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Welcome to Oman, UAE & Arabian Peninsula


The spectacular emptiness of the Arabian landscape provides a blank canvas upon which is projected a riot of cultural, religious, intellectual and trading wonders.




The Desert

In describing his travels with the Bedouin across the Empty Quarter, 20th-century desert explorer Wilfred Thesiger acknowledged the power of the desert to leave an imprint on the imagination. This austere allure has attracted travellers to Arabia for centuries: Ibn Battuta, Marco Polo and TE Lawrence (Lawrence of Arabia) are among many famous explorers beguiled by the beauty and challenge of the barren landscapes. Thankfully, modern desert-goers no longer need risk life and limb to venture into the wilderness, as roads and camps make encounters with this inspiring landscape possible for all.




Urban Landscapes

When asked what they most like about their land of sand dunes, the Bedouin near Al Hashman in Oman reply that they enjoy coming to town. Town! This is the Arabia of the 21st century, built on oil and banking – sophisticated communities looking to the future and creating empires out of sand, or at least on land reclaimed from the sea. For those looking for a dynamic urban experience, the Gulf cities are the place to find it. With high incomes per capita, elegant towers, opulent hotels and eccentric malls, these cities offer the ‘pleasure domes’ of the modern world.




Legendary Hospitality

The essence of the Arabian Peninsula lies in its people: good-naturedly haggling in souqs, cursing on long journeys, sharing sweet tea on the edges of wild places. Unifying all is Islam, a way of life, the call to prayer carried on an inland breeze, a gentle hospitality extended towards strangers. This is what many travellers most remember of their visit here – the ancient tradition of sharing ‘bread and salt’ and of ensuring safe passage, albeit in a modern context. Visitors can expect friendly exchange as equally in supermarkets as in remote desert villages.




Cultural Riches

It’s hard to think of Arabia without conjuring the Queen of Sheba and camel caravans bearing frankincense from Dhofar in Oman; dhows laden with pearls from Dilmun; the ruins of empire in Saudi Arabia’s Madain Saleh. The caravans and dhows may be plying different trades these days, but the lexicon of The Thousand and One Nights that brought Scheherazade’s exotic, vulnerable world to the West still helps define the Peninsula today. Visit a fort, barter in a souq or step into labyrinthine alleyways and you’ll immediately discover the perennial magic of Arabia.

[image: shutterstock_1271386309-jpg]
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Why I Love the Arabian Peninsula

By Jenny Walker, Writer

Mention ‘Arabia’ and a host of familiar, media-weary images probably appear. I’ve spent half my life studying these images – of wilderness, wealth and war – in various academic pursuits. But there’s so much more to the sophisticated culture of modern Arabia than is conjured by these stereotypes. I love the Peninsula because each day I encounter the complexity of Arabia in the dynamic, warm-hearted people who lie at the core of the region’s enduring appeal. And of course the desert, with its life against the odds, has inevitably crept into my soul.

For more, see Our Writers
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Arabian Peninsula’s Top 15


Sheikh Zayed Grand Mosque

In Arabia, the birthplace of Islam, faith is a living, breathing reality inextricably entwined in the daily lives of Peninsula inhabitants. Travellers will encounter it in the ubiquitous call to prayer, the warmth of welcome enshrined in the Muslim code of conduct and, for Muslim visitors, quintessentially in pilgrimage to the holy cities of Saudi Arabia. Visit magnificent Sheikh Zayed Grand Mosque in Abu Dhabi and see how faith is also expressed in masterpieces of architecture, carpet and landscape design.
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Top Experiences

Museum of Islamic Art

Vying with the Louvre Abu Dhabi as the best museum in the Middle East, Doha’s Museum of Islamic Art narrowly wins with its priceless collection of hand-loomed carpets, ceramics and manuscripts, all of which help establish a broader cultural context for a visit to the region. Visitors may be surprised at the number of animal-themed items in the collection, dispelling the myth that Islamic art is only geometric in style and abstract in content. IM Pei’s exciting contemporary building, in which the collection is housed, further dispels myths about Arabia’s traditionalism.
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Top Experiences

Burj Khalifa

Competitively slicing the sky, the audacious tower blocks that rise from the cities of the Gulf are a potent symbol of the region’s ambitions. At 828m, Dubai’s Burj Khalifa held the title of tallest building in the world for over a decade. Dine on top of this futuristic totem of steel and glass and escape the hurly-burly of the streets below: at this altitude, and lifted far above the ordinary cares of a routine day, you can quite literally have your head in the clouds.
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Top Experiences

Hajar Mountains

In contrast to its vast interior desert plains, the Peninsula also boasts some of the highest mountains and deepest wadis (dry riverbeds) in the Middle East. Camp near the summit of Oman’s Hajar Mountains in winter for the exciting spectacle of hail thundering into the wadis below. Rain breaks on these mountains sporadically all year: watch how the precious water is channelled through ancient irrigation systems (known as aflaj) to bring life to plantations and a network of the nearby high-altitude villages.

[image: ]
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Top Experiences

Madain Saleh – Saudi Arabia’s Petra

They rise out of the gravel plains like lost camels, or sit crumbling to dust on mountain ridges, speaking of past greatness, prophets, kings and long-forgotten dynasties. Among the best preserved of these ruins of empire are the superb Nabataean ruins at Madain Saleh. Smaller in number than similar rock-carved tombs in Jordan’s Petra, the tombs here are just as impressive in terms of size and location. Sitting among these ruins on remote plains, it’s easy to contemplate human frailty.
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Top Experiences

Sharjah

It may not generate the headlines of neighbouring Dubai or the sophisticated capital, Abu Dhabi, but Sharjah has quietly grown into the cultural hub of Arabia. In a celebration of local and indigenous heritage, Sharjah boasts the largest cluster of museums in the region with gems such as the Sharjah Heritage Museum among them. With the historic old quarter and chaotic alleyways undergoing major renovation in a project called ‘Heart of Sharjah’, the city offers a sense of ancient Arabia in the midst of the modern.
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Top Experiences

Asir National Park

Many villages in Arabia survive on the spring water issuing from mountain wadis, often transported for many kilometres through irrigation channels. Plantation life along these channels offers the off-roader or hiker a fascinating glimpse into an ancient way of life. Asir National Park of Saudi Arabia, with its aged tower houses and green terraces, is one of the best places on the Peninsula to witness this traditional village life. The region is also one of Arabia’s most spectacular, with an escarpment that tumbles thousands of feet to the Red Sea.

[image: ]
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Top Experiences

Mutrah Souq

They may not match the stock exchanges of New York, London or Tokyo in terms of dollars traded, but Arabia’s souqs claim a far more ancient lineage. Get lost in Muscat’s labyrinthine Mutrah Souq, and participate in the brisk trade in frankincense or haggle-to-the-death of cloth merchants. The souq’s covered alleyways cover commodities of monetary value (such as gold, diamonds and rubies), small-change items of sentimental value (such as baskets and beads) and memorable chats with shopkeepers.

[image: ]
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Top Experiences

Souq Waqif

Many of Arabia’s old town quarters have been restored in a bid to attract tourists. Crumbling mud-brick houses and old derelict bazaars have been brought back to life through new heritage guesthouses and local-cuisine restaurants. One of the best of these restoration projects is Souq Waqif, in Doha, where you can buy anything from a shisha water pipe to a falcon. Teeming with life, particularly at night, the souq has become a popular social space with museums, art spaces and coffeehouses.

[image: ]
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Top Experiences

Ras Al Jinz Turtle Reserve

Protecting an internationally important nesting site for the endangered green turtle, the Ras Al Jinz Turtle Reserve offers visitors a rare opportunity to watch these magnificent giants up close. Returning to lay eggs on the beach of their birth, green turtles are a common sight in the waters aròund Oman. The chance to see these extraordinary creatures and a number of playful cetaceans makes boats trips from any point along the shore of the eastern Arabian Peninsula a rewarding experience.

[image: ]
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Top Experiences

Bahrain Fort & Museum

Cresting a hilltop, guarding a coastline, walling a village or securing a dried-out riverbed, there is barely a town in Arabia without some kind of crumbling battlement. Oman has some of the best preserved of the Peninsula’s forts in Bahla, Nizwa, Nakhal and Rustaq, but for a whole day out, Bahrain’s fort with its museum, coffeehouse and night-time illuminations, is hard to beat. Learn to tell your forts (military only) from your castles (fortified residences) before exploring some of these mighty and magnificent buildings.
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Top Experiences

Red Sea Diving

Flanking the shores of Saudi Arabia, the crystal-clear waters of the Red Sea are home to epic dramas. In some of the world’s finest diving sites, clown fish play the comedians in coral gardens fit for a Zeffirelli stage set, while sharks wait in the wings for heroic small fry. You don’t need to dive for a balcony view: don a mask, snorkel and flippers and swim anywhere off the coast at Jeddah, and you can’t help but applaud the spectacle.

[image: ]
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Top Experiences

Sharqiya Sands

For centuries, Westerners have been attracted to the great desert wildernesses of Arabia, drawn by its limitlessness yet repelled by the void. Feel the desert’s magnetic pull in Oman’s Sharqiya Sands, with tented camps and camel trips providing access to the magical dunes. Avoid the off-road playgrounds at the desert fringe and choose more sensitive hiking forays into its quiet centre – the habitat of highly adapted flora and fauna. Beware: the summer sands don’t take prisoners, and the only stranger you’re likely to meet between the dunes is yourself.
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Top Experiences

Dhofar, the Land of Frankincense

Gifted by wise men to babes (according to the Bible) and queens to kings (Queen Sheba to King Solomon), and harvested from the bark of ugly trees in the mist-swirling magic of summertime in Oman, frankincense is responsible for the history of Arabian empires. Catch its tantalising aroma in the house of a newborn, buy the curdled beads of amber-coloured sap in the souq or, better still, visit the living trees in Dhofar during the region’s unique and remarkable July khareef (rainy season).

[image: ]
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Top Experiences

Tareq Rajab Museum

Arabia’s riches can be counted by more than the latest car or designer handbag. Gold twine in a dress cuff, a bead of carnelian threaded for a loved one, a basket woven with camel leather, words of wisdom entwined in a silver amulet – these are the riches of the region’s ancient craft heritage. Find the most precious pieces collected under one roof in the enchanting underground Tareq Rajab Museum in Kuwait City. Musical instruments, jewellery and ancient manuscripts comprise a collection that mercifully escaped pillage during the Iraqi invasion.

[image: ]
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Need to Know

For more information, see Survival Guide



Currency

Bahraini dinar (BD); Kuwaiti dinar (KD) Omani rial (OR); Qatari riyal (QR); Saudi riyal (SR); UAE dirham (Dhs); Yemeni rial




Language

Arabic, English




Visas

Visas, required by all visitors in all Peninsula countries except Qatar, are available for many nationalities on arrival at airports and most land borders (except Saudi Arabia and Oman).




Money

ATMs widely available; credit cards accepted by most hotels and city restaurants.




Mobile Phones

Local SIM cards are widely available in all cities and most airports across the region.




Time

Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Bahrain and Qatar are three hours ahead of GMT/UTC. The United Arab Emirates and Oman are four hours ahead of GMT/UTC.







When to Go

[image: 03-climate-arp6-jpg]




High Season (Nov–Mar)

APerfect weather at sea level with clear, sunny days and cool evenings.

AShopping festivals and sporting events coincide with these cooler months.

ABooking accommodation is necessary; expect highest rates in December.




Shoulder Season (Jul–Oct)

AGood time to visit southern Arabia with light rains turning the desert hills green.

AThe khareef (rainy season) festival in southern Oman attracts many Gulf visitors, leading to higher accommodation prices.




Low Season (Apr–Jun)

AExtreme heat and high humidity make this a season to avoid in most parts of Arabia.

ABig discounts often available for accommodation.

ABest time to visit mountain areas.

AJune is harvest time for fresh dates.






Useful Websites

Al Bab (www.al-bab.com) Links to dozens of news services, country profiles, travel sites and maps.

Al Jazeera (www.aljazeera.com/news/middleeast) Popular news- and views-oriented website.

Arabnet (www.arabnet.me) Useful Saudi-run encyclopedia of the Arab world.

InterNations (www.internations.org) Information service with networking opportunities exclusively for expats.

Lonely Planet (www.lonelyplanet.com) Destination information, hotel bookings, travel forum and photos.




Country Codes

Precede the following country codes with 00.




	Bahrain
	[image: icon-phonegif]%973



	Kuwait
	[image: icon-phonegif]%965



	Oman
	[image: icon-phonegif]%968



	Qatar
	[image: icon-phonegif]%974



	Saudi Arabia
	[image: icon-phonegif]%966



	UAE
	[image: icon-phonegif]%971








Exchange Rates




	 
	US$1
	UK£1
	EUR €1





	Bahrain (BD)
	0.38
	0.48
	0.42



	Kuwait (KD)
	0.30
	0.39
	0.34



	Oman (OR)
	0.38
	0.49
	0.43



	Qatar (QR)
	3.64
	4.63
	4.06



	Saudi Arabia (SR)
	3.75
	4.80
	4.18



	UAE (Dh)
	3.67
	4.67
	4.09





For current exchange rates, see www.xe.com




Daily Costs


Budget: Less than US$150

A Shared room in budget guesthouse: US$100

A Street fare or self-catering at local markets: US$15

A Public transport and occasional taxi: US$25

A Entry costs: US$10




Midrange: US$150–500

A Double room in a midrange hotel: US$200

A Local-style dining in restaurants: US$30

A Car hire: US$100

A Entry costs/unguided activities: US$50




Top end: More than US$500

ADouble room in five-star hotel or resort: US$300

AInternational-style buffet lunch/dinner: from US$50

A4WD vehicle hire: US$200

AEntry costs/guided activities: US$100






Opening Hours

Opening times vary widely across the region and are erratic at best, all the more so during Ramadan and holidays. The weekend is Friday and Saturday in all countries except Saudi Arabia. The Saudi weekend is Thursday and Friday.

Banks 8am–noon or 1pm (closed Fridays)

Restaurants noon–midnight

Cafes 9am–midnight

Shops 10am–10pm (reduced hours Fridays)

Souqs 10am–1pm & 4–9pm (closed Friday mornings)




Arriving in the Arabian Peninsula

The main international airports are listed here. Airport taxis and hotel shuttles are the main methods of transport from airport to city centre.

Bahrain Airport

Kuwait Airport

Muscat Airport, Oman

Hamad Airport, Doha, Qatar

King Khalid Airport; Riyadh, Saudi Arabia

Abu Dhabi Airport, United Arab Emirates

Dubai International Airport, United Arab Emirates




Etiquette

People are generally tolerant of social faux pas but it’s best to be aware of some key aspects of etiquette:

Dress Dress modestly. See mosque etiquette.

Ramadan During Ramadan you must refrain from eating, drinking, smoking and chewing gum in public during daylight hours.

Left H\hand Avoid giving or touching with the left hand, which is reserved for personal hygiene.

Feet Don’t show the soles of your feet to others, or walk in a house or mosque in shoes.

Shaking hands Be guided by local women as to whether they choose to shake hands with you.

Coffee Try to accept at least one cup of coff ee if off ered – it’s considered impolite to refuse.

Manners Don’t lose your temper, swear at anyone or refer to them (even in jest) as an animal (eg ‘you old dog’).




For more information, see Getting Around










What’s New


Louvre Abu Dhabi

This fabulous new museum is famed not just for its world-class collection, but for its beautiful domed roof filtering a ‘rain of light’ inspired by palm trees.




Al Seef, Dubai

Stretching close to 2km along the Creek, Al Seef is a growing continuation of the historical Al Fahidi district, combining modern and heritage architecture.




Dubai Design District

This hub for creatives is luring visitors with its edgy architecture, contemporary restaurants, public art, galleries, and calendar of cultural events.




Misfat Al Abriyyin, Oman

An entire village has just discovered the value of tourism, helping to keep traditions alive in a region impacted by migration to town.




Al Baleed Resort, Salalah, Oman

This superb new luxury resort and spa, wedged between lagoon and oceanfront, is an example of understated refinement.




Mwasalat Bus Service, Oman

Formerly only accessible through taxi or car hire, key sights in Muscat are now connected to all cities by reliable public buses.




Qatar Blockade

Since June 2017, a Saudi-led coalition has isolated Qatar for alleged support for terrorism resulting in travel restrictions.




King Abdulaziz Center for World Culture, Dhahran

The stunning new ‘Ithra’ building looks like a space station on a foreign planet. Hosts opera, theatre and Saudi Arabia’s only cinemas.




Al Shaheed Park

Kuwait’s latest (and largest) urban park has jogging and walking paths covering more than 2km, botanical gardens, a lake, restaurants and two museums.




Jebel Jais

Thrill-seekers head to Ras Al Khaimah for the world’s longest zip line and a via ferrata – found at the newly extended Jebel Jais.




Sheikh Faisal Bin Qassim Al Thani Museum

Offering the rare chance to cross the threshold of a rich sheikh’s property; the personal belongings in this recently opened private museum include dhows and a whole Syrian house!




Third-Wave Coffee

Hip independent cafes with artisanal coffee are now to be found all over Kuwait City; try Mukha, a minimalist coffeehouse with many manual brews.




Mleiha Archaeological Site

This archaeological site, newly opened to the public, offers a day out among the remains of our ancestors, some of whom were touchingly buried with their horses and camels.




For more recommendations and reviews, see lonelyplanet.com/Middle-East










If You Like…


Desert Landscapes

If you thought ‘desert’ meant sand, think again. The Peninsula (in particular Oman, Saudi Arabia and the UAE) is full of diverse and spectacular landscapes that redefine the term.

Sharqiya Sands A fraction of the size of the Empty Quarter, these Omani dunes are just as beautiful and much more accessible.

Khor Al Adaid Qatar’s inland sea, netted by high dunes, sparkling with shoals of silver sardines.

Wadi Darbat Camels and cows share abundant herbage in southern Oman’s seasonal mists.

Jebel Shams Vertiginous glimpses into the Grand Canyon of Arabia from atop Oman’s highest mountain.

Al Ula Saudi Arabia’s magnificent wind-blown pillars of sandstone turn copper-coloured at sunset.

Liwa Oasis Date plantations punctuate the edge of the UAE’s share of the Empty Quarter.

Mughsail Blowholes fling fish, seaweed and unsuspecting crabs into the air beneath Dhofar’s dramatic undercliff.

Musandam Deeply incised Omani fjords with leaping dolphins and hidden villages.

Jebel Hafeet Drive to the top of this rocky spine to peer across to the Empty Quarter.

Empty Quarter Covering an area the size of France, the dunes of the Rub Al Khali conjure up your inner Bedouin.




