night, when the
temperatures dropped 15 to 20 degrees, so that the camels could go another
three to four days, with hope that water would be found at the next stop.
There was always the concern that one of the men might get sick on
the journey and die or that we might have to kill him to stop the intense
pain of a spreading infection that would only delay his death and prolong
his suffering. Sometimes the pain was so terrible that he would beg for
someone to take his life. He might have been a most trusted and loyal
friend or even the son of one of the villagers where you live. To kill a
comrade was the most terrible thing a caravan commander had to do,
creating a memory that would stay in his mind forever while he tried to
justify it so that he could go on with life.
But the most fearful danger of the night is an encounter with the
dreaded camel spider, which can grow to a length of as much as 15
centimeters and can run up to 16 kilometers per hour. This desert
predator hunts at night and feeds on blood and flesh. It first injects a
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serum that numbs the nerves so that it can quietly feast
until it satisfies its appetite, which could result in
the loss of part of a foot, forearm, or face,
which has happened to many men.
It was a moment of horror to
be awakened early in the morning
by the screaming of a man who
discovered that part of his nose
and cheek were missing,
causing him to take his
own life with his curved dagger,
the jambiyya, as everyone stood by
watching, stunned at the sight and not
fully awake to respond in time to stop him.
On one of the caravans that I led, one of my men lost his ear and
part of his cheek during the midnight meal. He was almost delirious with the
terrible pain and blood running everywhere. It was a shock for all of us to see
such a horrible sight. But we moved fast and quickly packed his face and the
side of his head with crushed myrrh resin, which stopped the bleeding and
the pain. We left him with the villagers so that they could take care of him and
wondered what his face would look like when we returned.
On our way back from Gerrha, about six and a half months later, we
were amazed to see that he was completely healed and that much of his cheek
had grown back. He rejoined us and made another eight journeys with the
caravan, even though he lived the rest of his life with only one ear.
Reflecting back, I asked myself, “Why? Why do I continue to put my
life at risk when I have a family that I love more than life itself—a beautiful
wife, two growing young boys who need their father, and a little princesslike daughter?” I looked at my men, knowing it was the same for them
as well; they just wanted to provide a better life for their families—better
than the life they had growing up. The young men making the journey for
the first time had great hopes of one day owning their own caravan with
four or perhaps even as many as two dozen camels.
Three or four small caravans always seemed to join me along the way.
Some owners had only 1 or 2 camels, and some had 20 to 30 camels. My
caravans were large and I was known to have a lot of experience, so they
traveled with me for their safety and protection. It was interesting meeting
up with men of different cultures and learning new things, as long as they
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followed my command and didn’t try to do things their way.
The men were eager and wanted something better for their lives and
had their own dreams. I was glad I could help with my knowledge and
experience. They brought back memories of my beginning days when my
father let me take my first caravan to Qana, which charted my path to
this time in my life.
I looked at the slaves, busily helping with the packing and preparation,
with their hopes for a better life than the one they had left. The slaves had
no idea how immensely important they were to the caravan, not only to
help with the burden of packing every morning and unpacking at the
day’s end but also fighting and defending the caravan. Without the free
labor of the slaves, the cost of the caravan would have been three or four
times greater, which naturally would have increased the cost of goods for
the buyer.
Yes, I wanted to give my boys a better life than my own and hoped
they would never have to lead a caravan and be away from their families
on such long journeys as I went on. I was always happy when I received
a dispatch just to go to Wubar, which I could do in four to five weeks.
How long would I continue to lead the caravan? Yes, it was in my
blood and I loved the vastness of the desert with all its mysteries. I had
always been fascinated by the unknown, and who knows, perhaps that
unknown would bring me to a new way, where I could be with my family,
and we could work together. I pondered my own question with hope.
But now it was time. The sun was rising and filling the sky with the
brilliant colors of the morning. With a wave of my hand, I gave Jona the
command to start moving. The dust began swirling about the camels’ feet
until it looked like sandy water rippling over the desert. It was a glorious
sight.
As I watched the caravan move in a wave-like motion, I thought
about the dreams I had had from the time I was a young boy. As early as
I could remember, I wanted to be a caravaner and travel into the desert
of the unknown, making new discoveries and seeing the other side of the
world. It seemed so long ago when I sat with my mother in our Bedouin
cave and listened as she encouraged me to follow my dreams. I wondered
what she would say to me now, knowing that I was the commander of
this great caravan.
