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PETRA: 
JORDAN’S 
MOST 
VALUABLE 
TREASURE

By Scott Armstrong
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F requently in life the sequel to 
anything can disappoint, espe-
cially when returning to places 
once special.

Whether attempting to repeat a magi-
cal holiday, or returning to a place that 
was once very much home, that second 
experience is not quite as rich, or as ful-
filling, as it seemed inside your memo-
ries.

Often it’s not the place that has 
changed, it is you, your experiences have 
broadened your horizons or simply age 
and the passing of time has altered your 
perspectives. What seemed astounding 
then, perhaps sadly, has been surpassed 
by new memories.

And so, having flown direct from Mus-
cat to Amman with Oman Air (under 
four hours and bang on time, great ser-
vice too), it was with some trepidation 
that I set foot again in Petra in Jordan, 
the ‘rose red city half as old as time’ list-
ed as one of the New 7 Wonders of the 
World.  

I’d come to this astonishing place a 
decade ago, a younger man in a very dif-
ferent place and time, not then much of a 
traveller, not then an expat. So different 
had Jordan and Petra been that it woke 
something inside me, a yearning for ad-
venture and new horizons that led me on 
a journey to the place am I now in my life.

With so much to be grateful for, I was 
desperate for Petra, a UNESCO world 
heritage site, to overwhelm my sens-
es again, not to seem smaller or less. 
Thankfully, I should not have worried, in 
fact it seemed as new as that first day 10 
years ago.

So much so that here I’ll reprint what 
I wrote back then, for time and wonder 
has stood still in this magical place.

“Wide-eyed, bristling with energy and 
just wanting to look everywhere at once - 
the ancient city of Petra is a place where 



14 T H U R S D A Y  M A G A Z I N E    M A R C H  1 2 ,  2 0 1 5

the wonderment you possessed as a child 
surfaces again. 

“For this is a place to explore, a place 
where Boys Own adventures could be had, 
where whip-wielding archaeologists would 
hunt for treasure and find it all around 
them. 

“Your journey begins on a dusty track 
bounded on either side with mysterious 
but strangely humble monuments, grave 
markers to people long dead. 

“As you continue, your excitement 
mounts with every step as you glimpse 
what is ahead, for the cliffs close in and 
you are left with one route only - the Siq - a 
narrow gorge which plunges down into the 
rocks. Now this is exploring. 

“Taking a deep breath, you leave the sun 
behind and enter the shady pathway with 
its sandstone walls which tower nearly 80 
metres above you. 

“It is at once oppressive and impressive 
as you pass bizarre inscriptions carved in 
ancient languages, small shrines dedicated 
to pagan gods long-forgotten. 

“Then, after what seems an age, you spy 
a sliver of golden light. As you approach it 
grows wider as the sunlight returns. You 
turn the corner and there it is, an utterly 
astounding, jaw-dropping wonder, The 
Treasury - a massive temple carved into 
the face of the cliff. You try to comprehend 
how men thousands of years ago managed 
to create this marvel, which makes modern 
architecture look as cheap as flat-pack fur-
niture. 

“Surrounding it are tombs of nobles once 
rich enough to have their final resting place 
hewn out of the rock. 

“You turn into another canyon which 
stretches out for miles and realise that Pe-
tra is staggering. Temples, an amphithea-
tre, ruins of a Roman city and then a climb 
to what seems the top of the world where 
incredibly stands The Monastery. 

“This is a similar undertaking to The 
Treasury except some 1,200 metres up a 
mountain. Here you can take a cup of sweet 
Jordanian tea before standing on the peak 
and staring for miles in every direction.”

Returning to the present, my visit was 
Al Siq
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even better as this time I sought out the 
High Place of Sacrifice within Petra, and 
when they say ‘high’ they were not being 
sarcastic, it’s a climb but the summit and 
its breathtaking view is worth it.

While in Petra you will be approached 
by locals, mostly women and children, 
trying to sell you post cards or souvenirs, 
each at the special price of 1JD. Take 
some small notes with you and spread 
some joy. You’ll also be offered horse, 
camel or donkey rides, to this a polite, 

smiling but firm no (La!) is my recom-
mendation.

A decade ago I was less concerned 
about practical matters, such as where 
to stay, but with family in tow this time, 
it was a factor. 

I chose the Movenpick Petra primar-
ily for its location. Right next to the en-
trance to the park it could not physically 
be more convenient, especially when 
returning from eight hours hiking up 
mountains.

This five-star hotel has more to offer 
than its prime location though. The ho-
tel has a charming faded glamour that 
evokes images of a time gone by. It’s 
very Arabic, quite beautiful, internal 
courtyard is flanked by its exotic bar in 
which you could imagine a Poirot/Aga-
tha Christie drama unfolding.  The Al 
Maqa‘ad Bar is all gold leaf walls, intri-
cately hand-carved wooden screens and 
rich fabrics.

Closed during my visit due to the night 
cold, in summer, the Al Ghadeer Roof 
Garden should offer views of the sunsets 
over the Petra hills. And equally the tem-
perature precluded a visit to the pool, but 
again an attraction after getting so dusty 
in the mountains.