Adventure

Travellers have been attracted to the Arabian Peninsula for centuries in search of adventure. Follow in the footsteps of Marco Polo, Richard Burton and Wilfred Thesiger in some of the region’s best outdoor pursuits.

Yanbu The Red Sea offers one of the world’s great underwater spectacles, accessible from this Saudi port.

Sharfat Al Alamayn Drive at high altitude through the Hajar Mountains and discover gears you didn’t know you had.

Abha Go paragliding from Al Souda or rock climbing at Habalah in Saudi Arabia’s dramatic Asir region.

Snake Gorge Plunge from pool to pool in one of Oman’s most famous canyon adventures.

Masirah Island You won’t wait long for a windy day off the western coast of Oman – perfect for kite-surfing.

Skydive Qatar Travel to earth (to the desert hinterland in Qatar specifically) at a speed of 200km per hour from a height of 4000m for the thrill of a lifetime.

Hatta Mountain Bike Trail One of only a few in the region, this trail offers more than 50km of rugged routes in the UAE.

Jebel Jais Flight Zip Line The longest zip line in the world takes thrill-seekers up to speeds of 150km per hour.




Museums

Museum of Islamic Art Doha’s world-class museum is housed in an iconic IM Pei building.

Louvre Abu Dhabi This major collection includes pieces from the Paris Louvre, housed in a modern masterpiece of architecture.

Tareq Rajab Museum Stunning collection of regional crafts mercifully saved from the Gulf War devastation of Kuwait’s National Museum.

Bahrain National Museum This excellent ethnographic museum in Manama proves there was indeed life before oil.

National Museum A full-scale reconstruction of a Nabataean tomb crowns Riyadh’s world-class museum.

Bait Al Zubair Housed in a Muscat residence, this eclectic collection has become Oman’s contemporary art hub.

Museum of the Frankincense Land Explores the supposed southern Arabian haunts of the legendary Queen of Sheba in Salalah.

Beit Al Quran Possibly the finest, most comprehensive collection of Islam’s holiest book, the Quran, in the world.

Sharjah Heritage Area Museums, restored houses and souqs capture the tiny emirate’s heyday.




Forts & Castles

While every country on the Arabian Peninsula has its own set of crenellations, the best forts and castles are found in eastern Arabia, keeping back trouble from the sea.

Jabreen Castle Unique painted ceilings distinguish this perfectly formed Omani castle.

Bahrain Fort Spectacular by night, Manama’s fort looms over the sea.

Nakhal Fort Guarding what was once the regional capital, this fort appears to evolve from the rock.

Al Jahili Fort This Al Ain fort honours British desert veteran Wilfred Thesiger.

Fujairah Fort Part of a village reconstruction demonstrating the UAE has a history and not just a future.

Bahla Fort This Unesco World Heritage Site dominates Oman’s village of magic, potters and ancient walls.

Rustaq Fort Guarding the passes between desert plain and mountain interior.

Masmak Fortress Saudi Arabia’s Ibn Saud made his daring raid here in 1902, marking the birth of a nation.




Architecture

Dubai, Abu Dhabi and Doha are putting the Arabian Peninsula on the map for innovative architecture. A few ancient wonders in Saudi Arabia and Oman show it has ever been thus.

Madain Saleh The Nabataean monuments of this ‘petite Petra’ lie in a wind-sculpted desert in Saudi Arabia.

Burj Khalifa At 828m, this downtown Dubai tower is officially ‘megatall’.

Beit Sheikh Isa Bin Ali Al Khalifa Bahrain’s best example of the air-conditioning wizardry of 18th- and 19th-century wind-tower architecture.

Sheikh Zayed Grand Mosque World-class masterpiece of modern mosque design in Abu Dhabi.

Kuwait Towers These iconic towers have come to symbolise more than just water in the desert.

Yas Hotel The only hotel in the world to straddle a Formula One racetrack.

Mutrah Corniche A picture-perfect sweep of balconied houses, mosques and forts in the heart of Oman’s capital.

Al Balad Jeddah’s old quarter, built of Red Sea coral and wood, is the jewel in the crown of Arabia’s most famous pilgrim port.

Rija Alma Tower houses in this Saudi Arabian village cascade down the steep slopes of the Asir.

[image: shutterstock_59670520-jpg]

Yas Hotel, United Arab Emirates | HAINAULTPHOTO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Wildlife

The Arabian Peninsula offers spectacular wildlife experiences. Watch turtles lay their eggs or track oryx across the plains, and you’ll quickly realise that desert does not mean deserted.

Ras Al Jinz Watch record numbers of turtles return to the Omani beach of their birth.

Marina Bandar Al Rowdha Sail by dhow from Muscat to enjoy the company of acrobatic dolphins.

Damaniyat Islands Look out for whale sharks, the gentle giants of the Indian Ocean, in October.

Al Areen Wildlife Park & Reserve Watch the endangered ‘unicorn of Arabia’ at close quarters in Bahrain.

Wadi Darbat Meet the unlikely relative of the elephant when the desert turns green in summertime southern Oman.

Sir Bani Yas Island Spot gazelles among other indigenous inhabitants of Arabia in UAE’s unique wildlife project.

Abu Dhabi Falcon Hospital Come eye to eye with hawks, which have worked with people for centuries.

Hawar Islands Sooty falcons, dugongs and the world’s largest Socotra cormorant colony live around Bahrain’s archipelago of desert islands.






Shopping

Browse the old, covered alleyways known as souqs for traditional crafts. Malls (their modern, air-conditioned equivalents) are mostly found in cities and offer entertainment for kids and shelter from the heat.

Souq Waqif Doha’s tasteful reinvention of its Bedouin roots includes traditional coffeehouses.

Mutrah Souq Indian Ocean trade remains unchanged in Muscat’s aged souq.

Dubai Mall This Emirates pleasure dome includes a walk-under aquarium.

Yas Mall Giving access to Ferrari World, this Abu Dhabi mall delivers burgers via roller coaster.

Nizwa Souq Famed for Omani silver daggers but also brisk trading in goats.

Jeddah Souq Saudi’s gold souqs sell 22-carat jewellery by weight, not craftsmanship.

Souq Al Jamal You’re welcome to browse rather than buy at this ancient camel market.

Bab Al Bahrain Pearls are still found in this gritty warren of shops.

Souq Marbarakia Heaped-high olives and dates, headdresses and perfumes in the heart of Kuwait City.
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Boy with goat at Nizwa Souq, Oman | KYLIE NICHOLSON/SHUTTERSTOCK ©








Month by Month


TOP EVENTS

Muscat Festival, January

Dubai Shopping Festival, February

Janadriyah National Festival, February

Salalah Tourism Festival, August

Abu Dhabi Grand Prix, November




January

Bitterly cold in the mountains and at night on the desert plains, but gloriously warm and sunny everywhere else, this is the peak season for visiting the Arabian Peninsula. Expect the odd rain shower though!


zMuscat Festival

The Omani capital comes alive with top-class acrobatic acts, international craft shopping and Omani heritage displays in venues across the city for a month around January and February.




2Dubai Marathon

The Dubai Marathon (www.dubaimarathon.org) attracts thousands of runners with some of the highest prize money in international long-distance-running events.




3Qatar Open

This international tennis event (www.qatartennis.org) kick starts the Qatar sporting year and attracts the world’s best players.




3Hail International Rally

This car rally (www.hailrally.com.sa) in the middle of Saudi Arabia draws crowds of spectators to watch international competitors in cars and trucks, and on motorbikes and quad bikes.






February

Still cool at night and warm in the day, but without the rush of New Year visitors, February is one of the best months to enjoy the bustle of the high season in the Gulf.


7Shopping Festivals

Straddling January and February, the month-long Dubai Shopping Festival and the Hala Festival in Kuwait City offer big discounts in shops, as well as firework displays.




zJanadriyah National Festival

Saudi Arabia’s largest cultural event embraces the King’s Cup camel race, falconry and traditional crafts.
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Performers at the jenadriyah Natioanl Festival | MOATASSEM/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


zSharjah Light Festival

Celebrating arts and culture projected in lights, colours and music, this internationally acclaimed festival has been around for about a decade.






March

A flush of lime green clads the desert as spring brings an intense and brief flourish of flowers and butterflies before the onslaught of summer scares them away – along with the last of the tourists.


3Dubai World Cup

The horse race is worth US$10 million in prize money and is a major event on the UAE’s social calendar.




3Emir’s Sword Race

The Emir’s Sword Race, held in Qatar, is one of the biggest international racing events of Arabian horses in the year. and visitors must take care to avoid eating or drinking in public. Ramadan evenings, however, are marked by socialising and seasonal delicacies.




0Eid Al Fitr

Marking the end of the month of fasting, Eid Al Fitr (in May from 2020) is generally celebrated at home with the family, with increased traffic on the roads and higher prices for airfares.






June

With miserable heat and humidity, the only good thing to be said for June is that hotels offer discounts. Camping and ‘glamping’ in the mountains of Oman offer a respite from the heat.




July

Excessively hot in the desert, this is the season of the khareef (rainy period) in southern Oman. Regional visitors pour into the area to enjoy the relative cool. A good time to visit Saudi Arabia’s Asir region, too.


1Turtle Nesting

Throughout the year, turtles return to the beaches of their birth to lay their eggs, but July is the peak season in Oman, when 100 green turtles lumber up the beach at Ras Al Jinz each night.






August

High season in the misty, green, bug-laden haven of southern Arabia, while the rest of the region pants in desiccating temperatures. A challenging, hot month for hajj (in July from 2021).


0Eid Al Adha

Families gather to eat the fatted calf and celebrate the return of pilgrims from Mecca and Medina.




zSalalah Tourism Festival

Regional visitors flock to the festival ground in Salalah to picnic in the drizzle and enjoy a program of international entertainment and Omani cultural shows.




5Buraydah Dates Festival

The world’s largest date festival takes place at the world’s largest date market, in Saudi Arabia, with lots of opportunities for sampling.






September

The cultural calendar in the region begins this month with opera houses reopening after the long, hot summer.


3Classical Music

The season opens with the Royal Opera House Muscat staging concerts, opera, ballet and jazz from internationally renowned companies.
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Royal Opera House Muscat, Oman | EQROY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©




October

A slight cooling in temperature at sea level, combined with a return to school and college locally, make this low season ideal for mountain visits before it gets too cold.




November

As the summer heat subsides, occasional rains help the wadis flow. Visitors begin to return to enjoy the reawakening of the Peninsula.


2Oman Desert Marathon

International runners are faced with a tough challenge in the dunes of Oman’s Sharqiya Sands as they head across the wilderness to the Indian Ocean.




3Abu Dhabi Grand Prix

Showcasing one of the most glamorous circuits in the world, the Formula One Abu Dhabi Grand Prix is now a highlight of the racing year.






December

The end of the year marks the peak tourist season for good reason – the sea is still warm, the air is crisp and clear, and evenings are warm enough for dining al fresco.


zDubai International Film Festival

Abu Dhabi and Doha host film festivals, but the Dubai International Film Festival (www.dubaifilmfest.com) is the star of the show. Running since 2004, it showcases cinematic excellence and casts a spotlight on Arab film.




3New Year

Although the Arab New Year falls on a different day each year, the region is never one to resist a party. Dubai offers some of the finest fireworks shows in the world to celebrate 31 December.




2Mubadala World Tennis Championship

The most prestigious tennis tournament in the region is hosted in Abu Dhabi and attracts the world’s best players.












Itineraries


Arabian Peninsula Highlights in a Hurry

[image: 07-best-of-itin-arp6-jpg]

2 WEEKS

Weaving between the sites of modern and ancient Arabia, this itinerary highlights the best Peninsula experiences feasible in the least amount of time. If focuses on three Gulf cities, then offers a relaxing contrast to the urban pace in the wilds of Oman.

Begin with two days in friendly Manama, with its pearl-trading souq and interesting museums. Visit Bahrain Fort to better understand how the whole Gulf region was intent on repelling attack from the sea.

Fly to Dubai, a city obsessed with the newest, biggest and best, for a two-day stop, including that totem of superlatives, Burj Khalifa. Spend a day in Abu Dhabi, the UAE’s cultured capital, visiting Sheikh Zayed Grand Mosque – proof there’s more to the Emirates than shopping.

For a complete contrast, fly from Abu Dhabi to Muscat. See how 40 years of ‘renaissance’ has created a modern nation underpinned by respect for heritage – evident during a four-day tour of Nizwa and Bahla. Allow three further days to forget history by hiking at Jebel Shams, camel riding across Sharqiya Sands and watching turtles return to the beach of their birth at Ras Al Jinz before returning to Muscat.






Itineraries

The Gulf’s Capital Cities

[image: 07-gulf-experience-itin-arp6-jpg]

3 WEEKS

Many people visit one of the Gulf capitals as a stopover en route to somewhere else. There are more than enough diversions and experiences on offer, however, to make it worthwhile to combine these city-states as destinations in their own right.

Spend four days in each of four main Gulf cities, flying between each. Begin in dry, traditional Kuwait City. Learn here the sensory vocabulary of Arabia – the haggling in Souq Marbarakia, wafts of shisha from outdoor coffeehouses and strolls along the Corniche. Add to the Arabian lexicon by tracing similarities between Peninsula cultures at Tareq Rajab Museum and leave time to explore the urban landscape of high-rise towers – the quintessential symbols of Gulf modernity.

Oil is responsible for Arabia’s rapid propulsion into the 21st century: see how in nearby Bahrain, home to the Oil Museum. Enjoy the glamour associated with black gold at the Formula One racing circuit. Pearls gave the Gulf its former livelihood: dive for a pearl off the Hawar Islands or buy a string at Gold City in Manama and see how the sea has retreated as land has been reclaimed.

Abu Dhabi, the cultural and political capital of United Arab Emirates, is another city reliant on reclaimed land – as becomes obvious on a walk along the beautiful Corniche. Punctuate your high-voltage city tour with an escape to Liwa Oasis, where life moves at the pace of a camel’s stride.

If you miss the dynamism of the urban experience, then the best has been kept until last. Spend four days in and around Dubai, discovering what makes it the region’s most internationally famous city. Cook with chefs, shop with sharks, view the city from the world’s tallest tower and dine underwater in the Gulf’s most can-do city.






Itineraries

Top to Toe: Pan Peninsula in Four Weeks

[image: 07-pan-pen-itin-arp6-jpg]

4 WEEKS

They may share the same Peninsula (and a similar name), but arid urban Doha in the north and subtropical, rural Dhofar in the south are so different in character that they may as well belong to different continents.

In week one, fly into Doha, renowned for its commitment to hosting international sports, for a three-day visit to this energetic city with its spectacular modern skyline. Visit Souq Waqif and the magnificent Museum of Islamic Art for full cultural immersion and then leave human civilisation behind in a camping trip to timeless Khor Al Adaid in southern Qatar. Camp along the edge of the country’s famous inland sea before returning to the city for a very different type of sundowner at a luxurious city bar.

Since a blockade was imposed on Qatar by some other Gulf states, a new route has opened up between Doha and Sohar in Oman. In week two, be one of the first to try the route out and begin a tour of the land of 1000 towers and fortifications at newly renovated Sohar Fort. Continue the fort theme by travelling to Muscat via Rustaq and Nakhal, boasting their own enormous forts, and end week two by spending a few days in Oman’s hospitable capital.

Begin week three travelling to Dhofar, crossing the edge of the Empty Quarter on the flat and utterly featureless highway to Thumrait. The descent into Oman’s southern capital Salalah, after 10 hours of stony-plain monotony, is sublime, especially during the rainy season when the desert turns green. End week four among frankincense trees near Mughsail and see where the precious resin was traded at Al Baleed and the ancient harbour of Khor Rori.

In week four, take another little-known air route between Salalah and Dubai to re-emphasise the contrast between top and toe of the Peninsula. A visit to the historic neighbourhood of Al Fahidi and the souqs of Deira will demonstrate that the connections between Arabian countries are greater than the elements that distinguish them.






Itineraries

Easy Escape from Dubai

[image: 07-easy-escape-dubai-itin-arp6-jpg]

5 days

If the intensity of Dubai begins to take its toll, a trip into the neighbouring emirates and Oman provides an enjoyable antidote. Oman’s Musandam Peninsula makes a good weekend break, but with an extra day or two, a mini-tour of northern Oman is possible.

From Dubai, head north to Sharjah, a hub of heritage and Islamic arts. On day two, wind through the northern emirates to the Shams–Tibat border and enter Oman’s fabled Musandam Peninsula. Enjoy the spectacular drive along the cliff-hugging road to Khasab and time your arrival for a dhow cruise in Musandam’s celebrated khors (creeks).

Spend day three in a 4WD, exploring Jebel Harim and Rawdah Bowl with its ‘House of Locks’. Return to Khasab and on day four take the ferry and bus to Muscat. Visit Mutrah Souq and Muscat’s old quarter and on day five meander west to historic Nizwa and ascend Jebel Shams, the Peninsula’s highest mountain. Return to UAE via the typical towns of Ibri and Buraimi on the UAE border.






Itineraries

Easy Escape from Kuwait

[image: 07-easy-escape-kuwait-itin-arp6-jpg]

1 WEEKS

Kuwait is a fascinating country to explore, but as a conservative, flat, dry state, hemmed in by travel-restricted neighbours, it doesn’t offer many opportunities to let your hair down. For the complete antithesis of life in Kuwait City, take the following trip to Oman, UAE and Bahrain.

Fly to Muscat and enjoy the tolerant, cosmopolitan nature of the city. Spend a day at a beachside hotel and enjoy the novelty of a sea with waves, followed by sundowners and dancing in a nightclub. On day three be reminded of what mountains and orchards look like by hiking in clear fresh air, blissfully devoid of humidity, on Jebel Akhdar.

On day four, swap the desert wilderness for the urban wild side by flying to Dubai for extreme shopping, dining and partying. On day five, bring the temperature down a notch by flying to Manama for a fun but slightly less high-octane experience (unless of course the Grand Prix is in town), before buttoning up the collar for the journey back to Kuwait City.










Plan Your Trip

The Hajj


An experience of profound spiritual significance, the hajj – the pilgrimage to Mecca – is a lifetime’s ambition for many Muslims. All able-bodied Muslims of sufficient means are expected to undertake the hajj at least once in their lives, as it is seen to be fulfilling one of the five key pillars of mainstream Islam. The hajj is an extraordinary spectacle, where millions of people from all over the world, rich and poor, able-bodied and otherwise, are unified by their state of ihram, which creates a sea of white as men donning two simple white cotton sheets, alongside women dressed equally simply, perform ancient rites over the course of five days, following in the footsteps of the prophets of the past.