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CHAPTER 2

From Bedouin
to Commander
or some reason I kept thinking about the last time my mother
spoke to me. After birthing my second brother, she kept bleeding.
I remember my father making a tea from the cistus he had
gathered and giving it to her. I will never forget the soothing,
uplifting aroma that filled our tent. The bleeding stopped quickly but she
had lost so much blood and was so weak that she could not regain her
strength and passed on to God three days later.
One night before she passed, she called me to her bedside. She knew I
was curious about so many things and that my dreams were big for such a
young boy who had seen little of the world. I loved her very much and there
was a special feeling between us. She must have known that she would soon
pass to the world beyond because her words had a tone of urgency in them.
“Shutran,” she said, taking hold of my hand, “you are my firstborn and
with that comes much responsibility. You have the ability to do great things,
like your ancestor Great-grandfather Abdul, who tamed the camel. Believe
in yourself and follow your dreams. Create a good life for the family that you
will have one day. Your father has taught you well. Take care of your younger
sister and brothers while your father is away in the mountains. Remember
how much I love you and that I will always be with you wherever you are.”
I looked into her gentle eyes and pulled her hand to my heart. With
tears running down my cheeks, I said, “Mother, I love you, and I will
always carry your words in my heart.”
I wanted to be a caravaner and take the incense to the world, even
though I had heard the horrifying stories about what happened to those
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who went into the Empty Quarter and never came out. Many people
thought they were eaten by a “sand devil” that buried itself in the drifting
sand and waited for unsuspecting travelers to cross its path. Others said
they had been caught in a raging sandstorm that in the blink of an eye
would tear the flesh off and strip a camel so clean that the wind would
whistle through his ribs before he knew he was dead.
Those stories sometimes gave my younger brothers, Asif and Elazar,
nightmares, but I only wondered about the strangeness of it all. As I grew
older, those stories became more and more intriguing until I was driven with
a desire to cross the mysterious unknown. I wasn’t afraid. I just wanted to
know what was there—to see it—to cross it. I just knew I could find a way
to conquer the fierceness of the great Rub al Khali, the Empty Quarter.
My mother’s words never quit echoing in my head, “Follow your
dreams.”
Grandfather Shutran, after whom I was named, used to say, “If you
dream about it long enough, it will become real.” Little did I know that my
dream would start to become a reality that fateful day when Father and I
were unloading at Siahd’s marketplace in Timna, where we came to sell
the resins that we had harvested and brought down from the mountains.
Siahd came up to Father and said, “Shudulla, the demand for incense
is growing every day, and I have an order for myrrh to go to Egypt. I
need eight to ten camels to carry the load to Qana, where the myrrh will
be loaded on the ship. Since you and your son have ten camels, could you
take this shipment to Qana for me?”
“Siahd, I would like to help you if you are not in a hurry and could
wait. I have two more months in the Al-Mawsaqah Mountains to finish
with this season’s harvest.”
Siahd looked disappointed and asked Father, “Would you consider
expanding your caravan?”
“That is more difficult. Since my wife died, I can’t be gone that long
as I still have children at home.”
As they talked, I could see the vision of my opportunity. I almost
yelled in my excitement, “Father, I could do it!”
Father turned with a surprised look on his face and without a thought
emphatically said, “No, Son! You are too young and we do not have the
money to buy more camels and pack equipment.”
“But, Father, I’ve been working with you for five years, and I can
pack a camel as well as anyone.”
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“Yes, Son, you can, but where are you going to get the camels?”
Father thought his question would stop me, but I quickly answered,
“Father, it is my dream. I’ll find a way; I know I can!”
“Son, you don’t know the trail to Qana.”
“That’s true, but I know how to travel in the desert, and I can ask someone
who does know the trail. Father, I know I can do it. Let me try. This has been
my dream all my life, and I know Mother would be happy for me.”
Siahd finished weighing our sacks of myrrh and then walked over to
us as we unloaded the last camel. “Shudulla, I have a question.”
“Yes?”
“What would you do if today you broke your leg and could not return
to the mountains?”
“I would send Shutran. He is as good as any man!”
