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The Arabian Nights – full of palaces 
and perfumes, silks and dancing 
girls, gold and jewels and magic 
lamps. For centuries, it has conjured 

a picture that has captured the imagination 
of those who live in colder climes. And, 
in the last few decades – built on the vast 
wealth of oil – Arabia has risen again from 
the sands to create anew its love of legend-
ary luxury and 
excess. 

So, if luxury 
is what we have 
come to expect 
from Arabia, what 
better way to 
start my jour-
ney than with 
a taster of it on 
board an Etihad flight? This six-year-old 
Abu Dhabi-based airline has just won the 
title of World’s Best Airline and I could see 
why. In business class, I could lie down 
flat; the seat could give me a back massage; 
the food was fantastic; and mood light-
ing changed from blue to green to pink to 
reduce the effects of jet lag.

I was heading for OMAN, surely one of 
the most beguiling parts of Arabia. In the cap-

Arabian Delights

”OMAN’S MODERNITY is not 
that of Dubai or Bahrain; the 
architecture SPEAKS IN THE 

VERNACULAR and development  
is SLOW AND CAUTIOUS’
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ital, Muscat, the souk sells leather, pottery, 
silver, hunting guns and the silver-sheathed 
khajar, the national symbol. 

There is a tiny, gated old town but this 
is essentially a new city, built by Sultan 
Qaboos on the grandest of scales with 
wide roads, lined with manicured lawns 
and symmetrical rows of palm trees, cas-
cading fountains and burnished statues of 

Arabian artefacts. 
Oman’s moder-

nity, though, is not 
that of Dubai or 
Bahrain. There are 
no steely skyscrap-
ers here and the 
architecture speaks 
in the vernacular. 
While the country 

has opened its doors a little wider to visitors 
in the last few years, there are no plans to 
follow in the footsteps of Oman’s neighbours 
in creating vast tourist cities. 

Development is slow and cautious, and 
the country is enviably debt free as it deals 
with the ongoing global economic crisis.

The black gold beneath the sands may 
have funded this particular renaissance but 
prosperity is nothing new for Oman.  

Anna Selby experiences a full Arabian gulf cruise, highlighting the wonderful 
opportunity to visit the likes of Muscat in oman, Abu dhabi and Qatar

cATch The 
SpIrIT!
for an Arabian gulf 
cruise that ticks all the 
boxes, consider the 
MV spirit of Adventure 
in november. this 
boutique little voyager 
sails with just 352 
pasengers from Abu 
dhabi on a 14-night 
journey to doha, 
Bahrain, Kuwait city, 
Kish island and Bandar 
Abbas (iran), fujairah, 
Muscat, Khasab and 
dubai on their souks of 
the Arabian Peninsula 
cruise.

departing november 
28, it features the 
top cities and lesser-
known retreats on a 
unique adventure 
into this beautiful part 
of the world. spirit of 
Adventure is much 
smaller than most 
cruise liners, so she can 
reach destinations 
inaccessible to 
many. their discovery 
cruises also highlight 
different cultures and 
traditions, with highly 
knowledgeable guides 
and a choice of tailor-
made excursions at 
most ports. All gratuities 
are also included, 
adding to the great 
value on offer.

look up more at 
www.spiritofadventure.
co.uk or call 0800 068 
1861 for a brochure.
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Dhofar is one of the few places 
where the frankincense tree grows, 
the foundation of southern Arabia’s 
wealth in the ancient world and the 
hub of trade in this precious com-
modity as long ago as 5,000BC. 

This was the incense that the 
Queen of Sheba brought as a gift to 
Solomon and this historical wealth 
and trade was, literally, fabulous – the 
stuff of those Arabian Nights.  

After a few days exploring Oman, 
I boarded Noble Caledonia’s Island 
Sky, a small, rather elegant vessel 
with a decidedly academic turn of 
mind. 