What to Bring

A Label everything and attach a coloured ribbon to your belongings to help identify them.




Clothing

A Two to three ihram outfits (for men, two cotton sheets; for women, a modest outfit), towels, indoor scarf (for women) and non-stitched




Sleeping, Toiletries & Medical

A Pyjamas, pillow, toiletries (non-perfumed), hand sanitiser, sunscreen

A Medications, plasters, surgical/face mask (when in crowds)




Practical

A Travel belt, water-bottle carrier, umbrella, shoulder bag, camp stool




Spiritual

A Quran, pocket notebook and pen to record thoughts






The Hajj Experience


Before the Pilgrimage

Most pilgrims arrive in Saudi Arabia by air, landing at the hajj terminal of Jeddah’s King Abdul Aziz International Airport. Come prepared for the fact that more than two million pilgrims flood through this terminal – waiting times for buses to Mecca can last up to 12 long, hot and humid hours. Drinking water is provided, but bring snacks. You can buy food at the airport but inevitably queues will be long.

Before arriving in Mecca, local pilgrims stop at miqats (areas designated by the Prophet) to shower and change into their ihram outfit, which is the distinct two-piece, unstitched white cotton garment for men. International pilgrims landing at Jeddah airport will have already crossed this area and therefore be in a state of ihram already. Women are not permitted to wear the niqab or burka during the hajj. There is no gender segregation during rituals, as a sign that all pilgrims are equal.

An invocation in Arabic is performed – aloud, under one’s breath or privately in one’s head – at certain points on the way to Mecca, depending on which direction pilgrims are coming from. This invocation is given as pilgrims reach the miqat near Mecca:

Here I am, oh God, at Your command! Here I am at Your command! You are without associate! Here I am at Your command! To You are all praise, grace and dominion! You are without associate!
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Worshippers at Al Masjid al Haram | ORHAN DURGUT/SHUTTERSTOCK ©




The First Day

Arriving at Mecca’s Grand Mosque, worshippers perform the Tawaf Al Qudum (tawaf of arrival). Tawaf is the act of circling counter-clockwise seven times around the Kaaba. Then comes the saee, which involves walking between the hills of Safa and Marwah (which are within the Grand Mosque grounds) seven times to simulate the desperate search for water by Hajar, the wife of the Prophet Ibrahim.

The next stop is the ‘tent city’ of Mina, a short distance from Mecca. It’s a time for rest, reflection, reading the Quran and praying. Depending on the tour package, worshippers sleep in tents that accommodate up to 12 people each.
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The Holy Kaaba | HARRIS HAMDAN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


The Second Day

This is the most significant day of the hajj. The ‘Day of Arafat’ begins after sunrise, as worshippers leave Mina to travel to the Plain of Arafat. The time here is spent standing or sitting at the Mount of Mercy, asking God for forgiveness and making supplications. Some pilgrims rest in their tents. After sunset, everyone moves on to the Muzdalifah Plain to spend the whole night praying and collecting pebbles for the stoning ritual the next day.




The Third to Fifth Days

The third day begins shortly before sunrise in Mina, where worshippers once threw their pebbles at three jamrah (pillars) that represented the devil. In 2004, because of the many injuries caused by the fervour of the stone throwing, Saudi authorities replaced the pillars with long walls and stone basins designed to catch ricocheting rocks. The stoning can continue for three days and represents a rejection of Satan and an affirmation of Ibrahim’s faith in God.

The stoning ritual is perhaps when pilgrims are most vulnerable to danger as worshippers crowd the Jamarat pedestrian bridge on their way to the pillars. Deadly stampedes have occurred here in the past, so it’s important to pay close attention to instructions from guides and security personnel and to follow the multilingual signs along the route with care.

This is the first day of the three-day Eid Al Adha (feast of sacrifice), and pilgrims spend the remaining days carrying out these three rites after their first round of stoning. A sheep, cow or camel is sacrificed to show God a willingness to offer up something precious, and the meat is distributed to the poor. Men shave their heads, or trim their hair evenly, and women cut off a lock of their hair to bring them out of ihram. The final formal rite of hajj is the Tawaf Al Ifadah/Ziyarah, when pilgrims return to Mecca to circle the Kaaba again, pray at the Station of Ibrahim and perform another saee.




UMRAH: THE LITTLE HAJJ

Umrah is a shortened version of hajj in which rituals can be carried out within the vicinity of the Grand Mosque at any time of year (except during hajj itself), and at any time of day and night. Many pilgrims say umrah is a quiet, peaceful and contemplative experience.

The visa process is similar to applying for a hajj visa. Like the hajj visa, umrah visas are free, but they are only valid for 15 days; overstaying can have serious legal consequences. Applicants must make their booking through a Saudi-approved tour operator and provide the same required documentation as they would for hajj.




The Final Day

While the formal part of hajj is now over, many pilgrims choose to spend another day in Mina until sunset, to undertake more stoning and reflection; others return to Mecca. Before leaving Mecca and starting on their journeys back home, all pilgrims perform the ‘farewell’ Tawaf Al Wada.






Hajj Practicalities

With so many hajj pilgrims attending each year – some estimates put the number at 2.5 million or more – Saudi Arabia’s Ministry of Hajj has streamlined the process to obtain a visa and perform the rituals. It’s still complicated, but Muslims cannot be denied the right to perform the fifth pillar of Islam, regardless of whether they are Sunni or Shiite and regardless of their personal history.


Hajj Eligibility

The first step is to determine whether you are eligible to perform hajj. Muslims who have performed the ritual are not allowed to perform it again until five years have passed. An exception will be made for those acting as a mahram (guardian) to accompany a wife or family member who plans to go. All women under the age of 45 must be accompanied by a mahram, who must be a close male relative.




Visas & Tour Operators

The Saudi Ministry of Hajj website (www.haj.gov.sa) lists its requirements, which should be followed to the letter. The Ministry requires that all pilgrims go through one of the approved, licensed travel agencies (listed on the website) that operate tours for the hajj and umrah (the shorter pilgrimage outside of hajj season).

Travel-agency prices can be as low as SR6500 per person but can run as high as SR30,000 or more depending on the amenities offered. All tour companies offer meals, air-conditioned buses, transportation to Medina and side tours to significant religious sites. It is essential that you stick to the approved list of travel agencies.

These agencies handle everything, including obtaining a hajj visa (free and valid for 30 days) and permits, processing immunisation records (meningitis and hepatitis A and B are required jabs), and arranging accommodation and transportation. If the applicant is a convert to Islam, a letter from the applicant’s mosque stating that he or she performed the shahada (statement of faith) must be produced.

Tour companies keep strict tabs on their clients once they arrive in Saudi Arabia. Pilgrims give up their passport for the duration of their stay and are issued with an identity card and wristband. It is important that pilgrims keep a copy of their passport (including all pages and visas), and travel documents with them at all times. Once in the Kingdom, travel for pilgrims is strictly limited to visiting Mecca and Medina and the cities and villages between the two cities.




Hajj Health & Safety

Hajj rituals can be difficult to perform for the very young and the very old. Depending on the time of year, temperatures can reach more than 40°C, and the crowds can be stifling.

Common sense and caution are the foundation of a safe trip. Eat and sleep when you can, drink plenty of fluids, wear a surgical/face mask – to protect against the small risk of MERS (coronavirus) – and sanitise your hands often.

Make sure you have the requisite immunisations, although heat exhaustion is the most common enemy of the pilgrim. If you feel sweating chills, nausea or dizziness, find shade and seek medical attention from one of the hundreds of emergency personnel stations throughout the pilgrimage route.

One of the greatest risks to pilgrims comes from the massive crowds and the danger of stampede. Always pay close attention to your surroundings and follow the instructions of officials; it’s wise to keep to the outer limits of moving crowds wherever possible.




HAJJ CALENDAR




	ISLAMIC CALENDAR
	ESTIMATED EQUIVALENT IN WESTERN CALENDAR





	8-12 Dhul Hijja 1440H
	10-14 August 2019



	8-12 Dhul Hijja 1441H
	30 July-3 August 2020



	8-12 Dhul Hijja 1442H
	19-23 July 2021



	8-12 Dhul Hijja 1443H
	8-12 July 2022
















Plan Your Trip

Expats


The days of being paid well for doing little are over, while the realities of extreme temperatures and different social norms remain. So why consider an expat life? Whether you’re motivated by the ancient culture or the thrill of rapid change, you’ll find it pays to anticipate the challenges before leaving home.




Key Differences


All Countries

Extreme summer heat. Weekend is built around Friday, the region’s common day of prayer.




Bahrain

Extreme humidity in summer. Tiny land mass offers limited opportunities for free-time excursions. Pockets of political unrest. Tolerant of foreign customs and manners.




Kuwait

A dry state. Alcohol cannot be bought or consumed. Very little greenery. Tolerant of non-Muslim religious expression. Little to explore outside Kuwait City.




Oman

Slow pace of decision making. Tolerant of foreign customs and manners. Lives up to its moniker ‘Beauty has an address’.




Qatar

Extreme humidity in summer. Quite conservative.




Saudi Arabia

A dry state. Highly conservative. Restricted movement outside city of residence. Non-Muslim religious expression restricted. Much to explore.




United Arab Emirates

Liberal exterior hides a conservative core






Everyday Life


Not So Different From Home

For many new arrivals in the region, the first few days on the Arabian Peninsula often come as a culture shock. The audible call to prayer five times a day, the extreme heat, the homogeneous clothing, the undisciplined driving and the ubiquitous aroma of shisha (water pipe used to smoke tobacco) combine to create an overwhelming sense of difference. This difference is further emphasised for many by the relatively barren desert landscape.

Give it a week, however, and the similarities start appearing and day-to-day life in Arabia appears not as ‘foreign’ as one had imagined. International-style clothing is worn in familiar-looking malls (albeit under an abaya, a full-length robe worn by women); favourite foods from many cultures, including the likes of Marmite, soy sauce and turmeric, are widely available in corner shops; schools cater expertly for the children of different expat communities; provision is made for non-Muslim worship; drinking water is safe; health centres are well funded; and most people speak English as a common language. The drinking of alcohol is tolerated in all countries except Kuwait and Saudi Arabia (and parts of the UAE), and you can even buy pork in some supermarkets.

Many expats enjoy the fact that living in any of the Peninsula countries means it is safe to leave houses and cars unlocked, for children to play in the streets and talk to strangers, and that neighbours always have time for a chat. Times are changing in the big cities, but on the whole the friendly, safe and tolerant environment of all these countries is a major contributor to the quality of life. Even in Saudi Arabia, where public life is controlled by strict codes of conduct, expats generally enjoy a safe, relaxed and crime-free experience within their own compounds.
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Boys play in a park with views to central Doha, Qatar | ANDRZEJ KUBIK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©




A Multicultural Experience

Expatriate populations outnumber national populations in all Gulf states. As such, the Arabian Peninsula is one of the most multicultural places on the planet. This is both a trial and a fantastic opportunity. The trial comes in learning to cope with another layer of cultural expectation. The opportunity comes in gaining an insight into richly different ways of life, expressed most noticeably through food, festivities and workplace practices.

Perhaps the most valuable aspect of the region’s multicultural experience is learning from the resident Iraqis, Afghans and Palestinians that there are other perspectives on the politics of the region that are not often aired in the international media.

Gulf countries are finding their own ways of helping communities displaced as a result of war. This help has translated into cash handouts to the Syrian government, for example, but it also takes the uniquely local form of absorbing economic migration.

Regional asylum seekers are welcomed either as ‘guests’ or as professional or skilled employees on short-term contracts. In the absence of any formal recognition of the definition of refugee status, the emphasis is on providing temporary opportunities rather than embracing asylum seekers as fellow nationals. In other words, the expectation remains that one day these migrants will return home.
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Climate

Without doubt, one of the biggest challenges of living on the Peninsula is learning to cope with the weather. If you’re from a cold, wet and windy place, it is hard to imagine you would ever get bored of the endless blue skies. But in summer, the sky isn’t blue; it’s white with heat, and the extreme temperatures from April to October (which hover, on average, around 40°C and frequently rise above 45°C in the shade) require a complete life adjustment. Learning to live in the air-conditioned indoors for those months, to live life more slowly and find ways of exercising that don’t involve going outside, is as difficult as coming to terms with winter in frozen climes. The upside is six months of benign winter warmth that bid friends and relatives to visit. Here are some key ways to beat the heat:

Embrace local timing Working hours across the region tend to favour mornings and late afternoons, either with a 7am-to-2pm regime, or a two-shift day from 7am to 7pm with a break between noon and 5pm.

Take a siesta If the job allows, follow local practice by eating your main meal at lunchtime and taking a nap in the heat of the day.

Drink plenty of water Expats often underestimate the amount of extra fluid intake they require in summer and become dehydrated and ill as a result.

Wear cotton clothing Excessive humidity in Gulf cities can make a temperature of 35°C feel more like 45°C and synthetic fibres stick to the skin, adding to the boil-in-the-bag effect. Avoid excessive use of sunscreen for the same reason and cover skin with cotton clothing instead.

Wear a hat and sunglasses It’s no accident that local costume includes some form of head covering for all. You should also cover your neck and protect your eyes from glare (off white buildings and the sea especially). Avoid sitting in the summer sun altogether if you want to maintain supple, unwrinkled skin.

Exercise with caution Half the activity takes twice the effort in extreme heat so follow the locals by exercising just before dawn or at an air-conditioned gym. There’s often a slight cooling of temperature at dusk before the night-time heat explodes.

Escape to higher ground Temperature reduces by around 5°C for every 1000m of altitude gained. A weekend break (or summer retreat to drizzling Dhofar in Oman) may just keep you sane for the rest of the week.


CULTURAL DOS AND DON’TS


Do

It is not always easy, especially in the big cities of the Gulf, to interact with the local people – and especially with the indigenous Arabs who are often outnumbered in their own countries by expat residents. Here are some simple ways to engage with the local culture.

Visit a heritage village Getting a feel for the region’s Bedouin roots is a great way to understand differing concepts of time and hospitality. Visiting living heritage villages, especially during festivals and national days, provides insight into each country’s rich song, dance, craft and cuisine inheritance.

Learn Arabic This is not necessary for survival, as English and other expat languages are so widely spoken, but just learning to read the street signs helps bring you closer to Arab culture.

Attend a wedding Invitations to these will surely be forthcoming and, for women especially, it’s the quickest way to learn that Arab women are not the oppressed creatures portrayed in some international media.

Celebrate Eid, Diwali and Christmas Peninsula people love a party and are quick to give greetings at all religious festivals, not just those of Islam; joining them is the best way to understand the strong sense of community.

Play football Between acacia trees, on the sandy beaches or atop mountain passes, showing your interest in this regional obsession is the surest way to the Arab heart – for men and women!




Don’t

Peninsula countries are, on the whole, very forgiving of the transgressions of foreigners (except in Saudi Arabia), but there is nothing to be gained by upsetting the citizens of your host country. To avoid giving offence or landing yourself in trouble with the authorities, don’t do the following:

Wear revealing clothing Even in liberal Dubai, nothing causes more offence than exposing shoulders or thighs in shopping centres and other public spaces, or wearing tight and provocative clothing – that goes for men as well as women.

Show affection in public Avoid holding hands, kissing or hugging with members of the opposite sex.

Indulge in excessive drinking Public drunkenness is likely to get you deported or even imprisoned. In Saudi Arabia, where alcohol is strictly prohibited, the penalty is severe.

Drink and drive Even in countries tolerant of alcohol consumption, there is zero tolerance for drink driving.

Take drugs It’s illegal in all countries on the Peninsula and can lead to death penalties.

Eat, drink or smoke in public during daylight hours in Ramadan Some countries also enforce a ban on gum chewing, singing and loud music.

Swear or use rude hand gestures In some Arab countries, this may not just be considered uncouth, it may also be illegal! It’s also impolite to beckon with a finger or to use the left hand when touching, giving and eating.

Take photographs without permission This is the case when photographing people, particularly women. You should also avoid photographing anything military or ‘strategic’ (such as airports or bus stations).

Cohabit Despite the low risk of detection if you are discreet, it is illegal to live with a member of the opposite sex (or have a baby) unless you are married. In Saudi Arabia, men and women may not travel together (including by car) unless related.








The Law

In most Peninsula countries the law is based on Sharia law, which can lead to a wide interpretation of penalties for similar illegal activities from country to country – even from judge to judge – as there is no formal penal code.

Breaking the law on the Arabian Peninsula can have severe consequences, and embassies have very little jurisdiction (or inclination) to help foreign nationals in breach of local laws.

Some things that are legal in other countries, including public displays of affection, sex out of wedlock and consumption of alcohol, are illegal in some Peninsula countries and can carry a harsh sentence. Illegal acts across the region include taking drugs, public drunkenness, driving after drinking alcohol, lewd behaviour, adultery, cohabitation and homosexuality. Depending on the country you’re in, breaking the law may lead to hefty fines (for traffic offences), jail (for causing accidental death), deportation (for cohabitation), public flogging (for adultery) or even a death sentence (for drug trafficking).

Note that penalties, and even what’s considered illegal, can change frequently in some countries. As such, it is your responsibility to become acquainted with local laws before entering the country. Consult your HR manager and the embassy of the country in which you plan to work for guidance on legal matters before you take up employment.


Links to Legal Resources

Look for Working in the Gulf (Explorer Group, 2011) for a list of legal services by country. A helpful website, Gulf Law (www.gulf-law.com), gives a general introduction to Sharia and commercial law.






Working in the Region

Labour laws throughout the Gulf are extremely strict. It’s illegal to seek work on a visit visa, and there are severe penalties for those caught working illegally. Although some travellers take the chance of applying for ad hoc work (in Dubai, for example), to remain within the law you should secure a position before arrival. Your ‘sponsor’ (usually your employer) acts as a kind of guarantor of your good conduct while you reside in the country and will help you obtain a visa.

Working and living conditions are usually of a high standard. Salaries (for the time being at least) carry the enormous advantage of incurring no personal taxation. It can be tricky, however, to change jobs if you decide you’re not happy with the one you have. It can also be difficult to find long-term employment; many contracts are short term, renewable annually or every two years. While it’s not necessary to speak Arabic (although it’s an advantage), good spoken and written communication in English, the region’s second language, is a prerequisite and many jobs require qualifications that would not be expected elsewhere.

Those offering professional skills in much-needed services, such as translating, nursing, engineering and teaching (particularly English), stand the best chance of gaining employment. Many administrative positions, on the other hand, are beginning to be filled by newly trained local professionals. Note that for English-language teaching, you will need at least a degree and teaching experience to be eligible for most job opportunities, but you don’t necessarily need to be a native speaker.