“Do you feel he could barter with the mountain people to secure more
resin?”
“Yes, of course. I’ve taught him well.”
At that moment I felt like I grew 2 meters tall. That was the first time
I had ever heard my father tell someone else that he was proud of me and
saw me as a man.
“Shudulla, I have watched Shutran since he was 12 years old coming
with you to market. I remember when his mother was sick, and you had
to be with her. He brought your caravan in twice by himself, and he was
only 14. Shudulla, I believe he could take a caravan to Qana.”
“Yes, I believe that also, but how do we get the money we need? What
happens if he gets attacked by brigands near the coast or the port?”
“Father, you have taught me well with the sword, better than any
Bedouin.”
Siahd spoke again, “Shudulla, your firstborn son is talking like a man.
You have taught him the two most important things any father could
teach a son. First is how to work hard, and second is to be honest in all
things. I know if Shutran takes my myrrh to Qana, it will get there just
the same as if you took it, so this is my offer.
“Shutran, I will buy the camels and pack equipment and pay for
everything except your wages. You work for free for one year, and at the
end of the year, I will give you credit for one-half interest in the caravan if
you continue to work. At the end of the second year, you will have made
enough money to buy the other half of the caravan if you want it, but you
must agree to continue to work for me for seven years. No exception.”
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Father spoke up, “Siahd, that is a good offer, but what does he live
on if he has no wage?”
“Father, I have some money. I have sold the myrrh that you let me
harvest for myself after our loads had been delivered. When I sold it to
Siahd, he always paid me the same price. I have saved enough money to
buy two camels, and with what the other merchants pay me for delivering
their goods, I can live on that. Father, I know I can make this work.”
“If I allow you to do this, who is going to take your place in helping me?”
“Father, I have two brothers, who are now older than I was when I
started working with you.”
“Yes, you’re right! Son, I can see your heart is set.”
“Father, I will give you 10 percent of my earnings to help take care of
our family until my brothers start to work!”
“Shutran, you are a good son, but that is not necessary. You will have
a hard enough time as it is.”
Siahd hired two men to go with me for the first six months. Almuk, an
older man, who loved date wine and was not sober very often, had traveled
on the caravan trails for years and had a lot of experience. I was young and
he knew he could teach me a lot. He had been a good caravaner, but after his
wife died, he lost his reason to live and turned to wine. But once he started
working with me, he never drank again. He had a new purpose: teaching a
young man how to become a great caravaner. He became invaluable to me as
a trusted companion and taught me many things as I pursued my dream.
I knew that the money I had saved to buy my first two camels would
go fast. I didn’t take any of it with me on my first trip but killed a deer and
made jerky and gathered wild fruit to eat. When we arrived just outside of
Qana, I left the caravan in camp with Almuk and walked into the village.
I spent three days watching other caravaners to see how they loaded and
unloaded their camels. I learned the names of the port people and listened
to stories in the taverns at night.
I found the man I was to sell the myrrh to who was shipping it to
Egypt. He told me that the price of myrrh was going up and that he
needed frankincense as well, but there was none to buy. He said it was all
going to Shabwah. I asked him what he would pay for frankincense and
myrrh. When he told me, I acted as though I was not interested. His offer
was only 2 denarii more per kilo than what Siahd expected to receive.
The next day I found him in the tavern bragging that he would pay
the highest price for frankincense and myrrh, so I asked him again, “What
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would you pay for myrrh today?”
“This time I will pay you 4½ denarii per kilo.”
I told him, “I can bring you 1,840 kilos of the finest myrrh in all of
the Hadhramaut, but I want 5 denarii per kilo, and I can deliver it in two
days.” He agreed too easily.
I was excited, but yet an uneasiness made the hair stand up on the
back of my neck. I was curious about the feeling I had, but the excitement
of getting 5 denarii quickly pushed it to the back of my mind. “You have
a deal,” I said. “Pay me half now and I will deliver in two days.”
“No,” he said, “I won’t pay until I see the myrrh.”
“I can bring it in so you can see it, and then if you don’t pay me, what do
I do?” Father always said that a man who cannot look you in the eye while
making a deal and not trust you is a man who himself cannot be trusted.
