
Day 4 – Jordan – Petra
Day J4 – Oct 17 – Petra

A full day of guided touring in Petra, a UNESCO World Heritage Site, and one of the Seven Wonders

of the World.

There was no real sunrise at the Moevenpick Hotel as the sun was blocked by the mountains. I 

waited until I had half rise and then took some photos. The view from my room is spectacular. The 

drop off into the valley is quite something. The surroundings are basic bare ochre sandstone rock, 

with a few bushes.

We tried to move off at 08:00 but one of our number got lost in the hotel. At 08:10 we had a full 

team and drove down towards the Petra site. We stopped at a vantage point to get the overall 

description of what we were going to see and to take some photos.

We were warned about the pitfalls inside the site. For example, free horse rides for the first 750 

metres, but a $5 tip demanded. We were cautioned not to buy fake silver coins or phoney silver 

jewellry. At a cost, carts, donkeys and camels figure on the transportation menu if you were not 

willing to walk. About 3-4000 visitors were expected, it being a slow day.

The site is about 2,500 years old and covers 100 square kilometres. The Nabataean, Greek, Roman 

and Byzantine empires figure in the mix. Not unlike Machu Picchu, it was rediscovered in 1812 by 

Swiss traveller Johann Burckhardt. By 09:00 we were walking downhill into what is basically a 

necropolis (city of the dead). By the way, Petra means Split Rock, and in fact the extension of the 

African Rift Valley flows right through the site. Only about 10-12 percent has been excavated.

I had not even heard of the Nabataeans, but it appears they were better hydraulic engineers than the

Romans.

Trade was the game. Caravans used the Petra Gorge to get from A to B. Silk came from China and 

spices from India. The Nabataeans paved the Gorge with flat limestone blocks.

The history is quite convoluted and the names involved very difficult to pick up and spell. I think a 

Google on Petra would be the best way to get an overview, possibly with Wikipedia. However, the 

106 AD conquest by the Romans under Trajan deserves mention. Using a spy, he cut off the 
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Nabatean’s water supply so they surrendered and went into slavery – duh.

We were in for quite a walk if we did the whole thing. In round numbers it was five kilometres down 

and five back. Coming back was much tougher as the grade was about five percent. We were at three 

thousand feet at about 28 Celsius.

At 09:45 we entered what used to be the very dangerous Siq. This is what you have seen in 

documentaries. The vertical walls are about 200 feet high and if you got caught within the Siq in a 

flash flood you did not stand a chance. Accidents happened up to the twentieth century, but in 1964 

the authorities built dams to minimize the problem.

From the outset we were bugged by the Bedouins for horse rides, donkey trips and cart journeys. If 

that was not enough, about every ten yards a boy or girl was pestering us with the fourteen postcards

for a dollar routine. It went on for kilometres – literally. I am now an expert at being deaf and blind 

to sales pitches.

In 1931 the first tourists visited and they slept in the caves.

At 10:30 we hit the jackpot when The Siq opened out into the Treasury. We have all seen the photos 

many times, but the real thing is something else. But it was marred by the cheap Bedouin crap. They 

had phoney Nabataean soldiers wanting you to take their photos, there were camels, donkeys and 

trinkets and trash stands. This is a national treasure. Can you imagine all that sort of garbage in 

front of the Lincoln Memorial?

The beautiful temple, carved right into or out of the pink rock, was named the Treasury about 150 

years ago by the Bedouins in that they mistakenly thought it contained gold.

It took 7-10 years to carve the Treasury. There are two theories. First, they carved it from the top 

down, and there are holes down both outer sides where scaffolding could have been anchored. 

Second, that the area used to be filled with sand and they excavated and carved, again from the top 

down. It was probably done in the first century BC.

Part of the edifice has been restored to replace earthquake damage. It has been done quite artfully as

I would never have know. Coins minted during the Roman period indicate the Treasury was used by 

the Romans as a temple.

The Treasury has twelve columns (months), 31 rosettes (days in the month) and 365 bricks ( days in 
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the year).

All this time we were being bugged by the Bedouins who took no heed of the fact that our guide was 

trying to tell us all about the history.

After the Treasury the venue started to widen a bit. We got to the huge Theatre that could seat about 

six thousand. The Nabataeans used it for funeral services. The Romans added a typical stage with 

columns and completely changed the purpose. But the earthquake of 363 AD destroyed the Theatre.

Shortly after noon we tried to visit a New Zealander named Margaret. She had married a Bedouin 

and written a book about her experience. She now runs a small store in the gorge. As luck would 

have it, it was her day off.  Margaret’s experience seems to be an echo of the woman who married a 

Masai.

By 12:15 we were at the Royal Tombs and the sun was roasting us in the breathless air. In the first 

century AD the Byzantines converted the tombs into a cathedral. In the area 152 papyrus scrolls 

were found written in Greek.

My Army training in warm weather combat operations really paid off. We were taught the lessons of 

the North African campaign. Water discipline was a major component – I don’t drink or eat, 

contrary to conventional wisdom.

Almost at the bottom, we were in the three temples area. One has been excavated by Brown 

University of Rhode Island. The biggest temple had not suffered damage because juniper wood was 

found between the stone blocks.

Finally, at 12:50 we had a look in the Petra Museum. That was the end of the guided tour. We then 

had the better part of four hours as free time. There was a very pricey, air conditioned restaurant 

beside the museum and many elected it for revival. Equally, we could go to an adjacent Bedouin 

eatery or thirdly, order up a box lunch.

I just had some water and started the long uphill walk back. It was quite warm and walking on the 

sand in the lower section a bit difficult. Forty minutes later I was back at the Treasury. The light had 

changed dramatically – it was now in total shadow. By 14:20 I was at the bottom of the “free horse 

ride” trail and being Bedouin-bugged. I was at the top at 14:45 – one hour forty-five is not exactly a 

world record, but I had been on my feet since 09:00 and was a tad weary.
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Back in the commercial plaza, I sat down in a shaded marble stand and did some calculations. We 

had dropped 526 feet and that, applied against the distance, indicated a grade of about five percent.

I examined the merchandise on offer in great detail but there were no prices and the Bedouins 

would not leave me alone if I showed the slightest interest in anything. So, I bought nothing.

Bottom Line: Petra is a tough slog if you walk both ways. I had renewed my respect for donkeys. 

Pound for pound, I suspect they can carry more than a horse. Donkeys can put up with terrible 

conditions.

At 17:00 we were back on the coach and got to the hotel in plenty of time for sunset. But, this time 

there was a lot of haze, so the photos were not as good as the day before.

I spent quite a time rehabilitating my shoes to get the fine dust out of every pore. I took before and 

after photos. When I washed my socks, the water was ochre and I had to repeat the process three 

times to get clear water.

I went down for the 19:00 buffet supper. Afterwards I caught up on the world through Russia TV 

and wrote the blog.

I noticed a small sticker on the desk with an arrow pointing to Mecca so that I would know which 

way to orient my prayer rug.

Wake up was 06:15 hrs for the transition to the Dead Sea. I was awake by 05:30 and decided to have 

a cup of coffee. The kettle had the standard European 220 volt plug but the electrical sockets were 

the British spade type. My adapter only had the two bottom blades, omitting the safety ground. So, I 

had to stick scissors into the ground receptacle in order to defeat the safety mechanism preventing 

me from inserting my adapter. These are the lessons of travel.
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