International recruiting agencies headhunt for positions on the Peninsula. You can also enquire about job opportunities at cultural centres connected with your home country and through voluntary aid organisations.


Applying the Right Attitude

The working life of an expat, which often involves confronting fundamental differences in outlook, culture and education between colleagues, can be quite a challenge. It helps, therefore, to identify these differences from the beginning and then to celebrate the ‘other’, rather than seek to change it. The host nations, of the Gulf in particular, do this very well, accepting the expat for who they are and rarely attempting to influence their religious or social beliefs and customs. By the same token, it is important as an expat to learn to appreciate the Arab way of doing things and not assume that your own culture is always right.

The expat who listens to what people want, rather than guessing what they want, is more likely to make a genuinely valuable contribution to the emerging but complex countries of the region than those who rush in with solutions that are inappropriate to the context. Those who are determined their way is right often end up feeling defeated at the lack of application or implementation of their ideas or output.


PUTTING PEOPLE FIRST

Much of Arab life is underpinned by a sense of ‘what will be, will be’. This fatalism stems from Islam and the belief that God determines fate – a belief reflected in the frequent conversational phrase, inshallah, which literally means ‘if Allah wills it’. A belief in God’s will threads through all aspects of life: it informs the response to a car accident, a soured business deal or the death of a loved one, and it leads to a culture where personal accountability and the culture of blame (both recognisable by those from a Western culture) have limited meaning.

For the expat who is unaware of this difference, there are many frustrations involved in social and business interactions. For example, when rushing towards a deadline (a movable concept across the region), it’s not unusual to find colleagues have knocked off for a tea break. But then, from the Arab point of view, what can be more important than sharing time to discuss the day and swap family news? The deadline will be met if Allah wills it, so in the meantime take your rest and have a chat. More ‘business’ is conducted over a chi libton (cup of tea) than is ever concluded after a Powerpoint presentation, because in Peninsula society, people come first.

To enjoy, as well as to succeed in, living and working on the Arabian Peninsula, the expat has to learn to put people first too (if this is an alien concept in their own culture). Any investment in good relations invariably pays unexpected dividends, smoothing the passage of daily life and opening up social and business opportunities.






Business Etiquette

People from the Arabian Peninsula have been eminent merchants for centuries, with global trade in copper, frankincense, pearls and, most recently, oil, running through their veins. Inevitably, they have developed highly refined customs and manners when it comes to commercial interaction, and they are always somewhat disdainful of their foreign counterparts, whose alacrity to get straight down to business shows, in their book, a lack of finesse in the fine arts of commerce.

Though urbane enough to tolerate the mores of their overseas counterparts, Arab business people are impressed with good manners. Observing the following courtesies, therefore, may just help seal the deal.

Clothing Wear a suit (with a tie for men) but avoid silk or linen, which either stick to the skin in the heat or crease badly; women should cover knees, cleavage and shoulders and avoid anything tight-fitting. Formal national dress, if it’s your own (such as sari, salwar kameez, kaftan), are acceptable and often welcomed. Attempts at dressing local-style (in dishdasha or abaya, for example) are deemed ridiculous.

Timing Be on time for meetings, but be tolerant of late arrivals (an accepted part of local custom). Avoid meetings or telephone calls on a Friday, which is the day of prayer and rest; during afternoon siesta (except in the UAE and capital cities, where the practice is dying out), and in the holy month of Ramadan.

Greeting Shake hands readily with men, but wait for an Arab woman to proffer her hand first. Only use Arab greetings if you can master them, otherwise stick to formal English. Don’t be surprised if people touch their heart after a greeting (as in Saudi Arabia), if kisses on the cheek are exchanged between men (as in the Gulf states), or noses are knocked or rubbed (as in areas of Oman) – equally, don’t try to do the same.

Addressing Use Arab given names, as opposed to family names. Instead of Mr Al Wahabbi, it’s Mr Mohammed. In the same way, expect to be called Mr or Ms plus your first name or initials (Mr John, Ms Geetha or Prof KPR, for example) and don’t attempt to change this polite form to your family name. The correct formal address (or equivalent of Mr) is usually asayid (meaning sir) or asayida (meaning madam).

Preliminaries Exchange pleasantries about the weather and ask after health and family for several minutes before turning to the subject in hand. It’s considered rude to go straight to the point. Men, however, should never enquire after another man’s wife or daughters. Exchange business cards (which are a must) with your right hand (the left hand is reserved for ablutions).

Negotiating Bargaining is an important part of discovering value to the buyer weighed against worth to the vendor. The concept of a fixed price is a largely alien concept amid the highly social and personal interaction of reaching a deal in the Middle East. Build in, therefore, some room for negotiation – in all interactions, not just commercial ones.

Agreement Although some of the gentility of reaching agreement has vanished during recent economic tribulations, an Arab’s word is his bond and, similarly, keeping your promise is considered a matter of honour.

Problem solving Keep smiling, keep your temper and avoid raising your voice. Confrontation, criticism, blaming and swearing are highly insulting in public as they involve loss of face for those concerned. Equally, making and forcing apology is best avoided. A quiet, sympathetic word in private is much more effective.

Socialising Before any kind of transaction – at the checkout in a supermarket, if the traffic police stop you, before a meeting begins, on the telephone between strangers – people greet each other thoroughly and preferably enquire after the other person’s health. They often repeat these enquiries if there is a lull in the conversation. Never refuse a cup of tea or coffee as it may offend. Take your cue from the host and avoid asking for alcohol unless it is offered.

Conversing Avoid politics, sex and religion as topics of conversation (these tend to be favourite topics among locals); if you are drawn into such a discussion, keep your comments general, not personal. Also, avoid any comparisons of people with animals, even in jest, especially dogs (which are considered unclean by many Muslims) and donkeys (used as a common insult).

Closing The exchange of gifts is an important aspect of conducting business in the region. Well-crafted tokens representing an aspect of your home country are the normal currency of leave-taking – poorly made or obviously cheap, mass-made items will do more damage to your agenda than good.




Women in the Workplace

In the workplace, pay and opportunities for promotion are equal for both sexes (except in Saudi Arabia, where women are only employed in certain sectors). It is the norm in most Gulf countries for men and women to work side by side in an office or laboratory environment. Female professionals are respected for their qualifications and experience, and although it’s often harder for local women to gain employment and promotion, this is not the case for foreign female professionals, who are accorded great respect in senior roles.

General advice regarding business etiquette is the same for men and women with one exception: women should take their cue from the other person when expecting to shake hands as some devoutly religious men will not touch a woman who is not a family member. Although disconcerting, this isn’t intended to be insulting. If your handshake is refused, just touch your heart instead.






Expat Life for Children & Families

Arabs love the company of children and celebrate childhood often through large families and varying indulgences. As such, expat children are assured of a welcome. They may also find that they have more freedom than they have back home as parents feel safe in the knowledge that they are not going to be preyed upon in parks or offered drugs. Here’s an ‘ABC’ of a few key family-related considerations that expats often enquire about before signing their contracts.

Activities There is little sophisticated child-oriented entertainment outside of the big cities, but a beach is never too far away, and there are often parks containing children’s play areas (including swings and slides), even in small towns.

Birth and maternity leave Many expat women give birth in the region, and it presents no special difficulties in the main cities. There are prenatal and postnatal groups on hand to help. Maternity leave is enshrined in law in most Arab countries.

Childcare Nannies (usually from the Indian subcontinent or the Philippines) are one of the easily afforded perks of the region. Many parents opt for live-in home help, and villas often cater for this with the provision of maid’s quarters. In some cities, babysitting services are available in malls.

Coffee mornings There are many groups, such as the Women’s Guild in Oman (www.womensguildoman.com), that act as a forum for non-working expat women. These groups are a lifeline for many new arrivals in the region, providing local knowledge about everything from schooling, home help and health care to voluntary work and leisure activities.

Dangers Illegal drug taking, although still a relatively minor problem, is on the increase among older teenagers. Reckless driving is prevalent in all the Peninsula countries and claims many young lives. Regional and national awareness campaigns are having some success in reducing these risks.

Education The standard of international schools on the Arabian Peninsula is excellent, offering similar curricula to schools back home, enabling a smooth transition into university or college outside the region.

Health care The extreme heat can be debilitating for children, particularly babies. Obstetric and paediatric units in hospitals and clinics are generally of a high standard and most scourges of childhood in hot climates (such as polio, malaria and typhoid) are under control.

Hotels and restaurants In top-end and some midrange hotels, young children can usually share their parents’ room for no extra charge. Extra beds or cots are normally available. High chairs are often only available in top-end restaurants.

Infants Disposable nappies (diapers) are not always easy to come by outside large cities. Infant formula is widely available, however, as is bottled water.

Resources Expat Woman (www.expatwoman.com) or Mums Net (www.mumsnet.com) are useful forums for sharing advice and information on expat life in the Peninsula. For further advice on the dos and don’ts of taking the kids, see Lonely Planet’s Travel with Children.

Special needs Catering for the needs of children with disabilities is highly challenging in the region as often locals attach stigma to physical and especially mental disability. Finding help or support for common childhood issues, such as dyslexia, ADD and anorexia, can be difficult and there are few concessions (handrails, ramps, Braille etc) made for those with physical disabilities.




Housing

Stories about wild parties on expat compounds where the residents never interact with people beyond the gates are thankfully largely a thing of the past. Company compounds do still exist in Saudi Arabia, but many expats in the Gulf are these days given an allowance and expected to find their own accommodation. Here is some general advice regarding housing:

A Rental accommodation can be found, usually unfurnished, through embassies, cultural centres and newspapers.

A Villas with gardens, apartments with a shared swimming pool or a residency within a self-sufficient and gated compound are the preferred expat residency options. Many hotels offer long-stay arrangements.

A Check that air-con, maintenance of shared areas and mains water are included in the rent.

A Shaded, off-road parking is highly desirable.

A Unless you are a fan of early mornings, you may prefer to avoid neighbouring a mosque where a wake-up call will occur well before sunrise.

A Check your employment contract covers temporary accommodation while you house hunt.

A Relocation consultants, as well as estate agents, can be found in most countries.




Health

Health care across the region is consistently of a high standard in major cities. In smaller and especially rural communities, health care may be confined to a visiting doctor at the local clinic. Health-care providers tend to be expats themselves, with many nurses from the Philippines and doctors from India.

Emergency treatment is often given free, but you shouldn’t rely on this. Ambulance services are becoming more widely available, but sometimes a taxi is the best way to get to hospital in a hurry outside cities. Operations can be very expensive and many locals opt to have surgery in India or Thailand as they believe they will receive better care in those countries.

It’s imperative to have health insurance for all the family. Carefully check the small print of any company-issued insurance, as it may well exclude dental and eye care; prenatal, delivery and maternity care; as well as pre-existing conditions.

Items uch as tampons and sanitary pads can be found in larger supermarkets, which tend to cater for expats, but these are not always available in more remote areas. Contraception is readily available, but abortion (other than on health grounds) is not readily supported. The term ‘abortion’ is often used interchangeably with ‘miscarriage’ among non-native English speakers in the region.




Red Tape

The countries of the Middle East seem to have a passion for bureaucracy and have large public sectors in place to administer it. For the expat, this entails various paper-chases to ensure they have the correct permissions in place to work, own and drive a car, purchase alcohol and, in the case of Saudi Arabia, travel around the country. This isn’t as daunting as it sounds as every company will have a fixer whose job it is to steer the employee over each bureaucratic hurdle. Note that for most countries in the region, you need to test negative for AIDS and tuberculosis before you gain a residency permit. This is treated as a routine and perfunctory part of the visa-obtaining process, so don’t expect any pre- or post-test counselling.

You can speed up the obtaining of various permits by having at the ready a stock of passport-size photographs, some on plain white, and some on plain blue backgrounds; multiple copies of an abbreviated CV (two pages maximum); copies of your tertiary qualifications and the original certificates attested by your embassy.

Take a number on entering queuing stations, carry a book to read, be patient and stay friendly and polite, even when at your wit’s end. When at length you get your residency card, driving licence or travel permit, check it’s accurate (it’s too late to change it once you’ve left the office) and carry it with you at all times – this is the law in most Peninsula countries.

Many countries will permit some nationalities to drive using a licence from home. Other nationalities must pass the local driving test. Check with your embassy or HR manager.




Transport

In general, except in the UAE, Doha and Muscat, which have good public transport systems, and in Saudi Arabia, where women have only just been granted permission to drive, it is really useful to have a car for getting to work and/or running family errands. Cities are spread out and offices, services and entertainments are far flung.

The Peninsula is a good place to buy a car, but note that you can’t buy one without a residency permit. Most mainstream makes and models are available, and prices are low as there’s no import duty (though VAT has been introduced in the UAE and Saudi Arabia, with the rest of the GCC due to follow). As when shopping for other items, bargaining is normal. A down payment of around 10% of the purchase price is usually expected if taking out a loan.

Because cars are cheap, they’re also seen as disposable by the wealthy. There is a growing secondhand car market throughout the region. Note that change of ownership has to be completed with the local police. When buying a vehicle (or importing one), you usually have to register it with the police traffic department.

When secondhand car shopping, it’s essential you ensure that the vehicle you’re interested in purchasing has the following:

Aan up-to-date test certificate

Aa registration certificate (confirm that the engine and chassis numbers of the car match those on the certificate)

Aa clean bill of health from a mechanic

Aa clean record – fines outstanding on the car are usually transferred to the new owner.


Getting a Local Driving License

To obtain a local licence you’ll need to have a residency visa, plus the following documents. For some expats, a driving test may be required:

Aa valid foreigner’s licence (and sometimes an IDP)

Aa no-objection certificate (NOC) from your employer

Ayour accommodation rental contract

Aphotocopies of your passport

Apassport-sized photos

Asometimes a certificate confirming your blood group

Asome countries (such as Saudi Arabia) insist on Arabic translations of foreign documents.


NON-MUSLIM HOLIDAYS AS AN EXPAT

Non-Muslim holidays, such as Diwali and Onam, are recognised on the Arabian Peninsula, and Christmas is widely celebrated. In the malls and shopping centres there are lights and carols, mangers with babies and neon cribs, cards with angels and the three wise men, and Arab Muslims queuing to take the kids to see Santa. While it’s common for locals to wish you a happy Christmas, the best response is ‘thank you’ rather than a return of the same greeting. In the UAE provision is often made for vacations to be taken at Christmas, but this is uncommon elsewhere in the region, and 25 December, as well as the days on which other non-Muslim religious festivals fall, are generally treated as normal working days.

New Year offers several opportunities for celebration as it falls on different days among different expat communities. The Arab New Year, which moves according to the lunar calendar, is often marked by a public holiday. The night of 31 December is an excuse for parties and fireworks (most spectacularly in Dubai), but 1 January is not necessarily a holiday. Chinese New Year is becoming an important cultural event.








Ramadan

The holy month of Ramadan is a time of spiritual contemplation for Muslims. For the expat it can be a time of heightened frustration as everyone works more slowly and drives more quickly.

Muslims fast from dawn to dusk during Ramadan. Foreigners are not expected to fast, but they should not smoke, drink or eat (including gum-chewing) in public during daylight hours in Ramadan. Business premises and hotels make provision for the non-fasting by erecting screens around dining areas.

Business hours tend to become more erratic and usually shorter, and many restaurants close for the whole period.

With this change of routine, and given the hardship of abstaining from water during the long, hot summer days, it’s not surprising that tempers easily fray and the standard of driving deteriorates. Expats should make allowances by being extra vigilant on the roads and by being extra tolerant in all social interactions.




Further Reading

There are many informative books about the expat experience encompassing personal narratives and practical resources – these are readily available in capital-city bookshops and airports. The locally-published Explorer Guide series (www.askexplorer.com) is particularly useful. In addition, there are some excellent expat websites with discussion forums dispensing advice, sharing experiences and often organising local special interest groups and other social activities.




Internet Resources

A number of websites provide information and networking opportunities exclusively for expats:

British Expats (www.britishexpats.com)

Expat Arrivals (www.expatarrivals.com)

Expat Exchange (www.expatexchange.com)

Expat Forum (www.expatforum.com)

Living Abroad (www.livingabroad.com)
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Activities


The Peninsula offers many outdoor activities along the coast and in the desert interior. Largely gone are the days when these activities required survival and map-reading skills; there are now specialist agencies in each of the Peninsula countries making the great outdoors accessible.




Best Activities


Best Camel Trek

Sharqiya Sands, Oman; October to May




Best Diving & Snorkelling

Yanbu, Saudi Arabia; year-round




Best Dolphin Spotting

Musandam, Oman; year-round




Best Hiking & Biking

Misfat Al Abriyyin, Oman; October to May




Best Off-Road Routes

Hajar Mountains, Oman; October to May




Best Spa

Qasr Al Sarab Resort, Liwa Oasis, UAE; year-round




Best Water Sports

Yas Beach, Abu Dhabi, UAE; March to May and September to November




Best Outdoor Adventure

Hajar Mountains, Oman; March to December (but avoiding rainy days)






Planning Your Trip


When to Go

Despite it being in one of the hottest regions of the world, the geography of the Arabian Peninsula is such that when camel riding in the Sharqiya sand dunes is out of bounds in the heat of mid-summer, diving and snorkelling are at their best in Musandam. That said, a trip to the region between May and October is not for the faint-hearted. The extreme heat and humidity at this time of year mean that any activity at sea level can be punishing, and picking the right time of day to hike or cycle can be a matter of consequence to your health.

As a rule of thumb, outdoor activities at sea level are best carried out between October and April, while mountain adventures are best from March to November, before freezing temperatures make camping and canyoning a challenge.




What to Take

A good pair of lightweight walking boots are essential for pretty much any land-based activity; sandals give less protection against burning sun, sharp stones, scorpions, snakes and shoreline hazards. Other than these, there’s little need to bring much in the way of specialist equipment with you as all local tour operators provide this (including kite boards, fishing tackle and ropes for rock climbing).

Equipment for wild camping and off-roading (for example, tents, cool boxes and sand ladders) can be bought inexpensively from many large supermarkets across the region.

Independent (as opposed to guided) activities require resourcefulness and some survival skills as the terrain is often remote and scarcely populated.






Getting Active


Camel Treks

The key places to head for four-legged treks in the dunes are Sharqiya Sands in Oman and Khor Al Adaid in Qatar. Almost all of the local desert camps can arrange treks of 30 minutes to an hour; for a multi-day trek, tour agencies in Salalah offer camel adventures in the Empty Quarter.