So I said to him, “This is my deal. I will bring my caravan within one
day’s ride of the city. You bring your money, we make the deal, and you
ride back with my caravan. If we don’t make a deal, I won’t bring my
caravan to the city.”
He finally agreed and two days later I arrived with my caravan as
planned. After he inspected the myrrh, he agreed that it was the very best he
had seen and asked if I could bring more. “Yes,” I said, “in two months.”
“What about frankincense?”
“Yes, I can also bring it as well.”
After he paid me the money, he asked, “Will you lead your camels to
my warehouse to unload?”
“Yes,” I answered, but felt reluctant.
There was a change in the tone of his voice that gave me chills again. I
walked around my camels as if to put the coins in my pack. Almuk was about
to leave to take most of the camels back with him to the mountains where we
had camped two nights before. When the merchant wasn’t looking, I handed
Almuk the pack with the money to take with him where I knew it would be
safe. We had agreed that he would return to meet me in two days so that we
could buy new merchandise and begin our return journey.
It was dark by the time we finished unloading the last few camels.
The merchant told me that my servant and I could sleep in the stable and
then leave in the morning. I wasn’t able to sleep because I had a feeling
something might happen. I laid down in such a way that anyone could see
that I didn’t have a pouch with me. I had slipped my sword into the straw,
where it was hidden but close to my fingers if I needed it.
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I heard the door creak and what sounded like three or maybe four
men came in, but I didn’t make a move. I could hear them walk up close
to us but assumed they had determined we were deep enough in sleep that
they could search the packs. I listened as they rifled through everything,
but to their surprise, they found nothing.
My heart was beating fast and I wondered what they would do next. I
found myself silently asking God to just send them away. It was quiet for
a moment, and then I heard the creaking door again and the faint sound
of their feet as they left. I carefully opened my eyes and, looking around,
gratefully thanked Father, the Almighty, for protecting us. I had a hard
time going back to sleep, so I just patiently waited for morning to come,
thinking about all the things I had to do.
The next day I walked along the dock talking to people and looking at
all of the merchandise coming in from other countries. I decided to barter
for some silk from India, a few brass ornaments, and some curry and
cumin. With the extra 3 denarii per kilo increase over Siahd’s expected
price of 2 denarii per kilo, I could buy this new merchandise to take back
to him to sell in his market. When Almuk returned, I paid for the new
goods, loaded the camels, and headed for home.
I was certain that this would be the first time that Siahd would have
spices and beautiful silk to sell, which would certainly bring more people
to his market. This would give him another 60 percent increase, and as we
agreed, for any amount that I made over the set prices, I would receive 75
percent credit toward the purchase of the caravan.
On the return home, I stopped in Habban to inquire about frankincense
and secure 500 kilos at 1½ denarii per kilo to pick up on my return trip
next month. I was anxious to tell my father about my trip, my first one,
which had been so successful. I had earned enough money to buy my
first two camels to add to Siahd’s caravan, and I had my first shipment of
frankincense to be delivered.
Siahd was excited to be the first in Timna to have silk cloth, brass,
curry, and cumin. This started him thinking about opening new markets
in other cities. For five years my father let me continue to harvest myrrh
every day that I could when we didn’t have loads to be delivered.
On my next trip for Siahd a few weeks later, I walked into the tavern
to look for the Egyptian merchant to let him know that I was back
with another 1,840 kilos of myrrh and 500 kilos of frankincense. I was
anxious to collect my money and return home. However, I was about to
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experience the cold reality of being in business.
The merchant wasn’t in the tavern, and nobody had seen him or knew his
whereabouts. When I walked down to the docks, other merchants ignored me
and wouldn’t talk to me because I had had the myrrh that they wanted to buy
but had sold it to another merchant, who had paid a higher price. I went up to
the warehouse where we had unloaded, and no one was there. I walked over to
the stable where I slept the night the thieves came to rob me and my servant.
The owner of the stable informed me that this merchant had been
paying caravaners for their resins and then at night had been getting
them drunk and robbing them, or he had his men wait outside the village
and rob them as they left. Two caravaners accused him of being in on the
robbery, and in the fight that followed, the merchant was killed.
I asked what I should do with my myrrh and frankincense. The stable
owner said that there was another merchant buying for Egypt, but not
at the same price. When I found him, he offered me 1½ denarii less than
what Siahd had paid Father for the myrrh.
