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On the descent to Hadash, looking back up to the lip of Al Ghubrah Bowl

Day 1
Al Afyah to Hadash

Start of the descent to Hadash after crossiong the saddle into Al Ghubrah Bowl
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After 400m in Wadi Al Asi, the track 
reaches an abandoned village

The cave contents are for any traveller, but primarily intended for villagers 
from Al Afyah who choose to sleep here with their goats on the high plateau

Driving to Al Afyah

The Sumail Gap is a natural east-west pass 
dividing the Hajar Mountains and connect-
ing the coast with the deserts and main 
interior town of Nizwa. Al Afyah village is 
on the desert side of the Sumail Gap, on 
the eastern edge of the Western Hajar 
Mountains. It is an hour’s drive on tarmac 
100km south of Muscat International 
Airport on Nizwa Highway 15. Transport 
options include taxis, shared taxis or min-
ibuses also known as baisa buses. The 
shared taxi and baisa-bus options will 
leave you 1km from the start of the track 
on the highway. Day 1 requires an early 
start not always possible with baisa buses, 
therefore book a private taxi to ensure you 
start walking at dawn. Alternatively start 
later and camp on the plateau at the small 
cave making Day 1 a two day walk.

About Al Afyah

The original name for Al Afyah was Hamma, 
which was changed by His Majesty Sultan 
Qaboos bin Said because “hamma” means 
“fever” and “al afyah” means “health”; His 
Majesty preferring the more positive name. 
The residents of Al Afyah are from the Al 
Hashami tribe and were historically in con-
flict with the Bani Riyam who live higher in 
the mountains, and were on the opposing 
tribal confederation during the 1722 civil 
war. Camel caravans using the Sumail Gap 
were replaced by vehicles between 1965 
and 1973. Al Afyah was the earliest village 
on the traverse to have a road connection.

Start of the track

Al Afyah is split by Wadi Al Asi with the 
old village on its north and new village 
on its south. The shortest access to the 
start of the track from the highway is from 
the south of the wadi, where a new 350m 
track drops to the wadi floor and meets the 
original donkey track that descends from 
the watchtower visible in the old town.

Day 1. Al Afyah to Hadash

The 10.5km ten-hour walk is a climb 
from the gravel plateau, altitude 650m, 
to the pass on the lip of Al Ghubrah Bowl 
at 2040m, then a descent to Hadash at 
1500m. Total climbing is 1400m and 
descending is 600m. This is the second 
most difficult day of the whole sixteen-day 
traverse, with some exposure.

This track involves some scrambling 
on both sides of the high pass, and most 
of the day’s walk is a man track, not a 
donkey track. Follow the painted marks 
carefully as the multitude of cliff descents 
and ledge traverses down to Hadash from 
the pass are only possible if you are on the 
right ledge. If you are attempting anything 
more difficult than in the photographs in 
this chapter, or if you feel you need a rope, 
then you are not on the right track.

During the walk you will not pass or 
approach any permanent settlements or 
roads. You will start with a single layer of 
clothes but on a winter’s evening may need 
three layers. The Western Hajar traverse 
will not reach this low altitude again until 
the final descent into Yiqa. Temperatures 
drop with increasing altitude, so the warm 
winter temperature at Al Afyah is not repre-
sentative of the rest of your journey.

The Sumail Gap provided Al Afyah 
with trading access to both the interior 
and the coast. The track up Wadi Al Asi 
was not used for trading by donkey cara-
vans except for the first 400m to the aban-
doned village.

The track has several old vintages of 
paint markers (blue arrows, white arrows, 
red dots) and new marks combining 
stripes of red, white and yellow painted 
by the National Youth Committee. It starts 
by following the wadi bed past a concrete 
cover protecting a spring that supplies 
two aflaj irrigating both sides of the wadi 
downstream of your direction of travel. 
The water running in the aflaj channels is 
suitable for drinking and is where we filled 
our containers. There are several boulders 
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Sloping rock slab used to dry dates

The perimeter of date-drying rock slab 
is impregnable even for goats

carved with pre-Islamic rock art near the 
aflaj. The track here is easily followed 
because foot traffic has highly polished 
the stones.

After 400m in the wadi or along its 
banks, the polished-stone track reaches 
an abandoned village whose inhabitants 
left during the 1960s when the Muscat 
to Nizwa road reached Al Afyah. The 
1972 map shows it as abandoned but my 
walking companions from Al Afyah said 
their grandparents lived in these houses. 
Roads, such as the first linking Muscat to 
Nizwa, brought electricity and access to 
migrant work opportunities. In the absence 
of roads it was common for sedentary 
farmers to divide their time between two 
homes located in different villages that 
were within a day’s walk of each other. 
The location of each of these villages 
was near a natural water supply and had 
complementary functions. In this case 
the abandoned village was convenient for 
browsing livestock, while the twin village at 
the wadi mouth was close to their irrigated 
terraces. Once the road brought electricity 
and vehicular transport, the residents of 
Al Afyah chose to live continuously in their 
roadside houses. Road construction has 
initiated the abandonment of many twin 
villages on the Western Hajar.