For a more authentic experience, choose a mounted rather than a walking guide through a company such a Oriental Nights Tours in Oman.
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A Bedouin and his camels in Sharqiya Sands, Oman | ZEYNEP THOMAS/GETTY IMAGES ©


Off-Road Driving

The main outdoor activity in the region is off-road driving in the desert. All the countries in the region present endless opportunities for DIY routes (except Kuwait, which has a problem with stray ordnance) that weave through villages, along the bottom of wadis, up vertiginous mountain tracks and across sand dunes. Beware flash floods, soft sand and salt flat, and stay on tracks to protect the fragile desert ecology.

Pick up the locally published Explorer Guides when you’re on the ground for off-road routes and their challenges.




DESERT DRIVING

The following tips may help if going off-road, but there’s no substitute for experience. Many desert camps offer the chance to hire a 4WD and give some basic instructions. Some key things to be aware of before embarking on an off-road drive:

ATravel with another vehicle if you’re heading for sandy areas so that you can pull each other out if you get stuck.

ADon’t travel alone unless you can change a tyre (very heavy on 4WD vehicles).

AUse the services of a local guide if planning an extended dune trip – navigation is not as easy as it seems.

ATake a map and compass. A GPS and fully charged GSM phone are also helpful, but GPS is only useful for knowing exactly where you’re lost (and not how to find the way out) and phones don’t work in some mountainous or remote areas.

ABring the equivalent of at least five litres of water per passenger per day and sufficient food to last several days. Dried dates are a good source of energy and keep well in high temperatures.

ABring a tool kit with a tow rope, shovel, sand ladders, spanner, jack, wooden platform (on which to stand the jack), tyre inflator (and preferably a gauge) and jump leads. Also pack a first-aid kit.

ATell someone where you’re going.




Hiking & Cycling

Hiking is a highlight of the Peninsula, with Oman topping the list in terms of organisation and routes (pick up trail information from www.omantourism.gov.om). Allow one litre of water per person per hour, wear light-coloured clothing and stay out of wadis during and after rain.

Inspired by local long-distance cycling events such as Tour of Oman (www.tourofoman.om), cycling is becoming more popular. Contact Bike & Hike Oman for some route ideas.


AND FOR SOME REST AND RELAXATION…

A great antidote for aching muscles, the hammam, otherwise known as a Turkish bath, is a highly popular form of relaxing and socialising in the UAE and Saudi Arabia. Almost all the luxury resorts in the region offer a spa experience, with Qasr Al Sarab resort in UAE and Alila in Oman offering two of the best.
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Climbing, Caving & Canyoning

The rocky Hajar Mountains in Oman and the UAE, and the Asir range in Saudi Arabia, offer opportunities for climbing on near-vertical limestone rock faces, as well as some sport bolted routes and via ferrata courses. Caving and canyoning (leaping from pool to pool through slot canyons) are also becoming better organised in these countries.

For specialist advice, contact Husaak Adventures in Muscat.




Water Sports

All seaboard cities have established water-sports centres offering swimming, jet skiing, water-skiing, kitesurfing, windsurfing, wakeboarding, stand-up paddleboarding, sailing and kayaking. Avoid southeastern Arabia during the summer, when currents are ferocious and swimming is prohibited.

Organise activities through any of the seaboard five-star hotels and resorts, or through the marinas at Yas Beach in Abu Dhabi or Bandar Al Rowdha in Muscat.




PACKING LIST

A Lightweight walking boots or shoes

A Refillable water container

A Sleeping bag (it can get bitterly cold in the desert at night)

A Layered and modest clothing (skimpy clothing is a cultural ‘no’)

A Mosquito net (mosquitoes are prevalent in all coastal areas)

A Hat, sunglasses and sunblock (a must for all activities)

A Maps (not readily available in the region)




Dhow Rides & Dolphin Spotting

One of the joys of being in the waters around Manama, Doha, Abu Dhabi, Dubai and Muscat is the chance to spot dolphins from the wooden deck of a traditional dhow. Go early in the morning for the best chance to see pods of dolphins in action.

Your best chance to combine a dhow and dolphin experience is from Musandam. Most tour companies offer half- or whole-day trips, or turn up at the local marina and see what’s heading out to sea!




Snorkelling & Diving

The Red Sea is one of the world’s top diving destinations; the Arabian Sea offers easier access but has less coral. Both are wows in the water, but low-key experiences on land. Jeddah, Musandam, Muscat and Dhofar are the easiest places to organise an underwater adventure.

To see the kinds of experience on offer, contact Extra Divers (www.extradivers.com).




Fishing

Fishing has been an essential way of life on the Peninsula for centuries, and visitors can try their hand at catching yellow-fin tuna (weighing between 25kg and 60kg), sail fish, barracuda and shark from Manama, Doha, Abu Dhabi, Dubai and Muscat. Fishing licences are not needed on the Peninsula, but responsible catch-and-release fishing is encouraged.

In the UAE and Oman, you can book a trip with No Boundaries. Alternatively, book through the local marina or negotiate an hourly rate directly with local fishers. Traditional fishing from a small boat is an option in Muscat.
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Family Travel


The Arabian Peninsula is very family-oriented and highly welcoming of visitors travelling with children. In fact, in a region where family is central to the notion of community, travelling with youngsters earns the respect of locals and often opens doors to unique local experiences. That is not to say it’s easy travelling with kids and the very hot climate between May and October is something to be mindful of, particularly with very young children. The joys of open space and low crime rates, exciting nature-based adventures contrasted with sophisticated mall entertainment, make it a great destination for all age groups.




Best Regions for Kids


The Gulf Cities

The modern cities of the Gulf offer a high-tech toybox for kids. With an indoor skating rink, ski slope, walk-through aquarium and various fun areas, the malls of Dubai are the champions of indoor, hot-weather diversion. All other capital cities include water parks, cinema complexes or playzones.




The Desert Interior

In the cooler months, there are numerous outdoor activities to interest older children and teens. The Hajar Mountains (shared by Oman and UAE) are a great destination to introduce youngsters to mountaineering, caving, canyoning and rock-climbing, while desert camps offer camel rides and buggy driving for kids.




The Coastal Fringe

The beaches of Arabia form more or less one giant sandpit and the often calm Gulf waters are a paddling pool of warm water for much of the year. Watersports for beginners are readily available across the region.






Bahrain

Bahrainis welcome visiting children, and a lively expat community means kids are never short of something to do. Look out for a handy booklet published biannually called Fab Bahrain (www.fabbahrain.com), available from bookshops, schools and Seef Mall ([image: icon-phonegif]%77 911 111; www.seefmall.com.bh; Rd 2819, Seef; [image: icon-hoursgif]h10am-10pm Sat-Wed, to 11pm Thu & Fri; [image: icon-wifigif]W; [image: icon-busgif]g41, A2, A2S, X2) in Manama. This free directory gives a full A–Z listing of what to do and where to go in Bahrain as a family, from the story-telling activities of ‘Wriggly Readers’ to waterskiing and wakeboarding. Also check out the ‘Teens & Kids’ section in Bahrain this Month magazine, which has heaps of information on fun activities, including lessons in hip-hop and salsa. Almost all tourist sites in Bahrain offer free or reduced admission for children, but few are pushchair friendly.




Kuwait

In many ways Kuwait is great for children. However, while there are plenty of family parking bays close to attractions and lifts in shopping malls, Kuwait’s streets are not pram-friendly. The sweltering heat can also be challenging for parents and kids.

In major shopping malls, mothers will find baby-changing facilities and breastfeeding rooms. Dads may find changing difficult as facilities are often attached to the womens toilets or to prayer rooms. Breastfeeding in public is possible if you are fully covered, but even then it is still a taboo in the Gulf.




Oman

Oman is a friendly and welcoming place for children. For younger kids, beach-combing, sandcastle building and paddling in shallow water make Oman a dream destination. That said, there are few specifically designed amenities for children, except for a park with swings in most town centres and fun zones in each city’s main mall.

If you ask for an infant’s ‘cot’, you will most likely get given a full-size adult mattress as this is the meaning of the word in the local use of English. Specific cots for children are less widely available, particularly outside Muscat, and if you ask for a child’s bed in all but the top-end hotels, you’ll most likely be given an adult-sized mattress.

High chairs are available in top-end restaurants and fast-food chains in Muscat. Kids are generally welcomed in the family section of all restaurants.

Safety seats for children under the age of four are now mandatory, although you wouldn’t think it, given the number of local kids who ride on the driver’s lap or with their head out of the sunroof. Safety seats should be booked in advance with your car hire.

Nappy-changing facilities are available in hotels and malls in the big cities, but few (if any) amenities exist in the interior. Disposable nappies and milk formula can be bought in most supermarkets throughout the country.




Qatar

Qatar is a safe, easy-going, family-oriented country, and children are welcome and catered for in most places, especially malls, where there are changing facilities and activities.

Large resorts also have plenty of activities for young children, and sometimes kids clubs with daily schedules. At brunch, some Doha hotels offer kids entertainers, face painting and other activities so parents can catch up with friends.

Doha is not a pedestrian-friendly place, and visitors with prams may struggle on the streets’ uneven surfaces and big curbs. Nearly all public attractions have ample parking facilities, however, and the parks and Corniche are buggy-friendly.




Saudi Arabia

Although Saudis are family oriented, the country is not particularly friendly for travelling with children. There are almost no areas dedicated to baby changing, and most restaurants do not offer a children’s menu, unless it is a fast-food joint. Also, in most places around the Kingdom, the pavements are not suited for pushchairs.

That is not to say Saudi Arabia is not a place for children – far from it. Children are welcome everywhere and many venues offer discounts for child entry. Almost every mall has a children’s amusement or play area built into it, and increasingly waterfront paths up and down the country, such as Jeddah’s Corniche, are integrating more play parks and child-friendly features.


PRACTICALITIES

The region is overwhelmingly child-friendly, but not always child-oriented in terms of the facilities on offer. As a rule, the capital cities and main towns provide reasonably well for children, especially in modern malls, but small towns and villages have very few facilities beyond a park with swings. Here’s a quick guide to what amenities are offered in the bigger cities.

Refer to Lonely Planet’s Travel with Children for general details about travelling with children.




	FACILITIES
	BAHRAIN
	KUWAIT
	OMAN
	QATAR
	KSA
	UAE





	Pram-friendly pavements
	No
	No
	No
	No
	No
	Yes



	Changing facilities
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	No
	Yes



	Reduced admission prices
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes



	Children’s menus and high chairs
	No
	No
	No
	No
	No
	Yes



	Child seats usually available in hire cars
	Yes
	No
	Yes
	Yes
	No
	Yes










United Arab Emirates

It’s easy to travel through the UAE with children. Many top-end hotels and some midrange ones have kids clubs, pools and playgrounds. There are plenty of beaches, parks, playgrounds and activity centres (many in shopping malls) to keep kids amused; many restaurants have children’s menus and high chairs. Formula is readily available in pharmacies, and disposable nappies at grocery stores and super-markets. Malls have excellent nappy-changing and baby-feeding facilities.

High kerbs on pavements can hinder pushchair use though pavements are sloped at traffic light intersections in city centres, and there are also pedestrian underpasses with ramps as well as stairs in built-up centres like downtown Abu Dhabi to aid with access.




Children’s Highlights


Cooling Off

Wadi Adventure Al Ain’s giant water park has rides and slides.

Aquaventure Waterpark Home to the world’s longest water slide.

Yas Waterworld The pools and slides here are good for younger kids.

Lost Paradise of Dilmun Water Park Popular with the entire family.

Aqua Park Fridays are family days at this exciting water park.

Wahooo! Kids can learn to surf in indoor heated pools.

Hawana Water Park A surprise find in a remote location.


BEST PLACES TO STAY & EAT

When booking accommodation, families are often better catered for in excellent-value suites and apartments or in the region’s many family-friendly resorts. Buffets at the bigger hotels are popular with families, especially for Friday or Saturday brunch. Look out for family rooms often available in restaurants outside big cities; these offer a relaxed dining atmosphere, especially for women and children travelling without a male companion.






Indoor Fun & Learning

Ferrari World Abu Dhabi High-speed thrills in an enclosed theme park.

Green Planet The tropics brought indoors with sloths, toucans and a bat cave.

Warner Bros World Abu Dhabi Rides based on cartoon favourites.

Ithra Cinema and interactive workshops, including storytelling.

Children’s Museum Muscat’s low-key, high-interest learn-zone.

Scientific Center With an educational discovery zone.

Bounce ([image: icon-phonegif]%04 321 1300; www.bounce.ae; Bldg 32, 4B St, Al Quoz 1; 1hr session from Dhs85; [image: icon-hoursgif]h10am-10pm Sun-Wed, to midnight Thu, 9am-10pm Fri; [image: icon-familygif]c; [image: icon-metrogif]mNoor Bank, FGB) Indoor trampoline park in Dubai. Also in Abu Dhabi ([image: icon-phonegif]%04 3211 400; Marina Mall; [image: icon-hoursgif]h10am-10pm Sat-Wed, to midnight Thu & Fri).

The Zone ([image: icon-phonegif]%04 426 1413; www.atlantisthepalm.cm; Atlantis The Palm, Palm Jumeirah; Dhs50; [image: icon-hoursgif]h10.30am-6pm & 7-11pm; [image: icon-traingif]jPalm Jumeirah, [image: icon-monorailgif]DAtlantis Aquaventure) Teen-only space with movie lounge and DJ sets in Dubai.

Megapolis Entertainment Center ([image: icon-phonegif]%443 78444; http://megapolisqatar.com; Bldg B12, Andalucia Way, Medina Centrale, The Pearl; activities per hour from QR49, escape games per person from QR100; [image: icon-hoursgif]h10am-1am Sat-Wed, to 2am Thu, 1pm-2am Fri; [image: icon-familygif]c) On The Pearl, in Doha, Qatar, with bowling and arcade games.


TOP TIPS

A Across the region, restaurants have family sections where men and women can eat together with the kids.

A Even the tiniest hamlet tends to have a park with swings.

A Beware of the extreme heat in summer, which is difficult for very young children.

A Avoid ice cream outside big cities as power cuts often result in refreezing of frozen products.






Mall Magic

Virtual Reality Park ([image: icon-phonegif]%04 448 8483; www.vrparkdubai.com; level 2, Dubai Mall; activities Dhs15-50; [image: icon-hoursgif]h10am-10pm Sun-Wed, to midnight Thu-Sat; [image: icon-metrogif]mBurj Khalifa/Dubai Mall) Sightseeing in Dubai without stepping outside the mall.

Hub Zero ([image: icon-phonegif]%800 637 227; www.hubzerodubai.com/en; City Walk, Jumeirah 1; master/hacker/child pass Dhs160/195/95; [image: icon-hoursgif]h2-10pm Sat-Wed, to midnight Thu & Fri; [image: icon-parkgif]p[image: icon-familygif]c; [image: icon-metrogif]mBurj Khalifa/Dubai Mall) For gamers. It’s great for older kids and teens.

Magic Planet At the Avenues with fairground attractions.

City Center Doha Ice rink in the desert? Every Gulf capital has one!

Gondolania Fairground-like games in Villaggio Mall.




Outdoor Activities

Marina Skate Park Kids burn off energy on a BMX or scooter.

Bahrain International Karting Circuit Smaller engines suited to younger drivers are available.

Jebel Jais Flight Zip Line UAE’s ultimate adrenaline buzz for older teens.




Great Escapes for Kids

Husaak Adventures Family camping and canyoning in the Hajar Mountains.

Absolute Adventure The main Dibba hikes this company runs are suitable for active kids as young as eight.

Noukhada Adventure Company Family kayaking tours in Abu Dhabi’s mangroves.

Kite Beach Centre Kitesurfing lessons plus kayak and SUP-board rental.

Challenging Adventure Family-focused kayaking around Ras Al Khaimah’s mangroves.




Nature Encounters

Abu Dhabi Falcon Hospital Close-up encounters with birds of prey.

Al Ain Zoo A fantastic wildlife experience for kids of all ages.

Al Noor Island The butterfly house here will thrill younger kids.

Al Hefaiyah Mountain Conservation Centre Encounter the animals that inhabit the mountains of the Gulf.

Riyadh Zoo A host of exotic animals and birds visited by mini train.

Al Areen Wildlife Park & Reserve A chance to spot desert animals roaming in large enclosures.

Ras Al Jinz Even tots can help put baby turtles back in the water.

Royal Camel Farm Children can get up close and personal with Arabia’s most famous animal.












Countries at a Glance


The term ‘Arabian Peninsula’ is so cohesive it’s tempting to think the countries it comprises are alike. There are similarities of course – the heat, Bedouin roots, Islamic customs and the Arabic language – but the differences are just as pronounced. Head to the cities of the Gulf States to experience modern Arabia with fine museums, marble-clad malls, avant-garde restaurants and landscaped resorts. The interior, in contrast, offers a glimpse of the old Arabia with characterful souqs, remote villages, wild coastlines and ancient archaeological sites. At Arabia’s desert core, the Empty Quarter is the magical landscape that lurks beyond ‘the sown’.





Countries at a Glance
[image: 14-bahrain-loc-arp6-jpg]




Bahrain


Archaeology
Social Life
Culture

Honeycombed with burial mounds, ancient Bahrain was built on trade and entrepreneurialism remains key to its modern success. Sip coffee in fashionable Manama and rub shoulders with contemporary marketeers.







Countries at a Glance
[image: 15-kuwait-loc-arp6-jpg]




Kuwait


Culture
Recent History
Shopping

From the Tareq Rajab museum to its landmark water towers, Kuwait’s identity is preserved in diverse artistic treasures. While memories of war fade, this virtual city state has reinvented itself as a cultural hub.







Countries at a Glance
[image: 16-oman-loc-arp6-jpg]




Oman


Landscapes
Wildlife
History

From the vertical heights of Jebel Shams to the horizontal desert plains, Oman is an adventurer’s paradise. Hike through ancient villages, watch nesting turtles, or sail among dolphins for a glimpse of old Arabia.







Countries at a Glance
[image: 17-qatar-loc-arp6-jpg]




Qatar


Landscapes
Architecture
Culture

With the Gulf’s most striking modern skyline, Doha’s restless energy is magnetic. Currently shunned by some of its neighbours, Qatar focuses instead on the wider world with international sporting events frequently hosted here.







Countries at a Glance
[image: 18-saudi-arabia-loc-arp6-jpg]




Saudi Arabia


History
Landscapes
Islam

Looming large over the Peninsula, Saudi Arabia occupies most of the land mass and, as home to Mecca and Medina, lies at the heart of Islam. Conservative and difficult to access, it nonetheless confounds stereotypes.