I knew this would end my caravan business if I didn’t find an answer.
I walked back to the tavern, started asking questions, and learned that
ships were coming into Aden and that the merchants were buying incense
that was going to the Emperor in India, but that meant the journey would
be two weeks longer down the coast.
The Egyptian merchant came in asking arrogantly, “Well, are you
going to sell me your incense?”
“No, Sir,” I replied. “I’ll take it back to Timna first,” and I walked out.
Following me outside, he yelled, “Don’t be stupid, boy! You might
not even make it to Aden.” I never even acknowledged that I heard him
and kept walking.
“All right, all right!” he yelled. I’ll buy your myrrh for 2 denarii!” But
I just kept walking.
Two weeks later we arrived in Aden, and I sent Almuk down to the
docks to inquire about a ship going to India. They were happy to be able
to buy a shipment. They had been waiting for one that never arrived.
We agreed on 4½ denarii. As soon as we were unloaded, Almuk found a
shipper who needed a caravan to take merchandise to Wadi Dawan and
Shabwah, which meant we would need 15 camels. Turning to Almuk, I
said, “We need to buy 5 more camels so that we have 15 we can pack. But
where can we buy 5 camels?” The money from the sale of the frankincense
and myrrh wasn’t enough.
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Almuk and I left the caravan with our comrades while we went
looking for camels and found the prices much higher in Aden. At the last
place we stopped, the owner had a large pasture behind his stable with
three dozen camels. I inquired why those camels weren’t being sold, and
he explained that they were camels that had gone “cold” in a caravan and
were being sold for meat.
I remember my grandfather telling me that camels don’t go cold. They
just get tired of being abused and refuse to cooperate. I asked what the
owner’s price would be to sell them and was excited to discover that I
had enough money to buy eight. Almuk was not excited about the idea of
buying bad-tempered camels and started to tell me about all the problems
we were going to have.
“Almuk, I disagree,” I told him. “First, we have to gain the trust of
the camels by treating them kindly. Once they understand things are
different, they will perform.” I sent Almuk immediately back to the
market to buy some sugar cane and began my retraining. One week later
my new “bad” camels were ready to pack.
We left Aden with a secure contract for the next two years to deliver
myrrh and frankincense at 4½ denarii per kilo for this year and 5 denarii
for next year. We also had a contract to deliver food, clothing, and other
supplies to Wadi Dawan, Shibam, Seiyun, and Shabwah.
It was amazing how out of a bad situation a great door had opened
with new and better opportunities. I continued each trip to buy more
“bad” camels and bring them into my caravan. I started making new pack
equipment from hides of old camels that had died rather than making
them from coconut and flax fiber. The leather packs lasted longer, were
easier to pack, and looked much better. It seemed like every new problem
I encountered led to a new discovery.
My mother would have held my hand and said, “God has smiled on
you. Your dream was bigger than you thought.” I felt the warmth of her
love as I thought about our conversation so many years ago. I knew she
was watching, knowing that the dream of her small son had filled the
heart of this man to overflowing.
Now, years later, gazing as far as the eye could see over the unending
swells of sand in the midst of the most treacherous land known to man with
over 300 camels and the men who rode them, I marveled at how my ultimate
dream had been fulfilled as I again crossed the fierce Rub al Khali.
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CHAPTER 3

The Sandstorm

he unknown of the changing desert always brought new challenges
with each crossing. It never looked the same, except for the vastness
of the sand and the intense heat of the day. Each caravan seemed to
have its own personality, but the camels always had a keen sense
of the journey. As the sun climbed higher in the sky, there was uneasiness in
their movement. Something was coming. We could feel it in the air.
The breeze had turned into an unwanted wind and felt like a day in
which we would face a lot more wind and very likely a sandstorm. The
behavior of the camels was always the first sign of weather changes and
indicated the direction from which the storm would come. This day it
would come from the south.
The camels had picked up their pace and were moving so fast that
the men were mounting them to ride because they couldn’t walk and stay
ahead. We could probably cover 45 to 55 kilometers today, depending
on when the storm hit. How long it lasted would determine whether we
gained or lost time.