Excursions are to forts and palac-
es, museums and mosques. Instead 
of modern malls, the main shop-
ping opportunities are to traditional 
souks. Instead of cabarets, there are 
lecturers, one of whom is likely to be 

The Sky’S The LImIT
noble caledonia has chartered the 
Island Sky for the last six years but 
decided to buy it from its owners this 
year. the ship was built in 1992 and 
is cosy and charming, but it had 
started to look a little tired. so, at the 
end of its voyage in May, it is due for 
a major refit. 

All its authentic details – brass 
fixtures and wood panelling – will 
stay but all the soft furnishings and 
carpets will be replaced along with 
the bathrooms. no more shower 
curtains and lots of contemporary 
fittings instead! 

the extremely generous sizes of 
the suites will remain – all will retain a 
sitting room, bedroom and en-suite 
bathroom. 

Most vessels of this size would 
carry many more than the Island 
Sky’s full complement of 116 
passengers. 

the large wardrobes, vanity tables 
with large mirrors and substantial 
storage will be retained, as will little 
extras like towelling dressing gowns, 
slippers and bottled water at your 
bedside.

All the public areas will get a 
complete makeover, too. there will 
be new furniture in the main lounge, 
library and bar as well as on deck, 
while the dining room will have a 
new colour scheme and lighting. 

As on-board lectures are such 
a feature, a new AV system will 
be installed in the main lounge, 
improving both sound and vision. 
internet connections will improve 
with a new satellite dish and 
passengers will be able to have in-
cabin wi-fi. 

the television system is to be 
upgraded, too, so passengers can 
watch lounge presentations in their 
own cabins and also access more 
films and tV stations.

Many of the improvements 
came as a result of passengers’ 
own suggestions. And, as well as 
the renovations, there will be other 
changes such as the inclusion of 
wine, beer and soft drinks with 
meals, and all gratuities for the crew 
and on shore excursions. 

the designers are under strict 
instructions, however, not to allow 
the modernisation to detract 
from Island Sky’s intrinsic charms, 
retaining the original atmosphere of 
this small, elegant vessel. 

LocAL eTIqueTTe
to point out the obvious – you are travelling through Muslim countries and you 
are expected to cover up. 

this applies to both men and women and can be a challenge in the heat. 
loose linen trousers and tops are ideal, and women should always take a scarf 

or wrap to cover heads and arms, especially for visiting mosques. 
A sarong is useful, too, if you need to cover up shorts.
Alcohol is frowned upon generally, though it is available in some hotels and 

restaurants when you are away from ship. 
But, even in hotels, there are days when alcohol is banned. 
we were in oman at the start of Eid, the late november religious holiday, when 

even the five-star hotel where we had our final meal before boarding could 
serve only juice or water. 

never take a bottle and mix into your drink – you will seriously offend the locals!
A few words of Arabic go a long way. try ‘Salaam aleikum’ on meeting 

someone. if they greet you first, the reply is ‘Wa aleikum salaam.’ 
‘Shukran’ is thank you, while ‘Yalla’ means let’s go. And then there’s 

‘Insha’allah’;  literally ‘if god wills it,’ for when you’d really like to do something.

a specialist on religion and peace accords 
in the Middle East, the other on defence 
and news in the region. 

I was blessed with a cabin on the top 
(sixth) deck. This was not only spacious, 
with a separate sitting room, masses of 
storage and a bed you can curtain off, 
like a draped four poster, it had its own 
balcony. Perhaps, even better, I had Eric, 
steward for the four cabins on 
the top deck, who looked after 
me as carefully as a mother 
with a newborn baby. 

Late on the first night, we 
sailed out of Muscat and I 
woke to a heat haze over 
the water and a line of 
oil tankers – dozens 

of them – mixed in with a few little fishing 
vessels. The sea was as calm as a millpond. 

This was the port of AL FUJAIRAH, one 
of the smaller of the seven states that make 
up the United Arab Emirates. The port is Al 
Fujairah’s raison d’être, linked by pipeline 
to Abu Dhabi’s vast oil and gas reserves. 
It seems entirely new – until you find the 
Portuguese forts, the oldest mosque in the 
Emirates and a museum full of daggers and 
jewellery dating back 4,000 years. 