Countries at a Glance
[image: 19-uae-loc-arp6-jpg]




United Arab Emirates


Architecture
Urban Culture
Landscapes

Much admired for its urban vibe and modern architecture, the UAE is less known for its soulful hinterland. Don’t miss camping forays into the Empty Quarter, rugged mountain drives and island retreats.







Countries at a Glance
[image: 20-yemen-loc-arp6-jpg]




Yemen


Inaccessible

Ravaged by tribal infighting and a proxy war between powerful neighbours, Yemen is trapped in conflict. As such, this dramatically beautiful country, with ancient tower houses and rabbit-warren souqs, is off limits to visitors.
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Bahrain بحرین
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POP 1,491,600



Why Go?

Like an oyster, Bahrain has a rough exterior that takes some prising open, but it’s worth the effort. The storied location of the ancient Dilmun empire and home to the epicentre of the Gulf’s pearling past, Bahrain has a history to reflect on with pride. Boasting its own Formula 1 Grand Prix, a growing art and foodie scene heavily cross-pollinated by Manama’s huge expat population, and a wealth of activities enjoyed on the azure waters surrounding this collection of islands, Bahrain will appeal to travellers who seek an unpretentious, yet confident country bearing all the hallmarks of a modern, wealthy Gulf nation. This multilayered and multicultural destination is often overlooked by tourists, so you’ll probably have the place all to yourself.




When to Go

[image: ]


	Oct–Mar Bask in the relative cool of a Gulf winter with daily blue skies.

	Apr Join the fast lane during the Formula 1 Grand Prix.

	May–Sep Extreme heat; better to visit another time.









Best Places to Eat

A Haji’s Cafe 1950

A Spicy Village

A Masso

A Rasoi by Vineet

A Banana Leaf




Best Places to Stay

A Fraser Suites Diplomatic Area

A Domain

A Palace Boutique Hotel

A Novotel Al Dana Resort

A Ritz-Carlton Bahrain Hotel & Spa






Daily Costs

Bahrain is an expensive destination, and accommodation will eat up a big chunk of travellers’ budgets. Bank on at least BD40 (about US$105) for a comfortable room, and note that some cheaper hotels double as brothels, especially in central Manama. Daily costs for midrange accommodation and dining land between BD50 and BD80 (about US$130 to US$215).


ITINERARIES


One Day

Bahrain’s former capital Muharraq is a short hop across the water from Manama, making it easy to absorb the wonderful decaying reminders of old Bahrain before taking in the key highlights of the modern capital.

Start off wandering the narrow streets of historic Muharraq, where beautiful old residencies like Beit Sheikh Isa Bin Ali Al Khalifa whisk you back to a pre-oil innocence. Afterwards, cross the causeway and head into the Bahrain National Museum to get thoroughly educated on the nation’s history and heritage.

After lunch, grab a taxi south to admire the majestic Al Fatih Mosque. It’s then a short hop to uber-chic Adliya, Manama’s most creative neighbourhood. End your day in bustling Manama Souq, where dining on Haji’s traditional food will transport you back to a bygone Bahrain.




Three Days

Get up early in the hope of striking it rich on your prebooked pearl dive in the turquoise waters off Muharraq Island. Following lunch, head to the Unesco site of Bahrain Fort and then visit the Dilmun temple at Saar.

Pick up the pace on day three at the Formula 1 Racetrack, where you can reach speeds of 300km/h in a dragster. For a more gentle afternoon, head to Al Areen Wildlife Park & Reserve and try to spot the creature historically mistaken for a unicorn. Stop at the Tree of Life at sunset to end your trip beside this ancient relic at its enchanting best.








Essential Food & Drink

Machboos A casserole of rice with chicken, lamb or fish in a rich sauce.

Khanfaroosh Fried dough spiced with saffron and cardamom.

Tap water Not safe to drink; bottled water is widely available but be aware of your plastic impact.

Alcohol Available in top-end hotels and select licensed venues.




AT A GLANCE

Capital Manama

Country code [image: icon-phonegif]%973

Currency Bahraini dinar (BD)

Emergency [image: icon-phonegif]%999

Language Arabic, English

Mobile phones SIM cards widely available

Money ATMs are widespread; credit cards widely accepted

Population 1,491,600

Visas Available on arrival or online (www.evisa.gov.bh) for a fee




Exchange Rates

The dinar is pegged to the US dollar and rarely fluctuates. For current exchange rates, see www.xe.com.




	Australia
	A$10
	BD2.65



	Canada
	C$10
	BD2.81



	Euro zone
	€10
	BD4.24



	Japan
	¥1000
	BD3.39



	New Zealand
	NZ$10
	BD2.56



	Saudi Arabia
	SR10
	BD1.01



	UAE
	Dhs10
	BD1.03



	UK
	UK£10
	BD4.90



	USA
	US$10
	BD3.77








Resources

Bahrain Tourism (https://bahrain.com)

Lonely Planet (www.lonelyplanet.com/bahrain)

Time Out Bahrain (www.timeoutbahrain.com)






Bahrain Highlights

[image: 14-bahrain-chapter-arp6-jpg]

1 Manama Souq Exploring the narrow streets and alleyways that possess all the energy and nostalgia of an ancient souq.

2 Pearl Diving Tours Plunging into the azure waters like a seasoned pearl diver and seeking your fortune.

3 Haji’s Cafe 1950 Putting your feet up and enjoying street food with a 70-year heritage.

4 Bahrain National Museum Immersing yourself in this museum to understand Bahrain, past and present.

5 Bahrain National Theatre Enjoying world-class performing arts in a world-class building.

6 Bahrain Fort Admiring the 16th-century battlements atop the ancient Dilmun capital.

7 Formula 1 Racetrack Sampling life in the fast lane at Bahrain’s annual glamour gig.




MANAMA المنامة

Manama might lack the polish and outlandish commercialism seen in some Gulf capitals, but therein lies its charm. Yes, you’ll find all the hallmarks of modern Arab prosperity here – vast air-conditioned shopping malls and daringly designed skyscrapers – but confidently nestled beside all that glass and glamour are delightful relics and reminders of the city’s proud heritage as a busy port town. Historic sites are given equal footing with the brash, modern ones. This is most apparent in Manama’s Souq, where the hustle and bustle still evokes an ancient bazaar, and the globally diverse local cuisine is slowly elevating the city into a foodie destination.

Manama’s world-class National Museum, Beit Al Quran and avant-garde National Theatre represent the commitment of the city to not just preserve the past but actively celebrate it, creating a balance between the old and new rarely witnessed in this region.

[image: -jpg]



Manama


1Top Sights

1Al Fatih MosqueG6

2Bahrain National MuseumG2

3Beit Al QuranF2




1Sights

4Albareh Art GalleryF7

   Beit Al Quran Mosque(see 3)

5Financial Harbour TowersC2

6Fish MarketA4

7La Fontaine Centre for Contemporary ArtE3

8Manama Craft CentreD5

9World Trade CentreD2




2Activities, Courses & Tours

10Coral BayH4

   Diplomat Spa(see 18)

   La Fontaine Spa(see 7)




4Sleeping

11Bahrain Carlton HotelF7

   C Hotel(see 10)

12DomainF2

13Fraser Suites Diplomatic AreaF1

14Gulf HotelG7




5Eating

   Al Waha(see 14)

15Banana LeafF6

16Café LilouF7

17Coco’sF7

18Diplomat Radisson BluF1

19Golden PlatesG3

20IsfahaniF2

   La Fontaine(see 7)

   Le Domain [34](see 12)

21My CafeG7

   Rasoi by Vineet(see 14)

   Rayés(see 10)




6Drinking & Nightlife

22Candles CafeE7

   Sherlock Holmes(see 14)

   Sports Bay(see 10)




3Entertainment

23Bahrain National TheatreH1




7Shopping

   Moda Mall(see 9)

24Pearl of Islands AntiquesF7








1Sights

All of Manama’s key sights fan out from Bab Al Bahrain, including the narrow streets and alleys of the atmospheric Manama Souq, where most tourists head first.

The more clinical diplomatic and financial areas to the west are home to many of the city’s iconic modern buildings, including the award-winningly designed World Trade Centre (map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%17 211 398; www.bahrainwtc.com; Isa Al Khebir Ave; [image: icon-parkgif]p; [image: icon-busgif]g10, 41, 44, A1) and the sloping twin towers of the Financial Harbour (map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%17 102 600; www.bfharbour.com; Block 346, Rd 4626, King Faisal Corniche). Beneath these, close to the causeway for Muharraq Island, are Manama’s main cultural venues.


[image: icon-top-choice]oBahrain National MuseumMUSEUM

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%17 298 777; www.culture.gov.bh; Al Fatih Hwy; BD0.5; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8am-8pm; [image: icon-parkgif]p)


Deservedly the country’s most popular attraction, this is an outstanding introduction to Bahrain’s history, with signage in English and Arabic. It’s housed in a postmodern building on the waterfront, and the lower floor displays the archaeological finds of ancient Dilmun, the Hall of Graves and Bahrain’s customs and traditions, where the south Asian impact on clothing is remarkably apparent. Upstairs, there are exhibits on the Tylos and Islamic periods, historic manuscripts and a delightful reproduction of a traditional souq.

The museum also has a temporary exhibition hall and an art gallery where displays periodically change. But arguably one of the most popular spaces, certainly with resident expat women, is the excellent museum cafe. Spacious, chic and comfortable, it has a first-rate terrace looking across the bay to the stunning Bahrain National Theatre. The museum is also where you buy tickets for the Qalat Bu Mahir Ferry to visit the Qalat Bu Mahir fort on Muharraq Island.






[image: icon-top-choice]oAl Fatih MosqueMOSQUE

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%17 727 773; Rd 2407, Juffair; [image: icon-hoursgif]hnon-Muslims 9am-4pm Sun-Thu; [image: icon-parkgif]p; [image: icon-busgif]g41)


This is Bahrain’s grand mosque, built as a grand statement in honour of the founder of modern Bahrain, Sheikh Ahmed Bin Muhammad Bin Khalifa, who was known as ‘Al Fatih’ (the conqueror). The mosque’s foundation stone was laid by his direct descendant, the late emir Sheikh Isa Bin Salman Al Khalifa in 1983, exactly 200 years after Al Fatih liberated the nation from the Persians. Built at a cost of US$20 million, it is the most sumptuous mosque in the country.

Able to hold up to 7000 worshippers, Al Fatih has an air of majesty unmatched by other mosques in Bahrain and is the only one actively able to accommodate visitors. There are dedicated English- and Arabic-speaking guides on hand every day to give free guided tours. Simply turn up at the mosque office and request one. Those requiring tours in a different language or groups of 10 or more must phone ahead. Dress modestly.





[image: ]

Al Fatih Mosque | ORHAN CAM/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


[image: icon-top-choice]oBeit Al QuranMUSEUM

(House of the Quran; map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%17 290 101; Bldg 17, Rd 1901; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8.30am-1.30pm & 4-6pm Sat-Wed, 8.30am-1.30pm Thu; [image: icon-parkgif]p; [image: icon-busgif]g41) [image: icon-free]F


The finest collection of ancient Qurans in the region, this wonderful homage to Islam’s holiest book displays Qurans from almost every century since the advent of Islam in 610, as well as some of the earliest translations into European languages. This includes the English translation by George Sale, published in London in the 18th century, a copy of which was bought by US founding father and president Thomas Jefferson.

Wrapped in carved Kufic script, the distinctive Beit Al Quran is a fine example of modern Bahraini architecture. As well as Qurans, it also houses manuscripts, woodcarvings and examples of Islamic calligraphy, and boasts a library that is home to works by the likes of ancient Persian poets Rumi and Omar Khayyam. The exhibits are well labelled in English and can be superficially perused within an hour. Phone ahead for a guided tour.

The main entrance and car park are at the back, on the southern side of the building. Visitors should dress conservatively.

A delightful little mosque is integrated within the Beit Al Quran complex and is open even when the museum isn’t. Often overlooked, it has one of the most unusual features you are likely to see in a Bahraini mosque, a beautiful stained-glass dome. This sits above a mihrab (niche indicating the direction of Mecca) decorated with blue tiles that evokes Muslim Persia. The tiles in the courtyard have a similar effect, only they take you to Muslim Spain.






[image: icon-top-choice]oManama SouqMARKET

(map Google map; Bab Al Bahrain Ave; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9am-1pm & 4-9pm Sat-Thu, 4-9pm Fri; [image: icon-busgif]g10, 12, 17, 18, 19, 41, 43, 44)


Manama Souq is a warren of narrow streets and alleyways emanating south from Bab Al Bahrain. Here you can pick up everything from electronic goods and bargain t-shirts to spices and shisha pipes. But the real reason to visit is to wander through the bustling streets of a market that still evokes the atmosphere of an ancient souq.






DON’T MISS

MANAMA’S GROWING GALLERY SCENE

More than any other Gulf city, Manama has a burgeoning arts scene. Its epicentre is the multicultural Adliya neighbourhood, formerly known for its nightlife. Adliya has added depth and a touch of the bohemian in recent years, with an explosion of cafes, fine restaurants and art galleries inhabiting converted Bahraini town houses.

La Fontaine Centre for Contemporary Art (map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%17 230 123; https://lafontaineartcentre.net; Rd 639, Dhuwawdah; [image: icon-hoursgif]h10am-10.30pm Tue-Sun) [image: icon-free]F A stylish gallery that holds regular exhibits featuring contemporary artists from all over the world in a beautifully renovated 19th-century Bahraini town house.

Albareh Art Gallery (map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%17 717 707; www.albareh.com; Bldg 38, Rd 3601, Area 336, Adliya; [image: icon-hoursgif]h10am-2pm & 4-8pm Sat-Thu; [image: icon-busgif]g43, 45) [image: icon-free]F Works by Middle Eastern and North African artists dominate this small Adliya gallery.

Manama Craft Centre (Craft Industries Development Centre; map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%17 254 688; 263 Sheikh Isa Al Khebir Ave; [image: icon-hoursgif]h7am-2.15pm Sun-Thu; [image: icon-parkgif]p) A variety of studios and workshops where locals have been trained to revive the island’s traditional crafts, including palm-leaf paper making, pottery and ironwork, much of which is available for sale.

Arabesque Art Gallery (map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%17 722 916; www.arabesque-gallery.com; Villa 182, Rd 3703, Block 337, Adliya; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9am-7pm Sat-Thu; [image: icon-busgif]g44) [image: icon-free]F This gallery exhibits the oils and watercolours of its owner, Wahab Al Koheji, who specialises in Gulf architecture. The gallery also contains rare antique maps and ancient lithographs of the Middle East.




Bab Al BahrainMONUMENT

(map Google map; Bab Al Bahrain Ave, Manama Souq; [image: icon-busgif]g10, 41, 44, A1)


This handsome twin-arched gate is a fitting entrance to Manama Souq. Built by Sir Charles Dalrymple Belgrave, British adviser to the royals, in 1949, the ‘Gateway to Bahrain’ originally stood where huge dhows (traditional cargo boats) laden with goods came to dock, as this was Bahrain’s original customs pier. The sea has since been pushed several kilometres north through land reclamation, and Bab Al Bahrain now houses an information centre.






Little IndiaAREA

(map Google map; Bab Al Bahrain Ave, Gold Souq; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8am-1pm & 4-8pm Sat-Thu, 8-11.30am Fri)


Close your eyes in this little corner of Manama’s historic souq and you would be forgiven for thinking you were in downtown Delhi. The lingua franca is Hindi, and the shop owners trace their roots back to the subcontinent. Walking along these narrow alleyways, a cup of chai (tea) in hand, stopping off for a quick bite in Swagat and witnessing puja (worship) inside the 200-year-old Khrishna Temple (map; [image: icon-phonegif]%17 256 131; off Rd 430, Gold Souq; [image: icon-hoursgif]h6-11.30am & 5.15-8pm) really is a one-off experience in Bahrain.

Little India covers an area of 5000 sq m spread over three streets (Bab Al Bahrain Ave, Al Tijjar Ave and Al Hadrami Ave) where historically many houses were built using Indian wood.






Sheikh Hussain MosqueMOSQUE

(map; Bldg 1296, Rd 4134, Block 441, North Sehla, Sheikh Salman Hwy; [image: icon-busgif]gA1, 19)


There are mosques aplenty in Bahrain, but this tiny, perfectly formed Shia mosque has a wonderfully unusual curved design, providing a modern take on the architecture of the famous 9th-century spiralling Malwiya Tower minaret in Samarra, Iraq, a town of huge spiritual significance for many Shias. The mosque’s beautifully carved wooden door is also noteworthy.






Al Khamis MosqueMOSQUE

(map; [image: icon-phonegif]%17 298 777; Tashan Ave, Khamis; [image: icon-hoursgif]h24hr, visitor centre 9am-4pm; [image: icon-parkgif]p; [image: icon-busgif]g19, A1)


This might just be the oldest mosque in Bahrain. It is believed a mosque has stood here since the 8th century, though the current ruins, which include two beautifully restored, climbable minarets, date from the 12th and 13th centuries. The site is particularly evocative when lit up at night. The mosque’s name comes from the Thursday market that was held here for centuries. Black-and-white pictures depicting this make up the excellent exhibit in the visitors centre.






Yateem MosqueMOSQUE

(map Google map; Government Ave; [image: icon-busgif]g10, 41, 44)


Built in 1992 by Sheikh Isa Bin Salman Al Khalifa, this mosque is easily identified by its unique minaret, which (unusually for a mosque) also serves as a clock tower. But the real gem is inside: framed by beautiful Kufic calligraphy, four pillars hold up the twin arches of the mosque’s impressive mihrab, which is elaborately carved in different repeating geometric patterns, creating a dizzying effect.

The mosque can be respectfully visited by tourists outside of prayer times. Muslims should note there is no Friday prayer held here.