I had my captains, who were each responsible for 50 camels, instruct
the men to spread the caravan out abreast rather than in a train. This
reduced the amount of dust the men would have to endure. As I topped
out on a high dune and looked back over the caravan spreading half
of a kilometer wide moving across the desert floor, I was in awe of the
absolute beauty of such a breathtaking sight.
But yet at the same time, I felt a foreboding, knowing that so many
men and their families depended on my decisions and the ability to
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execute them. It was of the utmost importance that these men have the
greatest chance to survive the storm, to return, and to want to go with me
on future crossings.
I was grateful for the things my father had taught me and the trust he
put in me to make right decisions. Integrity and honesty were my father’s
foundation for all that he did and the example he lived. He often said, “If
you don’t do the right things, then you will never have the right relationship
with your wife or God.” He smiled and added, “With God, you might get
away with it, but not with a good woman,” and then laughed.
The thought of my beautiful Mirah’s face filled my mind, causing
a lump to come up in my throat. The longing for her is always really
strong, even after being married for 15 years. She is more than just a good
woman. She doesn’t tell me things because that is what I want to hear.
She talks to me straight up and tells me how she sees things. She is a good
support and stands behind my decisions once they are made. She always
poses questions about my ideas but never criticizes me. She just wishes
that I wouldn’t be such a risk taker.
She grew up in an affluent family whose father was a very successful
merchant, trading resins and spices, and who is now the governor and
chief accountant of the Fort Sumhuram Treasury House.
Contrary to her upbringing, I grew up in the mountains as a Bedouin,
gathering the resins of frankincense and myrrh with my father. During
most of my childhood, we lived like nomads, following the harvest from
the Zophar Mountains to the Hadhramaut in Southern Arabia, living in
tents and caves eight months of the year.
My thoughts came back full circle to Mirah, and I could see her sitting
at the table teaching our children how to read and write—an opportunity
that I did not have growing up. Mirah is a small, slender lady with a
beauty that most women envy. The men would tease, “Shutran, what does
such a beautiful woman see in such a plain, old, mountain man like you?”
Each time I leave with another caravan, it becomes more difficult and she
always cries, just like the first time.
We discovered that when I really begin missing her, the same feeling
would come to her, so if we sit quietly, we can mentally see each other
and communicate. This helps us stay close together. When we are facing
danger, she immediately feels it and becomes concerned. She calls the
children and together they ask God to send His protection. When the
danger passes, I send her a mental message so that she can be at peace.
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But now there were thick clouds of sand billowing on the south
horizon, and I had to return my attention to the impending storm. No
sand critters could be seen, which meant that this storm was building and
heading our way. I gave Mirah a mental hug and kiss and headed for the
caravan to make preparations.
Jona was riding towards me as I came down off the dune; we didn’t
have much time to plan our strategy. We had to spread the word that
the sandstorm was likely to hit us about midday. We needed to keep the
camels moving at a fast pace in order to make it to a place behind a ridge
of dunes to help break the furious wind.
We pushed harder as the wind kicked the dust from under the camels’
feet. With the sand churning around us, we covered our faces with barely a
slight opening in the gutrah to be able to see. In the distance, we could hear
the dull, faint roar of the storm—just enough that those of us who had lived
through this kind of a storm knew that we didn’t have a second to lose.
I rode ahead with my two Bedouin scouts, looking at our options
to get 300 camels and 200 men ready for what was coming. This wasn’t
a normal storm, because the season for the big sandstorms had already
passed. The roar was increasing as it continued its northward course
straight towards us.
Several of the younger men and new recruits showed signs of
nervousness, which could cause the camels to start running wildly. If this
happened, we could have a major disaster, leaving many men and camels
lost or dead. Everyone knew the storm was closing in on us as the wind
was steadily increasing in strength.
The men had their gutrahs down over their faces, not wanting to
breathe in any of the sand dust and trying to keep the blowing sand out
of their eyes. At this moment, I gave the signal to run. My men who were
experienced knew how critical it was to keep the camels as close together
as possible, to not run over the slower ones, and yet to keep them from
spreading out too far so that we didn’t lose any camels or riders on the
fringes. The anxiety was high and we knew the fear was mounting in
those who had not experienced this kind of a storm.
An ancient wadi was about 2½ kilometers ahead and had been covered
with sand for probably hundreds of years. The north face of the dunes was
very sharp and would create a natural barrier if we could make it. This
would give the protection that could make a difference in our survival.