The next morning we are, oddly, back 
in Oman. A geographical quirk means that 
the Musandam Peninsula is separated from 
the rest of the country by the UAE and is 
accessible only by boat. 

This is a breathtaking land of high, sheer 
mountains dropping into a fabulously blue 
sea. The coastline is indented with khors, or 
fjords, where surely Sinbad – known in his 
Omani homeland as Sindabad – sailed. Ap-
propriately, we went exploring by dhow, 
seated on kilims (local brightly-coloured 

‘NOTHING PREPARED 
ME for the MOSQUE’S 
BEAUTY when we 
stepped inside; it was 
like an ART NOUVEAU 
FANTASY”



Sheik Zayed mosque, Abu Dhabi.
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more info: call noble caledonia on 020 7752 0000 or visit www.noble-caledonia.co.uk.

Itineraries: Island Sky is having a major refit this May and will afterwards resume voyages to the Arabian gulf. these include 
‘oman and Beyond,’ 12-day cruises from £3,455 in January and february 2011; and ‘Persian gulf odyssey,’ 10/11-day cruises 
from £3,045. Prices include flights, full board – including house wine and beers – all shore excursions, transfers and taxes.

etihad Airways: Etihad flies 21 services a week from london Heathrow and seven per week from Manchester to its home 
base in Abu dhabi. All services connect to the Etihad network through Abu dhabi. return fares from london to dubai start 
at £399.60 in coral Economy and £1,765.60 in Pearl Business.  
for tickets and reservations, call 0800 731 9384. for further details, visit www.etihadairways.com.

Built: 1992 
length: 297ft
tonnage: 4,280
speed:  15 knots

Passengers:  116
crew:  72
Passenger decks:  5

FAcT FILe Island Sky   

rugs) and cushions, followed by schools of 
leaping dolphins and flying fish.  

But there is, of course, a very different 
Arabia and that is where we headed next. 
ABU DHABI is currently the world’s richest 
country if you base it on per capita wealth. 

The dazzling skyscraper architecture 
that used to line the waterfront like an Ara-
bian Manhattan has been set back behind 
a wide corniche lined with date palms and 
hibiscus where families stroll. 

There are man-made beaches, with some 
set aside especially for women or families. 
All of this has been reclaimed from the sea – 
which also supplies the water, desalinated at 
immense cost, to keep the desert green, the 
colour of the Islamic Paradise.

In Abu Dhabi’s mosque, the third larg-
est in the world, I had to wear an abbaya 
(a long, black garment that covered me 

from neck to feet) and a black headscarf. 
Our guide informed us the mosque con-
tains the largest carpet in the world; the 
white marble was imported from Italy; and 
the minarets are topped with 24-carat gold. 

Nothing prepared me, though, for 
the sheer beauty once I stepped 
inside. The cool, white marble is 

covered with a flowing line of flowers and 
foliage over walls, floor and columns – like 
an Art Nouveau fantasy.

We arrived in QATAR past more flotillas 
of oil tankers to another amazing water-
front. Qatar is due to overtake even Abu 
Dhabi in terms of its oil and gas wealth but 
is focusing more on Arabian culture than 
tourism or high finance. 

The highlight is the newly opened 
Museum of Islamic Arts, built on its own 

artificial island and linked to the Corniche 
by a 60-metre causeway lined with palm 
trees. But there are other forms of Arabian 
culture, and we also visited the 500 horses 
at the Qatar Race and Equestrian Club, 
who have their own swimming pool and a 
daily shower. Then it was on to the falcon 
shops in the old souk, not hunters any 
more but the family pets of choice, known 
for their fierce bonding to their masters.

Our last port of call was DUBAI, the 
most flamboyant and fantastical state in 
the Middle East and now, it would seem, 
under huge financial strain. 

Among the world’s highest towers and 
hubristic skyscrapers stand many stationary 
cranes, all signifying the bursting of a major 
economic bubble. But what else could we 
expect? It’s all part of the glamour and illu-
sions of the Arabian nights. 

Museum of Islamic Arts across the dhow harbour, Doha.