[image: -jpg]



Bahrain


1Top Sights

1A’Ali Royal Burial MoundsC3

2Bahrain Fort & MuseumD2

3Riffa FortD4




1Sights

4Al Areen Wildlife Park & ReserveC6

5Al Bahair Mini Canyon & WetlandsD3

6Al Dar IslandsF4

   Al Jasra Handicraft Centre(see 7)

7Al Jasra HouseB3

8Arabesque Art GalleryE2

9Dar Al Naft Oil MuseumD6

10Formula 1 RacetrackC6

   Pottery District(see 1)

11Royal Camel FarmB3

12Saar Temple & Burial ChambersC3

13Sheikh Hussain MosqueD2

14Tree of LifeE7




2Activities, Courses & Tours

   Bahrain International Karting Circuit(see 10)

15Bahrain Yacht ClubF4

16Dilmun ClubC2

   Dragster Experience(see 10)

   Land Rover Experience(see 10)

17Lost Paradise of Dilmun Water ParkC6

   Magic Planet(see 30)

18Mangroves TourE3

   Wahooo!(see 30)




4Sleeping

19Al Areen Palace & SpaC7

20Al Bander Hotel & ResortF4

21Bahrain Beach Bay ResortB7

22Fraser Suites SeefD2

23Palace Boutique HotelE2

24Ritz-Carlton Bahrain Hotel & SpaD1




5Eating

25Bahrain Bay KitchenE1

26BushidoD1

   Café Lilou(see 29)

27Fish HouseD2

   Masso(see 23)

   Orangery(see 23)

28Spicy VillageD4

   Swiss Cafe(see 22)




6Drinking & Nightlife

   B28 Bar Lounge(see 22)

   Museum Café(see 2)

   Trader Vic’s(see 24)




7Shopping

   Abdul Samad Al Qurashi(see 30)

29Al Aali MallD2

   Anmar Couture(see 30)

30City Centre BahrainD2

   Kubra Al Qaseer(see 30)

   Malatya Pazari(see 29)

   Noof(see 29)










2Activities


La Fontaine SpaSPA

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%17 230 123; https://lafontaineartcentre.net; Rd 639, Dhuwawdah; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9am-10.30pm Tue-Sun)


Not only does it nurture the soul with an art gallery and the stomach with a restaurant, La Fontaine also has one of Bahrain’s best spas. There are facial and body treatments, reflexology, massages and all manner of body scrubs. Ask about the half-day packages, which combine a treatment with a meal.






Diplomat SpaSPA

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%17 525 237; www.radissonblu.com/diplomathotel-bahrain/spa; cnr Sheikh Hamad Causeway & Al Fatih Hwy; [image: icon-hoursgif]h6am-10pm)


The Radisson Blu Diplomat Hotel’s spa complex evokes Asian zen with its wooden bridges and rock gardens. There is a large swimming pool, gym, steam room, sauna and Jacuzzi. A day pass costs between BD10 and BD15, and spa packages, including a deep Thai massage service, begin at BD35. The spa has separate facilities for men and women.






Wahooo!WATER PARK

(map; [image: icon-phonegif]%17 173 000; www.theplaymania.com/wahooo; 2nd fl, City Centre Bahrain, Rd 4650, Seef; over/under 1.2m BD13/8.5, under 3yr BD4; [image: icon-hoursgif]h11am-8pm Thu-Tue, to 10pm Wed; [image: icon-busgif]g41, A2, A2S, X2)


This massive indoor water park guarantees fun for all ages, with a wave pool, water slides, a slow-moving river and a number of heated swimming pools. There are also swimming and surfing lessons. Wednesdays are women only between 5pm and 10pm.






ON THE WATER IN BAHRAIN

As you’d expect on an island, the main activities in Bahrain focus on the sea, although very shallow coastal waters mean that swimming, snorkelling and boating are best carried out well offshore.


Dolphin Watching

Both Bahrain Yacht Club (map; [image: icon-phonegif]%17 700 677; Um Al Saeed Ave, Sitra; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8am-6pm) and Coral Bay (map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%39 032 975, 39 741 311; Marina Corniche, Rd 2407; BD20-325; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9am-6pm) will take you onto the stunning blue waters that surround Bahrain in search of playful dolphins, but you must book in advance.

Spotting dolphins is more common than in many other parts of the world, and boats can be chartered for trips lasting 30 minutes, an hour, a half day or a full day. Locals often combine their dolphin-watching with a fishing trip.




Water Sports

Despite being surrounded by stunning crystal-clear blue waters, parts of Bahrain’s coast are surrounded by shallow, treacherous coral and rocks that make it unsuitable to engage in water sports close to the coastline.

However, resorts like Coral Bay, Al Bander Hotel & Resort and Bahrain Beach Bay Resort have all found safe little sections of the coast from where they will happily launch jet skis and inflatables attached to speedboats.








TTours


Mangroves TourTOURS

(map; http://portal.btea.bh/Mangrove; Sitra Park, Sheikh Jabeer A Al Subah Hwy, Nabih Saleh; 30min tour BD5; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8am-4pm)


One of Bahrain’s most unique sights, the mangrove swamp around Tubli Bay is a major breeding ground for shrimp and small fish, and a haven for migratory birds who come to shelter and feed around the semi-aquatic trees. Drifting through the lush, green, mangroves juxtaposed against Manama’s skyline, you’ll hear more birdsong here than anywhere else in Bahrain.

In shallower parts, look out for the mangrove’s uniquely evolved roots, which stick out of the mud and water like a snorkel.

Tours are weather dependent.






DON’T MISS

PEARLS IN BAHRAIN

Pearls are created when grit enters the shell of an oyster. The intrusive irritant is covered with a layer of mother-of-pearl, making it smooth and less irksome, and the longer the problem is nursed, the bigger the pearl gets. Large pearls have attracted huge sums of money throughout history, and though size counts, it’s not everything. Other factors include the depth and quality of lustre, the perfection of shape, and the colour of the pearl, which can be as diverse as peach or iron.

Commercial pearling was halted with the pioneering of the ‘cultured’ pearl in Japan in the 1930s. Cultured pearls are created by artificially injecting a bead into the shell of an oyster. These farmed pearls are more uniform and develop quicker, but are not pure because they have a foreign centre. Pearl farming took the unpredictability and guesswork out of the pearl industry and thus the novelty, yet today, almost all the pearls sold are cultured.

In Bahrain, natural pearls are garnered from the island’s healthy oyster beds in a bid to revive this heritage industry. Occasionally, the sea bed renders up the larger, uniquely coloured pearls that once made the area so famous, but more often than not, Bahraini pearl jewellery features clusters of tiny, individually threaded, ivory-coloured pearls, set in 21-karat gold.

Visit the gold shops of central Manama to see how pearls continue to inspire local jewellers. A perfect pearl can fetch thousands of dollars, but a pair of cluster earrings or a ring can start at a more affordable BD40. Prices for pearl jewellery are more or less fixed, but there’s no harm in asking for a discount for oyster shells (BD25 including growing pearl – or free for those willing to dive for their own).


Dare to Dive?

While free diving like the tough old men who used to head out on wooden dhows for weeks on end is an experience you will find difficult to re-create, pearl diving as a touristic pastime is now wholly regulated by the government.

All Pearl Diving Tours ([image: icon-phonegif]%17 558 800; http://pearldiving.bh; Rd 3469, Ave 65, Samaheej; per person BD32, groups from BD195; [image: icon-hoursgif]hhours vary) depart from the Ras Rayyah Port in Muharraq Island and must be booked via the government portal. PADI licensed divers can choose to explore any one of four sites – Sayah, Bu Amamma, Shtayaah and Bulthama in the Gulf – but those who are not licensed can only snorkel at Sayah.

Divers can stay underwater for up to two hours collecting as many as 60 oysters. Each diver must also acquire a BD5 government pass via the government portal before heading out.








4Sleeping

Manama has a wide range of hotels and apartment-style accommodation, particularly on or around Government Ave. Most high-end international hotels are close to the Diplomatic Area while the few budget options tend to be near Manama Souq, and a range of charming resorts line the city’s coastal edges. For real value though, head to Adliya, south of the centre.


Bahrain Carlton HotelHOTEL$

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%17 715 999; www.bahraincarlton.com; Bldg 59, Rd 3601, Block 336, Adliya; r from BD35; [image: icon-parkgif]p[image: icon-wifigif]W; [image: icon-busgif]g43, 45)


You’ll put up with the dated, slightly eccentric decor at the Carlton when you see the excellent-value, large, clean and spacious rooms. These, combined with extremely warm and friendly staff, make this an excellent budget choice for those wanting to stay in the heart of Bahrain’s artsy Adliya neighbourhood.






Delmon International HotelHOTEL$

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%17 224 000; www.delmonhotel.com; Block 302, Government Ave; s/d BD25/35; [image: icon-parkgif]p[image: icon-wifigif]W[image: icon-swimkgif]s)


The Delmon is a well-located downtown hotel that is great value for money. Rooms tend to feature dark furnishings, but the hotel’s nicely decorated Marrakesh restaurant serves excellent Mediterranean cuisine, and there’s also a small on-site gym and spa. The best thing about staying here, besides the price, is its proximity to Manama Souq.






Jindol HotelHOTEL$

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%17 227 227; Municipality Ave, Block 315, Manama Souq, cnr Tijjar Ave; s/d BD15/20; [image: icon-wifigif]W)


This great budget option is on the doorstep of Manama Souq, overlooking its best chai shops. The hotel’s faux-traditional Bahraini facade makes up for its basic but clean rooms. Stay here and you’ll be within walking distance of all the major sights.






[image: icon-top-choice]oFraser Suites Diplomatic AreaAPARTMENT$$

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%16 161 888; https://diplomaticarea-bahrain.frasershospitality.com; Rd 1701, Diplomatic Area; ste from BD62; [image: icon-parkgif]p[image: icon-wifigif]W[image: icon-swimkgif]s)


Outrageously good value, these large serviced apartments have contemporary decor, sitting rooms, kitchens and king-size beds, as well as a good location in Manama’s Diplomatic Area. Many also have fine city views. There’s another branch in the Seef district.






[image: icon-top-choice]oDomainHOTEL$$

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%16 000 000; www.thedomainhotels.com; Bldg 365, Rd 1705, Block 317, Diplomatic Area; s/d BD72/78; [image: icon-parkgif]p[image: icon-wifigif]W[image: icon-swimkgif]s)


Slick contemporary furnishings, fabulous views and exemplary service (the floors with suites have butlers) define this excellent hotel on the southern fringe of the Diplomatic Quarter. A stylish spa and a fine selection of restaurants make this an excellent choice, indicated by the scores of repeat guests.






Fraser Suites SeefAPARTMENT$$

(map; [image: icon-phonegif]%17 171 626; https://bahrain.frasershospitality.com; Bldg 2109, Rd 2825, Block 428, Seef; ste from BD50; [image: icon-parkgif]p[image: icon-wifigif]W[image: icon-swimkgif]s; [image: icon-busgif]g41, A2, A2S, X2)


These excellent-value, stylishly decorated suites and apartments come with access to a communal temperature-controlled swimming pool and Jacuzzi that command fabulous views over Manama. Close to the Sheikh Khalifa Bin Salman Hwy and offering tons of child-friendly amenities such as cots and high chairs, this is ideal accommodation for families.






Palace Boutique HotelBOUTIQUE HOTEL$$

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%17 725 000; www.thepalace.com.bh; cnr Mahooz Ave & Sheikh Isa Ave, Adliya; s/d BD55/80; [image: icon-parkgif]p[image: icon-wifigif]W[image: icon-swimkgif]s)


This classy, low-slung place close to the heart of uber-cool Adliya is an excellent choice. Its four-star rooms are large, contemporary in style and supremely comfortable. The on-site restaurant Masso and stylish cafe the Orangery are among Manama’s best. If you can, bag yourself a poolside terrace room.






C HotelBOUTIQUE HOTEL$$

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%17 312 700; www.coralbaybh.com; Coral Bay Resort, Bldg 491, Rd 2407, Block 322; s/d BD50/55; [image: icon-parkgif]p[image: icon-wifigif]W[image: icon-swimkgif]s)


Shaped like a small moored ferry, this boutique hotel has 14 stylish rooms with great sea views overlooking the resort’s private little bay. There’s an outdoor bar where live DJs entertain daily, and guests also have access to the onsite spa, outdoor pool, gym, excellent restaurants and sports bar.






Novotel Al Dana ResortRESORT$$

(map; [image: icon-phonegif]%17 298 008; https://novotel.accorhotels.com; Rd 2209, Sheikh Hamad Causeway; s/d from BD90/100; [image: icon-parkgif]p[image: icon-wifigif]W[image: icon-swimkgif]s)


With distinctive style and character rare in international hotels, the Novotel is built like a qasr (castle) around elegant central courtyards and is punctuated at the edges by whimsical Bahraini wind towers. It commands a wonderful view of the bay, and residents have access to their own private beach, a health club and a recently opened international restaurant.






Gulf HotelHOTEL$$$

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%17 713 000; www.gulfhotelbahrain.com; Rd 3801, Block 338, Adliya; s/d from BD80/100; [image: icon-parkgif]p[image: icon-wifigif]W[image: icon-swimkgif]s)


Despite being 4km from the city centre, this veteran hotel is the most convenient for the Gulf International Convention Centre and has easy access to bohemian Adliya’s cafes, art galleries and popular Western-expat eating haunts. With an extravagant foyer, velvet lounges and marble halls, the interior appears to belong to an Italian palazzo.






Ritz-Carlton Bahrain Hotel & SpaRESORT$$$

(map; [image: icon-phonegif]%17 588 000; www.ritzcarlton.com; Bldg 112, Rd 40, Block 428, Seef; s/d from BD150/185; [image: icon-parkgif]p[image: icon-wifigif]W[image: icon-swimkgif]s)


Arguably Bahrain’s most luxurious and opulent hotel, the Ritz-Carlton boasts its own private beach on a secluded island and a host of world-class restaurants. The dark polished interior of black marble and gilt-edged furniture might not be to everyone’s taste, but if yours is a Bentley, you’ll be in good company.






Regency InterContinentalHOTEL$$$

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%17 227 777; www.ihg.com; Bldg 130, Rd 1507, King Faisal Hwy; s/d from BD80/90; [image: icon-parkgif]p[image: icon-wifigif]W[image: icon-swimkgif]s)


In the heart of downtown Manama, this old favourite continues to get rave reviews. The contemporary black and grey elegance works well, and the pillow count makes up for what the rooms might lack in window size. Bars, restaurants and impeccable service round off a superb package.





[image: -jpg]



Central Manama


1Top Sights

1Manama SouqC2




1Sights

   Bab Al Bahrain(see 1)

2Jai Shri Khrishna TempleD4

3Little IndiaD4

4Yateem MosqueD2




4Sleeping

5Delmon International HotelA3

6Jindol HotelB4

7Regency InterContinentalB2




5Eating

8Haji's Cafe 1950C3

9Honey's Thai RestaurantB3

10NaseefC3

11SwagatD4




7Shopping

12Gold SouqD4

13Kingdom of PerfumesD4

14Spice SouqC4










5Eating

Manama’s globally diverse community means the city’s cuisine is truly international, offering Michelin-starred dishes alongside delicious budget eateries. The former are in the high-end hotels, whereas those seeking cheap Indian curries, Bahraini machboos (spiced chicken and rice) or a delicious shawarma wrap should explore the streets around Manama Souq. The more stylish boutique eateries are in trendy Adliya.


[image: icon-top-choice]oHaji’s Cafe 1950MIDDLE EASTERN$

(Al Maseela; map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%17 210 647; Government Ave; mains from BD1.5; [image: icon-hoursgif]h5.30am-8.30pm)


Balmy Bahraini evenings were created for eating in places like this. Put your feet up (literally), order the house special and tuck into delicately spiced chunks of grilled meat served with a simple salad and bread baked in a clay oven. Why is it so good? This is a recipe unchanged for 70 years.

It’s down an alley next to Gulf Pearl Hotel.






Honey’s Thai RestaurantTHAI$

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%39 238 507; Municipality Ave, Manama Souq; mains BD1.5-3.5; [image: icon-hoursgif]h10am-5.30am)


Around since the 1980s, Honey’s is an award-winning downtown stalwart serving up excellent Thai food at fantastic prices until the early hours. The tom yum soup is exceptional, though there’s nothing on the menu that wouldn’t win plaudits down a Bangkok foodie alley.






SwagatVEGETARIAN$

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%17 263 096; Shop 102, Bldg 1261, Rd 428, Gold Souq; meals BD0.6; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9am-10pm; [image: icon-veggif]v)


Tucked away in a warren of alleyways near the Khrishna Temple is this delightful slice of downtown Mumbai. Bollywood classics from the 1960s play on a tired stereo as smiling Indian waiters whip up delicious vegetarian thalis (spread of dishes) for less than the price of a coffee. Cosy and with no frills, Swagat is popular with local Hindus.






Banana LeafTHAI$

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%17 744 172; Shop 41, Bldg 39, Hassan Bin Thabit Ave, Block 326, Adliya; mains from BD2.5; [image: icon-hoursgif]hnoon-midnight)


The tacky waterfall windows add to the charm of this popular Thai restaurant in the heart of Adliya, where locals come for the fresh mango and green sticky rice, topped with ever-so-slightly-salted coconut milk and a sprinkling of sesame seeds. Like all the dishes here, it’s fresh, simple and fragrant.






Golden PlatesINDIAN$

(Tharavadu; map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%17 297 575; Rd 2004, Block 320, Hoora; mains from BD2.5; [image: icon-hoursgif]h11.30am-2am; [image: icon-veggif]v[image: icon-wifigif]W; [image: icon-busgif]g41)


The ambience at this smart, South Indian eatery is enhanced with mellow music and smiling staff. Dishes include an outstanding beef and green banana curry, but if you’re coming for lunch on Friday, don’t miss the sadiya, a south Indian thali served on a banana leaf, for the princely sum of BD1.5.






NaseefICE CREAM$

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%17 223 333; www.naseefrestaurant.com; Bab Al Bahrain Mall, Rd 475, Manama Souq; ice cream from BD1.5; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8am-11pm; [image: icon-wifigif]W; [image: icon-busgif]g10, 12, 17, 18, 19, 41, 43, 44)


Tucked away inside the quiet Bab Al Bahrain Mall at the entrance to Manama Souq south of the Bab Al Bahrain, Naseef made its name with a vivid-hued mango ice cream, and that’s what you should order at the end of a day exploring the narrow alleys of the bustling market. There’s also an extensive food menu here.






[image: icon-top-choice]oCafé LilouCAFE$

(map; [image: icon-phonegif]%17 714 440; Rd 3803, Block 338, Adliya; mains BD2.7-8.8; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8am-11pm Sat-Wed, to midnight Thu & Fri; [image: icon-parkgif]p[image: icon-wifigif]W[image: icon-veggif]v)


This elegant balconied venue, with its velvet upholstery, wrought-iron banisters and polished-wood floors, is reminiscent of a 19th-century Parisian brasserie, and it’s the place for a classy breakfast or lunch. The handmade pastries are a standout; try the croissants or irresistible French toast soaked in rich vanilla pastry cream topped with mascarpone, almonds and fresh wild berries.

With mains like grilled tamarind hammour skewers served with saffron almond rice and rose petals in dried lime butter and chives, it is easy to see why Café Lilou continues to win local culinary awards. There’s another branch (map; [image: icon-phonegif]%17 583 939; 1st fl, Al Aali Mall, Rd 2827, Block 428, Seef; mains BD2.7-8.8; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8am-11.30pm Sat-Wed, to midnight Thu & Fri; [image: icon-parkgif]p[image: icon-wifigif]W[image: icon-veggif]v; [image: icon-busgif]g41, A2, A2S, X2) in Al Aali Mall, but the lively atmosphere here, especially at weekends, is unmatched.