I rode hard to stay to the east flank of the caravan, while Jona rode on
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the west flank with hopes of keeping everyone between us. My concern
was that if we reached the top of the plateau and dropped off the north
face at a run, we would roll both camels and riders. There was a notch
that opened wide enough into the wadi, enabling us to run at full speed.
The challenge was for the men to time themselves so that everyone could
go through without piling up on each other.
The scouts gave the signal to start narrowing the formation to enter the
notch. Jona rode to the west, directing the riders into a funnel formation, and I
rode toward the east. The men had been briefed on what to do in an emergency.
But talk is one thing and the fear of the moment could bring about a different
outcome. When fear takes over, all reasoning and logic is forgotten, and good
men’s lives are put in jeopardy while trying to save themselves.
As we approached the notch, my two scouts rode on the outer flanks so
that the riders would have a marker by which to judge their direction. The
ever-increasing wind decreased our visibility from 30 to 20 percent, at best,
for a short distance. Ibram, one of the captains, went through the notch and
swung to the left along the foot of the sand bluffs. Dismounting quickly, he
and his men started pulling packs, driving stakes into the ground to tether
the camels, and systematically stacking packs to make a barricade, knowing
that the eye of the storm was no more than 20 minutes away.
Three young men on their first caravan who were part of Seth’s pack
train of 50 camels were about two-thirds of the way back from the front of
the caravan. Enos, who appeared to be the leader of the three, feared that
by slowing down the camels to feed into the notch, they would not make it
before the storm overtook them. The roar was deafening and young Enos’
anxiety caused him to panic, and he yelled, “Come on, it’s just a sand
dune. Let’s ride before we are buried alive,” and broke from the caravan
with his lifelong friends, Nahor and Salah, following him.
Seth yelled at them to stop but got no response. Jona saw the faint
movement through the dust heading toward the crest of the ridge. He rode
to intercept them before they went over the top but was not close enough
to intercept them, and it was impossible for them to hear his cries.
Screams pierced through the roar of the storm as Enos, Nahor, and Salah
rode swiftly up the dune, realizing they could not beat the ferociousness of the
storm. Disappearing over the top, their camels lost footing on the steep north
face and went end-over-end to the bottom 300 meters below.
When Seth reached them, one camel had a broken leg, one camel was
dead from a broken neck, and one appeared to survive without injury.
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The pack saddles were all torn up, and the cargo was scattered in every
direction down the bluff. Enos and Salah were found, but there was no
sign of Nahor, and it was impossible to look for him during the storm.
Seth yelled at them to grab the rope of the camel that was still alive and
get over to the others to help unpack. When the camel and the packs
were secured, he told them to get under their blankets before the storm
completely engulfed them.
We managed to get all the camels through the notch and behind the
sand bluff and were still pulling packs when the storm hit. The packs formed
a circle on the inside, while the camels formed a circle as a barrier on the
outside. The camels seemed instinctively to bury their heads underneath the
packs and slow their breathing down to preserve what little air they had.
We dug in, covering ourselves as best we could with the pack rugs, blocking
ourselves from the wind against the bodies of the camels. The bluffs broke the
pounding force of the storm, dumping drifting sand on us a meter deep.
During the next three hours, the storm raged on, and we could
periodically hear crying and whimpering. One man started screaming, “I’m
gonna die!” until one of the other men hit him over the head with his sword
handle, knocking him unconscious. I was always amazed to see who would
break down first, and often it was the bigger and tougher-looking men.
One of my new men lying beside me asked, “Sir, how many storms
have you been through?”
“Six, but only two others like this one, and it doesn’t get any worse
than this.”
“Sir, have you seen men die in storms before?”
“Yes, and several who just disappeared.”
“What do you mean?”
“Sometimes, men just panic and start running. Generally, they never
get farther than just a few meters. Their lungs plug up with sand, they
lose their eyesight, and they just go mad. Most of them we never find and
never one alive! But this is not the time to talk. Get under your blanket
and stay down until it’s over.”
We both became silent and not another word was spoken until the
storm finished. The blowing sand was unrelenting and seemed to be piling
heavier upon me, making it more difficult to breathe as the air under my
rug diminished.