Comfortable beds and a much-needed 
powerful shower added to the appeal, be-
cause tired and sweaty is what you’ll be 
after your time in Petra. And there is free 
wifi in all the rooms, essential for updat-
ing social media with your photos from 
the day.

The welcome at Movenpick was 
warm, genuine Arabic hospitality, which 
abounds in Jordan. Its people have that 
same open friendship for travellers that 
makes Oman such an inviting a place to 
visit.

I remembered that hospitality from 
my first visit, and despite the ills around 
its borders, I found that time had not 
dimmed their invitation, their smiles 
and their welcome. 

Scan this QR code  
to visit the 

Mövenpick Resort 
Petra website



Being with my family, safety and se-
curity was a question-mark, especially 
with IS in the news. But I knew the an-
swer before I arrived, like Oman and the 
rest of the GCC, safety and security are 
paramount, and at no point during my 
time in Jordan did I feel tense for myself 
or my family. 

Jordan isn’t oil rich, its people need 
tourism, especially as their country 
bears the burden of more than 1 million 
refugees displaced from Iraq and Syria. 
If anything I was glad I’d chosen now to 
visit, not out of charity or pity, but some-
how a sense of solidarity. This is a coun-
try that deserves your visit.

Of course, no visit to Jordan would be 
complete without a visit to the Dead Sea. 

The lowest point on earth, this natural 
phenomenon has been drawing tourists 
for centuries who flock to this highly-
salinated lake for the health benefits, or 
just to float without having to swim in 
the salty water.

How would this miracle of nature be 
perfectly summed up? Well if a 13-year-
old thinks it’s pretty cool (remembering 
it’s not YouTube) then high praise in-
deed. A dip in the waters is a memorable 
experience, if only to set your Petra blis-
ters on fire as you dip a foot in.

The Dead Sea has another, perhaps 
less well-known, charm, and that is one 
of the most spectacular sunsets you’ll 

ever see. And nowhere captures this 
better than the Kempinski Hotel Ishtar 
Dead Sea resort.

This sprawling, impressive uber-lux-
urious resort has one very special jewel 
in its crown and that is a perfectly-po-
sitioned infinity pool, looking out to the 
Dead Sea and the mountains beyond. 

Your strategically chosen spot by the 
pool allows you to sit mesmerised as the 
sun sets, reflected first in the vast lake 
and secondly in the infinity pool before 
you. The effect is stunning, you sit per-
haps for an hour just drinking in the 
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Driving in Jordan can be a perilous 
affair for the uninitiated. To start 
with Sat Nav can be notoriously un-
reliable and you can find yourself 
slogging up a mountain pass in a hire 
car not suited to the peaks.

Also, even with Sat Nav, turnoffs 
can be deceptive or downright hid-
den adding to the normal layer of 
stress while navigating an unfamil-
iar city or country.

And while the King’s Highway is 
pretty much ok, many of the roads, 
especially the one out to Petra, is in 
shocking conditions. Pot holes ga-
lore which can lead to accidents if 
one isn’t paying 120 per cent atten-
tion.

Lastly, the police are always on the 
look out for victims of their speed 
traps and don’t expect the leeway 
you might get in Oman.

Solution? Book a driver, without a 
shadow of a doubt you’ll enjoy your 
experience so much more. They 
know where they are going, they are 
safe and they know where the speed 
traps are.

I booked with www.trip2jordan.
com and got the excellent Abu Rami. 
Great English, safe driver and al-
ways on time, he really took stress 
out of equation. The company has a 
long history of day trips and tours in 
Jordan and will help you put togeth-
er your itinerary if you need. While I 
sourced hotels myself, they can even 
take care of that for you.

D R I V I N G
A R O U N D



scene. Blues and oranges darken as the 
sun creeps down behind the mountains, 
turning their bright sandstone to black 
in the failing light.

Kempinski Hotel Ishtar Dead Sea 
Resort is arguably the perfect way to 
complete your journey to Jordan. Petra 
is three to four hours drive from the air-
port, whereas the Dead Sea is maybe an 
hour maximum.

It is convenient to have such luxury in 
the tail-end of your trip, removing a layer 
of stress when you are homeward bound. 
More than that though, its huge spa (one 
of the biggest in the Middle East) is a 
great way to relax those aching limbs af-
ter all the hiking in Petra. 

It’s Resense spa offers a menu of mas-
sages and treatments designed to bring 
your body back to life. You can even dip 
in the Dead Sea inside if you not brave 
enough (or its too cold) to try outside.

Our Ishtar Superior Room came with 
free wifi, a stunning bathroom, and a pri-
vate sitting area looking out across the 
lazy river pools and out to the vast lake 
and the mountains beyond. 

This month, March, marks the begin-
ning of Jordan’s tourist season and well 
worth making the trip sooner rather 
than later. While not as hot as Oman in 
summer, climbing Petra’s peaks can be a 
challenge in the hotter months.

Jordan isn’t just a place, it’s an experi-
ence and one which leaves you curiously 
refreshed and wanting to go back into 
the world with a smile on your face. 
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Scan this QR code  
to visit the 

Kempinski Hotel 
Ishtar website