Beyond the abandoned village the 
track in the wadi and on the wadi banks 
was used less frequently but primarily 
for moving herds of goats, which is still 
a common sight. Herds of goats are now 
sometimes left to themselves for several 
days, particularly in winter. Not all goats 
are tended continuously and herded to 
shelters every night because there are 
no longer wolf predators on the Western 
Hajar. There is a system to resolve issues 
created by mingling different owners’ 
herds in the absence of shepherd supervi-
sion. If the ownership of a kid is uncertain, 
the Imam, the prayer leader in the village 
mosque, decides. In the heat of summer 
goats are still regularly herded into natural 
and constructed shelters for shade.

You will pass two man-track 
branches to Al Manakhir. The first is when 
our track leaves the wadi 2.5km from Al 
Afyah and begins a more rapid ascent. 
There is a natural syphon in the middle of 
the wadi junction at this point. While there 
is not much to see when it is dry, after 
rain the flow from the two upstream wadis 
spirals before disappearing here and reap-
pearing at the wadi mouth. The emergence 
of this underground water flow is preceded 
by a dust cloud. Heavy rain occurs about 
six times a year.

You reach a grassed plateau and 
a small cave that has a water container, 
pots, metal storage boxes, a prayer mat 
and blankets 1.3km above the wadi (see 
photograph on page 88). The contents of 
this cave are for anyone to use but primar-
ily intended for any tribe members from Al 
Afyah who choose to sleep here with their 
goats on the plateau. Equipped hala such 
as this are located wherever there are 
grazing locations worthy of a few nights’ 
stay. Sometimes there are drums of drink-
ing water that any traveller is welcome 
to use. If you do drink any of this com-
munal water do not leave the container 
completely empty. The existence of these 
stocked hala means shawawi goat herders 
can travel with minimal equipment, usually 
just a mobile phone. Near the west end of 
the small plateau there is a goat enclosure 
made by closing the gaps between three 
large rocks with wire fencing. This part 
man-made part natural enclosure is used 
for goats that are being milked or for their 
kids. A further 400m up the track is the 
vertical side of a large tilted rock slab used 
to dry dates because three of its sides are 
too steep for goats (see photographs on 
the opposite page).

Numerous trees grow on the next 
plateau. One of these is a storage point 
for another equipped hala and everything 
is hung from it to avoid being nibbled by 
goats. My walking companions from Al 
Afyah remembered that the last time a 
donkey caravan passed this plateau was 
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The final ascent to the saddle is a steep scramble

The descent is via a series of ledges 

in the 1960s for a wedding party. After 
this second plateau there is no longer a 
clearly visible track. The goat herders have 
no reason to go further and this man track 
to Hadash is not a trading route The pass 
over the lip of Al Ghubrah Bowl is now 
visible as a “W” on the horizon at the top of 
a steep slope (see photograph opposite).

The view from the saddle down into 
Al Ghubrah Bowl reveals that the steep 
slope you just climbed is relatively gentle 
compared to the 500m vertical drop down 
to Hadash. Following the track down is 
difficult but there is little exposure and no 
need for ropes. A series of short climbs 
between ledges makes the descent an 
interesting southwest traverse of the cliff 
(see photographs on pages 92, 94 and 
96–97). There are a few places with man-
made stone steps and a single-branch 
stepping aid. If you find yourself attempting 
anything more difficult than my compan-
ions in these photographs, then backtrack 
and look for an easier option.

One of the ledges has a wolf trap 
that was once used to catch goat pred-
ators (see photograph on page 94). It is 
a box made of stones whose entrance is 
blocked with a rock slab trapdoor triggered 
by a rope tied to a bait. Many traps are 
visible on ledges on the traverse and are 
located on ledges of natural paths (see 
photographs on page 163).

The hard wood of the sidr tree on this 
cliff is durable and its branches are ideal 
for making the walking sticks popular with 
Omanis. They are used as an indication of 
wisdom even if they are not required as a 
walking aid, as in 17–18th-century Europe.

Beyond the foot of the cliff there is a 
gravel slope leading to a watchtower over-
looking Hadash (see photograph on page 
96). Most villages have watchtowers that 
were built for protection following the 1718 
civil war between Hinawi and Ghafiri tribal 
confederations. Intertribal raids continued 
until 1950.

Sleeping at Hadash

There are no hotels or shops at Hadash. 
There is a public washroom with toilet 
facilities and drinking water adjacent 
to the only car park in the village, which 
is located at the end of the only road 
to Hadash.