But finally, after what seemed like all day, the wind gradually dissipated as
the storm passed. I shifted enough to move the sand so that I could stand up.
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Not a single camel was visible—just mounds of sand that were starting to move.
It was an eerie sight. Slowly their humps began shaking and popping up out of
the sand. Then heads and long necks stretched for the blue sky, and within a
short time it was completely clear as though there had never been a storm.
Jona and Seth had also come out from under the rugs and joined
me to assess our condition, while the men started to unbury themselves
and help each other. In some areas over ½ to 1 meter of sand was piled
up around the camels, but around most of the men, no more than half
a meter. When all of the camels and men were accounted for, we were
relieved to see that all had survived, except for one slave whose heart had
failed him because of the horrible fear he had of being buried alive.
When all of the pack saddles and bags were dug out and inventory was
finished, I told the men to prepare camp for the night. We had only two hours
of daylight left, and we had a camel with a broken leg that we had to put
down, leaving us two camels to skin and butcher. We would make jerky out
of the meat for traveling. The hides would make good sandals, pack rigging,
and water bags for the next oasis. Enos and Salah were sent to search for the
body of their friend, buried somewhere in the vastness of the sand.
Mohamed had the slaves start the cooking fires with some brush that
they gathered on the edge of the bluffs and put the camel meat with some
beans on to cook for the men. It was possible that these would be the last
fires for the next three to four days because now there was almost no
wood to find, only sand. By the time each man had taken a little meat and
salted down the rest, only bones were left.
Enos avoided me and tried to busy himself, knowing that once the
camp was in order and the camels and men had settled down, there would
be a time of reckoning for him. When that time came, Seth, who was
the captain over their caravan group, called the Council of Captains to
determine the fate of these two young men.
Enos was asked to give an accounting for his actions—for disobeying
direct orders. His voice was shaky and barely audible as he recounted how his
fear overtook him, thinking that they would not make it to the wadi in time.
Salah explained that they were lifelong friends, and he was just
following Enos and Nahor, as he always did. Enos had always had
influence over his friends and had talked them into joining the caravan
so that they could see the world. He had told enticing stories of his uncle,
who had died on a caravan to Marib five years ago. Salah’s voice broke,
unable to continue. He looked down at the ground and never spoke a
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word after he had given his account of what happened.
The council felt that what Enos did was unforgivable and that he should
be put to death by banishing him from the caravan without food or water.
Salah was to receive 25 lashings with the camel whip. But the final decision
was mine. In my wisdom I asked the council, “What would be accomplished
by banishing him, since we are already shorthanded? His family would
become very bitter towards all of us. If he had to live the rest of his life
knowing that he caused Nahor’s death and had to tell his family, they may
want to put him to death, but it would not be on our heads. Maybe you
should reconsider your decision before you make your final judgment.”
Seth came to the fire a short time later and said that they had made
their final decision. Enos was to receive 25 lashes with the camel whip
and would walk the entire journey so that he could think about his
mistake with every step he took. He would stand watch over the caravan
every other night, and should he fail, he would be banished, receiving his
original punishment. Salah would receive the same punishment.
A large Somalian slave was chosen to give the lashes. Enos was tied
between two camels, and the whip cracked and tore at his flesh. He
screamed and by the eighth lash had lost consciousness. When he was
untied and laid on his rug, several men volunteered to care for him by
boiling some cistus leaves and after allowing it to cool, pouring it over his
back to stop the bleeding. They packed his wounds with cooked myrrh
and camel fat and bound them with flax linen.
Salah took his lashes and never screamed or uttered a sound and
stayed conscious to the final lash. Several men remarked how impressed
they were, and although he had been the follower, in reality, he appeared
to be the stronger. They cared for him in the same manner, easing the pain
the best they could.
When the men bedded down for the night, I walked over to where
Enos was lying on his stomach, carefully reached under his rug, and
pulled his jambiyya out, keeping it safely from him. It was not uncommon
for a man to take his own life when he became fully aware of the shame
he had brought upon himself and his family.
Very early in the morning, the camp began to stir. The packs were
being loaded and everyone was getting ready for an early start, wanting to
make up for some of the time lost because of the storm. There was barely
a hint of morning light before we were on the move again, and the two
young men were struggling with pain but never said a word.
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