OrangeryCAFE$

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%17 369 696; cnr Mahooz Ave & Sheikh Isa Ave, Adliya; mains from BD5.5; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8am-10pm; [image: icon-parkgif]p[image: icon-wifigif]W[image: icon-veggif]v; [image: icon-busgif]g43, 45)


A delightful terrace overlooking Orangery’s neoclassical garden, where the only sound is that of a trickling fountain, helps whisk you off to Europe in this classy, elegantly designed cafe that boasts impressive cakes and a delicious breakfast. It’s not cheap, but the clientele here aren’t likely to be counting their pennies.






Fish HouseSEAFOOD$$

(map; [image: icon-phonegif]%17 594 040; Budaiya Hwy, near Ave 27; mains from BD3.5; [image: icon-hoursgif]h11.30am-11pm; [image: icon-parkgif]p; [image: icon-busgif]g13, X3)


Bahrain’s high-end eateries have tried and failed to wrestle the mantle of best seafood spot from this no-frills restaurant. The menu varies with the catch of the day, so it’s always fresh, but you can’t go wrong with the signature grilled sea bream, which arrives split, spiced and fragrant, with delicious rice, flat bread and a green salad.






My CafeMEDITERRANEAN$$

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%77 344 444; https://mycafebh.com; Bldg 1078, Rd 3832, Block 338, Adliya; mains BD4.5-14.5; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8am-11pm Sat-Wed, to 2am Thu & Fri; [image: icon-parkgif]p[image: icon-wifigif]W)


One of Manama’s most sophisticated cafes, My Cafe does dishes like tuna carpaccio and roasted hammour exceptionally well. The experience is enhanced by the lovely and elegant salon and garden terrace setting. It gets very busy during lunch and dinner, so book ahead. After 8pm there is a smart-casual dress code.






La FontaineINTERNATIONAL$$

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%17 230 123; https://lafontaineartcentre.net; 92 Hoora Ave, Dhuwawdah; mains from BD5.9; [image: icon-hoursgif]h11am-10.30pm Tue-Sun; [image: icon-parkgif]p W [image: icon-veggif]v)


This fashionable restaurant, in the outstanding La Fontaine Centre of Contemporary Art, is a magical place to enjoy a meal by a beautiful fountain in one of Manama’s best examples of traditional architecture. Highlights from the menu include the grilled halloumi salad and mushroom risotto. There’s also an extensive list of mostly European wine.






IsfahaniIRANIAN$$

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%17 290 027; http://isfahanigroup.com; Exhibition Ave, near Rd 1902; mains BD2.8-16; [image: icon-hoursgif]hnoon-midnight; [image: icon-busgif]g41)


Excellent Iranian food at an almost-budget price is a winning combination. The Isfahani juja kebab (made with spiced boneless baby chicken) served with rice is the signature dish, which can be enjoyed in this pleasant restaurant with simple, tasteful decor that evokes its namesake, the city of Isfahan. Super-friendly staff complete the pleasant dining experience.






Coco’sINTERNATIONAL$$

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%17 716 512; Rd 3803, Block 338, Adliya; mains from BD3; [image: icon-hoursgif]h10am-11.30pm; [image: icon-veggif]v[image: icon-wifigif]W)


With indoor and outdoor seating, huge servings and an extensive international menu offering a range of delicious salads, rice dishes, pasta, impressive soup bread bowls and an English brunch, it’s not surprising Coco’s remains enormously popular. Too popular perhaps? At times staff can appear a little overwhelmed.






Swiss CafeBUFFET$$

(map; [image: icon-phonegif]%66 310 041; www.swiss-belhotel.com; 10th fl, Swiss Belhotel, King Mohammed VI Ave; buffet BD7-12; [image: icon-hoursgif]h12.30-3pm; [image: icon-parkgif]p[image: icon-wifigif]W)


One of Manama’s best deals, the lunchtime buffet here offers a fine salad bar, eight international main courses, and barbecue area and grills, not to mention excellent views from its 10th-floor perch. The Friday version is all about seafood and worth every dinar.






RayésLEBANESE$$

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%17 312 700; www.coralbaybh.com; Bldg 491, Rd 2407, Block 322, Coral Bay Resort; mains BD2.2-18.6; [image: icon-hoursgif]hnoon-1am; [image: icon-wifigif]W)


This is one of the most attractive places to sample Lebanese food, right by the water’s edge in the Coral Bay complex. The chef prides himself on the variety of salads and cold mezze, but everything’s good here. The bread is baked on the premises, and live Arabic music contributes to the convivial Middle Eastern atmosphere.






[image: icon-top-choice]oMassoINTERNATIONAL$$

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%17 721 061; http://massorestaurant.com; cnr Mahooz Rd & Sheikh Isa Ave; mains BD9-29, brunch BD26-37; [image: icon-hoursgif]hnoon-3pm & 7-11pm Mon-Sat, brunch noon-3pm Fri & Sat; [image: icon-parkgif]p[image: icon-wifigif]W; [image: icon-busgif]g43, 45)


The kitchen here wins plaudits for its cooking, born in the Mediterranean and making creative use of fresh local ingredients. Standout dishes include Earl Grey–soaked chicken and harissa-marinated lamb chops. It’s popular with expats, who thoroughly appreciate the wine specialist on hand to recommend the best red or white for each meal.






BushidoJAPANESE$$

(map; [image: icon-phonegif]%17 583 555; www.bushido.com.bh; Bldg 52, Rd 38, Block 428, Seef; mains from BD5.9, brunch from BD22; [image: icon-hoursgif]hnoon-2am, brunch noon-3.30pm Fri; [image: icon-parkgif]p[image: icon-wifigif]W; [image: icon-busgif]g41)


This is where Bahrain first fell in love with Japanese food. As well as the usual suspects, Bushido serves up miso black cod, Wagyu beef cooked on volcanic stone and ‘new-style’ (lightly cooked) sashimi. Fridays are reserved for an excellent brunch, and there is an ubercool lounge bar with great views that plays down-tempo tunes and serves some of Manama’s best cocktails. Dress conservatively; shorts are not allowed.






Rasoi by VineetINDIAN$$$

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%17 746 461; www.gulfhotelbahrain.com; Gulf Hotel, Bldg 11, Rd 3801, Adliya; mains BD5.5-16.5; [image: icon-hoursgif]hnoon-3pm & 7-11pm Sat-Thu, 1-4pm & 7-11pm Fri; [image: icon-parkgif]p[image: icon-wifigif]W)


Michelin-starred chef Vineet Bhatia brings Bahrain’s finest Indian food to the table, showcasing what he calls ‘evolved Indian’ cooking. Try the cashew-crusted asparagus, the 48-hour marinated lamb or his clever adaptation of the Indian tiffin lunch.






Le Domain [34]BUFFET$$$

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%16 000 200; www.thedomainhotels.com; Domain Hotel, Bldg 365, Rd 1705, Block 317; mains BD8-23; [image: icon-hoursgif]h7am-midnight daily, brunch noon-4pm Fri; [image: icon-parkgif]p[image: icon-wifigif]W)


This is the pick of the restaurants at the Domain hotel, serving fabulous seafood inspired by European cuisines. The stunning views over Manama from the 34th floor, especially at night, combined with a knowledgeable wine waiter, ensure this is an exceptional dining experience.






LOCAL KNOWLEDGE

THE BAHRAIN BRUNCH

A big highlight of the Bahrain foodie’s week is the institution that is Friday brunch. It usually begins around noon, runs for around three hours and involves a vast buffet with live cooking stations, and there’s often some form of live entertainment to keep things ticking over. Prices vary based on your drinks selection – soft drinks are included at the lower end, wine and beer if you pay top dinar.

Bahrain Bay Kitchen (map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%17 115 000; www.fourseasons.com/bahrain/dining/restaurants/bahrain_bay_kitchen; Four Seasons Hotel, Rd 4606, Bahrain Bay; brunch adult/child from BD25/12.5; [image: icon-hoursgif]h7-11am & 12.30-3pm; [image: icon-parkgif]p[image: icon-wifigif]W[image: icon-veggif]v[image: icon-familygif]c) Bahrain’s most generous buffet brunch, with seemingly endless variety, great service and even a dedicated kids’ area.

Bushido A local favourite, with a buffet and made-to-order dishes from the live cooking stations.

Masso Breakfast choices share buffet space with lots of European-inspired mains, and it does it all again on Saturday.

Diplomat Radisson Blu (map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%39 945 208; www.radissonblu.com/en/diplomathotel-bahrain/restaurants; Rd 1701, Diplomatic Area; brunch adult/child BD34/19; [image: icon-hoursgif]h6.30am-10pm, brunch 12.30-4pm Fri; [image: icon-parkgif]p[image: icon-wifigif]W[image: icon-veggif]v) Mexican, Indian, Italian, Asian and barbecue cooking ensure ample variety here. Best of all, you can break things up with a swim in the pool.

Le Domain [34] In a fabulous setting on the 34th floor, Le Domain has fine views to go with its fabulous French and fusion cooking. It’s less family friendly than other options.

Al Waha (map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%17 713 000; www.gulfhotelbahrain.com/al-waha; Gulf Hotel, Rd 3801, Block 338, Adliya; brunch per person from BD18; [image: icon-hoursgif]h6-10.30am, noon-3.30pm & 7-10.30pm; [image: icon-parkgif]p[image: icon-wifigif]W[image: icon-veggif]v) The Gulf Hotel may have an astonishing 15 restaurants, but Al Waha dominates proceedings on Friday, when a terrific international buffet takes over. It’s family friendly, and there’s live music.






6Drinking & Nightlife

What Manama’s nightlife lacks in hard-hitting clubs it makes up for with excellent, lively bars. All top-end hotels have sophisticated bar areas, often with jazz or other live music, and a happy hour or cut-price cocktails.


B28 Bar LoungeCOCKTAIL BAR

(map; 28th fl, Swiss Belhotel, King Mohammed VI Ave; [image: icon-hoursgif]h4pm-2am Sun-Thu, from 1pm Fri & Sat; [image: icon-wifigif]W)


Plush velvet sofas, fabulous views, and brilliant bar food with Aussie steaks and lobster bisque make this intimate venue one of our favourite lounge bars in the capital. Whether it’s a vodka martini, the standout mojito or something more extravagant, this is a great spot for sipping a cocktail overlooking Manama.






Candles CafeCAFE

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%17 714 844; Rd 2733, Block 336, Adliya; [image: icon-hoursgif]h10am-2am; [image: icon-wifigif]W; [image: icon-busgif]g45)


Candles’ comfy, cosy interior is wonderfully complemented by a cool green garden. On balmy Bahraini evenings, ambient Arabic music soothes you as you sit in the shade of a huge palm, puff-puffing away, engulfed in the sweet plumes of shisha smoke, sipping a mocktail or two.






Sherlock HolmesBAR

(map Google map; Gulf Hotel, Bani Otbah Ave, Adliya; [image: icon-hoursgif]hnoon-2am; [image: icon-wifigif]W)


The incongruously themed Sherlock Holmes English pub is still going strong, well after other places have folded in Manama’s fickle nightlife scene. Regular live music livens things up, and a smart new facelift featuring luxurious leather chesterfield sofas has breathed new life into the venue.






Sports BaySPORTS BAR

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%17 312 700; www.coralbaybh.com; Coral Bay Resort, Rd 2407, Block 322, Al Fatih Hwy; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9am-midnight; [image: icon-wifigif]W)


This modern sports bar attracts a lively crowd, especially when there is a football match or live music on. There is a DJ every Thursday, and regional artists regularly perform here. This, combined with the reasonable drink prices, virtually guarantees a good night.






Trader Vic’sBAR

(map; [image: icon-phonegif]%17 580 000; www.tradervics.com.bh; Ritz-Carlton Bahrain Hotel & Spa, Bldg 112, Rd 40, Block 428, Seef; [image: icon-hoursgif]h6pm-2am; [image: icon-wifigif]W)


The Polynesian-themed Trader Vic’s at the Ritz-Carlton has an appealing outdoor area that’s perfect on a warm Bahrain night. They serve good bar food, too.








3Entertainment


Bahrain National TheatreTHEATRE

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%17 001 908; www.culture.gov.bh; Sheikh Hamad Causeway; tickets BD15-60)


The country’s national theatre sits in a stunning location, surrounded by the azure waters of Manama’s northeastern bay, and offers an impressive calendar of world-class performing arts, including ballet, classical and traditional music concerts, and opera and musical theatre. Tickets are reasonably priced, and there is a smart-casual dress code (no trainers).

Adjacent to Bahrain National Museum, this stunning architectural showpiece covers nearly 12,000 sq m. It’s the third-largest theatre in the region and has a design that owes much to local traditions; the interwoven aluminium strips that allow airflow evoke the roofs of traditional homes here, while the curvaceous interior of the auditorium echoes the seafaring dhows. Even the number of seats is 1001, a nod to that most famous book of stories, One Thousand and One Nights.








7Shopping


[image: icon-top-choice]oKingdom of PerfumesPERFUME

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%39 628 006; Sheikh Abdullah Ave; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9am-1pm & 4-9pm)


One of the joys of perfume shopping in the Gulf is watching the mesmerising way a perfumer can mix seemingly random oils to produce the very smell you requested. That is the magic you will witness Abdullah perform whether you ask him for a Western waft or a local oud. Just sit back and watch the master at work.

Prices for small bottles begin at BD1 to BD4, meaning even a top-of-the-range one won’t break the bank.





[image: ]

Arabic perfume | EQROY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Abdul Samad Al QurashiPERFUME

(map; [image: icon-phonegif]%17 177 771; http://new.asqgrp.com; The Souq, 2nd fl, Bahrain City Center, Rd 2819, Seef; [image: icon-hoursgif]h10am-10pm Sat-Wed, to midnight Thu & Fri; [image: icon-busgif]g41, A2, A2S, X2)


The most prestigious name in premium Middle Eastern oud, musk, agarwood oils and perfumes, this Saudi brand has been around since 1852, dispensing perfumed oils from ornate, sculpted glass holders. Have your credit card ready: ASQ oils are not cheap.






Pearl of Islands AntiquesANTIQUES

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%38 432 188, 33 057 978; Osama Bin Zaid Ave, Block 326, Adliya; [image: icon-hoursgif]h10am-10pm)


Pearl of Islands is the pick of this strip of ‘antique’ stores selling mostly ornate wood doors and quaint lanterns. That’s not because the goods are any different from the others, but because you will have a lot of fun negotiating an agreeable price with cheeky, amiable shop owner Iqbal, who can arrange cargo delivery.






Al Aali MallMALL

(map; [image: icon-phonegif]%17 581 000; www.alaalimall.com; Rd 2819, Seef; [image: icon-hoursgif]h10am-10pm; [image: icon-wifigif]W; [image: icon-busgif]g41, A2, A2S, X2)


This small shopping centre next to Seef Mall has gone for quality over quantity. There’s a lovely reproduction of an old Gulf souq in the Souq Al Tawaweesh section, as well as designer brands such as Armani, Jimmy Choo and a shopfront for local designer Noof Al Khor. Lovers of Turkish sweets should stop by Malatya Pazari (map; [image: icon-phonegif]%17 003 234).






Gold SouqJEWELLERY

(map Google map; Sheikh Abdullah Ave; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9am-1pm & 3.30-9pm Sat-Thu, 9am-1pm Fri)


Founded by Indian immigrants who arrived more than 200 years ago, the shops in the Gold Souq are still owned mostly by the families of those early merchants. This is the place to grab yourself a custom-made piece of gold jewellery at a very reasonable price. Look out for the workshops, where goldsmiths can still be seen working.






Spice SouqFOOD

(map Google map; off Sheikh Abdullah Ave; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9am-1pm & 4-7pm)


It can be a little hard to find, but this small collection of spice sellers is a wonderfully fragrant place for a stroll as you explore one of the quieter corners of Manama Souq. Walk southeast along Municipality Ave from the Jindol Hotel and take the sixth street on the left.






City Centre BahrainMALL

(map; [image: icon-phonegif]%17 177 771; www.citycentrebahrain.com; Rd 2819; [image: icon-hoursgif]h10am-10pm Sat-Wed, to midnight Thu & Fri; [image: icon-wifigif]W; [image: icon-busgif]g41, A2, A2S, X2)


The country’s true mega-mall, City Centre Bahrain has something for everyone. If international brands have a presence in Bahrain, you’ll most likely find them here, alongside a food court, cinema complex, Carrefour supermarket and a small hub for local designers, including Kubra Al Qaseer and Anmar Couture.






8Getting There & Away


AIR

Bahrain International Airport is on Muharraq Island, approximately 7.5km from central Manama. There are ATMs in the transit lounge and arrivals hall.






8Getting Around

Manama’s constantly growing traffic borders on ridiculous around rush hour and weekend evenings (Friday and Saturday). If you plan to venture out during these times, add 30 minutes to your journey.


TO & FROM THE AIRPORT

Complimentary hotel shuttles are the cheapest option for getting to and from the airport. Arrange in advance with your accommodation.

Bahrain Bus A2 goes to the centre of Manama (45 minutes), and buses 10 and 11 head to Muharraq (10 minutes) between 6am and 9pm. Tickets cost BD0.3.

A metered taxi to central Manama costs BD5. Ride-hailing services Uber (www.uber.com) and Careem (www.careem.com) charge BD3 to BD5.




BUS

The Bahrain bus system, with its air-conditioned safe and reliable red vehicles, is an excellent option for getting between key spots. Bahrain Bus runs an extensive service all over Manama and beyond. Fares cost BD0.3 when paying in cash and BD0.25 when paying with the rechargeable GO Card, which can be bought from ticket offices and vending machines at the major hubs like Manama Bus Station (map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%66 311 111; https://bahrainbus.bh; Government Ave; [image: icon-hoursgif]h6am-9pm; [image: icon-busgif]g12, 41, 44, A1).




TAXI

The heat of Bahrain means most locals drive or jump in taxis to get about. Taxis are easy to hail. There are dedicated stands outside Bab Al Bahrain and many high-end hotels. Taxis are metered; flagfall is BD1 for the first 2km, and thereafter the meter ticks over in increments of 100 fils (or 200 fils per kilometre). You’ll pay a BD1 supplement if you take a taxi at a hotel or any other taxi rank. Fares officially increase by 25% after 10pm.

Popular mobile taxi apps Careem (www.careem.com) and Uber (www.uber.com) operate here.
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