It is not advisable to camp in the 
village car park itself as it is used by the 
villagers as well as visitors, but just above 
it there is a convenient flat gravel area. If 
you are being supported by a vehicle, then 
a stretcher would be more comfortable. 
Hadash is in the shadow of Al Ghubrah 
Bowl cliffs, so it is colder at night than you 
would expect for 1500m altitude.

The nearest shop is 2.5km down the 
road to Hadash and then 4.5km across the 
plain of Wadi Mistal. This road follows the 
route of the camel track that connected 
Hadash to the coast.

Road access to Hadash for logis-
tics support is via Wadi Mistal. From the 
expressway that follows the coast north-
west from Muscat, take the exit to Rustaq 
(Route 13) then turn left into Wadi Mistal 
past the Wadi Mistal Hospital and finally 
follow a steep gravel road to Hadash. From 
Muscat International Airport it is 131km of 
tarmac road, then 2.5km of steep gravel 
road for which a 4WD vehicle is required. 
The journey will take two hours.
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Disused wolf trap

Steep descent from one ledge to another, ropes are not required

About Hadash and Wukan

Hadash and Wukan are both built on 
the flatter land below and within a few 
hundred metres of prolific mountain 
springs. Aini aflaj bring this water to the 
villages for domestic use and to irrigate the 
terraces. These open channels were once 
made from stone and sarooj but are now 
constructed with modern concrete. The 
high-volume springs and their proximity 
to relatively flat land suitable for terraces, 
and camel caravan routes leading to the 
coast made Hadash and Wukan prosper-
ous. Some of the buildings in Hadash are 
at least five hundred years old, as proven 
from inscriptions carved on a building 
stone recently uncovered during mosque 
maintenance. The old men in Wukan 
believe their village existed in pre-Is-
lamic times.

The Hadash and Al Khadhra villag-
ers are from the Bani Hadhram tribe. The 
first to settle in the villages of Wukan, Al 
Qawrah and Al Hijar on the other side of 
Al Ghubrah Bowl were the tribes Al Mayahi 
and Al Masrrory followed by the Al Sheriqi 
and finally the Bani Riyam from higher 
on Al Jabal Al Akhdar. Each new arrival to 
mountain villages would have purchased 
terraces and water rights, as they do today. 
Most villages have residents from several 
tribes, and intertribal marriage is usually 
but not always accepted.

Prior to the 1980s road construc-
tion, all commerce except livestock were 
transported by camel or donkey caravans. 
Camels travelled north to the coast and 
Mutrah via Wadi Mistal and donkeys trav-
elled south on mountain tracks to the inte-
rior. Portions of these mountain trading 
routes are shared with As Sawjrah, the next 
village on the traverse, as they converged 
on the main descent routes through Wadi 
Halfayn to Izki and Wadi Kamah to Nizwa.

Residents lived in houses immedi-
ately adjacent to their terraces. Hadesh 
and Wukan do not have separate summer 
and winter villages like As Sawjrah and Ar 

Rus. Crops grown on the terraces included 
garlic, onions, peaches, apricots, grapes 
and pomegranates, and village wealth 
came from trading high-altitude crops for 
dates, dried fish for human and animal 
consumption, commodities such as flour, 
rice, coffee, tea, sugar, salt, kerosene, 
cooking fat, soap and brightly coloured 
cotton cloth. Rice was imported from India 
and Pakistan, and the best coffee came 
from Yemen.

Pomegranates were the most lucra-
tive crop from Hadash because they 
matured before the trees growing in the 
higher Al Jabal Al Akhdar villages. The high 
percentage of mountain shade at Hadash, 
due its proximity to the surrounding cliffs, 
reduces the temperature compared to 
Wukan, which is located at the same alti-
tude but on the other side of the bowl. This 
cool climate suits pomegranates, while 
Wukan’s sunnier climate suits grapes and 
apricots, whose blossoms have become a 
tourist attraction in February and March.

Since the road connections, com-
mercial agriculture as the source of 
village wealth in both Hadash and Wukan 
has been replaced by the salaries of daily 
commuters who work in the larger towns, 
or weekly commuters to Muscat. The cost 
of this commuting has doubled since 2014 
when a retail petrol subsidy was removed, 
which means the villages are only par-
tially occupied during the week, although 
some houses are permanently empty. The 
terraces are now tended by south Asian 
labourers, producing crops for the owners, 
and their neighbours’ use. Wukan still sells 
apricots and grapes in the markets in the 
major towns but stopped selling wine from 
their black grapes in 2000.

Things to do at Hadash

There is a climbing location with good-qual-
ity limestone rock, which is usually in the 
shade, 1km from Hadash on the track to Al 
Qawrah. There are fifty bolted sport climbs 
of difficulty from 5c to 8b+.
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Continuing the 500m descent of the cliff to Hadash

Defensive tower overlooking Hadash

Branch and stone-step crossing The author on another awkward descent

View across Al Ghubrah Bowl from Hadash
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