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open my eyes to the soft, grating sound of 
sand being flung onto the glass window. Mid-
slumber, I lean forward and look through the 
windshield – we’re in the middle of the Liwa 
Desert outside Abu Dhabi and a sandstorm 
has just hit. The car slows down as we cut 
through the narrow road. I gaze past the fog 
at the burnt orange peaks towering above us. 
There is no trace of human life except for two 
stone pillars piercing the sky. We have entered 
the “Empty Quarter” or Rub’ al Khali, one of 
the largest uninterrupted stretches of desert 
in the world. 

As we approach what looks like an ancient 
fortress, the dust clouds begin to clear. The 
car enters a small courtyard with a gurgling 
fountain enclosed by deep corridors. A 
weathered man with green eyes emerges into 

the sunlight from a dark doorway. Dressed 
in white robes and a headpiece, he strokes a 
falcon perched on his shoulder. For a moment 
it feels as if we’ve travelled back in time – the 
scene looks like something from an orientalist 
painting circa 1890. 

The friendly voice of a concierge jolts 
me to the present. We’re ushered into the 
ornate lobby of the hotel Qasr Al Sarab. 
Passing under bronze chandeliers, we’re led 
to a corner table laden with a chest of fruit. 
Our welcome drinks are a hearty mixture 
of yogurt and crushed dates; the Bedouin 
equivalent of a power shake, it’s the perfect 
pick-me-up after our two-hour car journey. 

Beyond the lobby lies a cluster of sand-
coloured blocks and towers. Like a modern-
day heritage site, the property reflects the 
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architecture of old Arabia. Escorted through 
a warren of pathways and winding staircases, 
we arrive in our rooms. 

I push open the door and the first thing 
I notice is a massive Moorish-styled arch 
rising over the bed. Decorated with elaborate 
wooden furniture, copper toned cushions 
and an oversized marble tub, the room 
has an haute-rustic vibe. Stepping out into 
my private garden, I’m awed by the scene 
unfolding before me. The other-worldly 
property is set on the edge of a valley in the 
dunes. Surreal in its expanse, the desert 
looks like a moonscape with dramatic crests 
and craters stretching for miles. 

The sandstorm appears to have calmed 
down but the winds are still restless, so our 
plans for an afternoon trek are put on hold. 
Venturing into the desert now would be akin 
to getting “a full body microdermabrasion 
treatment, and not in a good way,” jokes 
Sharon Garrett-Otter, the hotel’s chatty 
marketing director. So we spend the 
afternoon lazing by the pool instead.

The next morning we’re up at 5 o’clock to 
meet our guide, Amro Affar, a soft-spoken 
Jordanian who takes us deep into the dunes 
before sunrise. We walk barefoot tracing 
scorpion tracks in the sand while Affar 

whispers stories of the country’s past. He 
tells us that it wasn’t long ago that Abu Dhabi 
was just a village with a small population that 
survived off pearl diving and camel herding. 

As we clamber down the dunes, we 
pause to watch the yellow sun climb above 
the clouds. Back at the hotel, the scent of 
gahwah (spiced Arabic coffee) wafts across 
the terrace of the restaurant Al Waha. The 
chefs have prepared a traditional breakfast 
of freshly baked flatbread stuffed with za’atar 
(a blend of spices), cheese and foul (a local 
bean dish with tomato, garlic and olive oil). 
A few hours later, private limousines arrive 
to pick us up and we’re en route to the city. 
By mid-afternoon, scenes of Abu Dhabi’s 
flashiest boulevard, the Corniche, are 
streaming past us. Instead of raw structures 
in the sand, gleaming skyscrapers soar high 
above the cerulean waters of the Persian Gulf. 
Maseratis cruise down newly constructed 
highways and women in skinny jeans teeter 
in six-inch stilettos beside men in flowing 
white dishdashas. 

Almost overnight Abu Dhabi has 
transformed from unassuming desert outpost 
into ultra-modern metropolis. Long pitted 
against Dubai as a boring backwater, the 
capital is now in the throes of a renaissance. 

Everywhere we go, we hear boasts of the 
world’s largest, fastest, most expensive. 
Whether it be entertainment islands or glitzy 
monuments, the once sleepy sheikdom is 
roaring to life.

“In Abu Dhabi, there is luxury but it’s not 
hitting you on the head like Dubai,” explains 
Glenn Johnston, a public relations manager 
who divides his time between the Emirates. 
Though I’ve just arrived in the city, I suspect 
that local definitions of luxury translate to 
something quite different in our world. 

Over the next few days, my eyes grow 
accustomed to palatial buildings, helicopter 
pads and fast cars. Chauffeured door-to-door 
in true Emirati fashion, we hardly set foot on 
the pavement. Asked why there are so few 
people on the streets, our driver smiles and 
says, “In Abu Dhabi petrol is cheaper than 
Coca Cola.”

One of the richest places on Earth, Abu 
Dhabi lays claim to about one-tenth of the 
world’s oil supply. Surrounded by more than 
200 islands, it has fast become a playground 
for the UAE’s elite. Among their favourite 
stomping grounds is the Emirates Palace, 
said to be the world’s most expensive hotel. 

Priced at an estimated US$3 billion, the 
government-owned property is almost 

One Of the richest Places On 
earth, abu dhabi lays claim tO 
abOut One-tenth Of the wOrld’s 
Oil suPPly

breeze lounge at emirates Palace. 
oPPosite: yas Viceroy abu dhabi
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the marble tiles warm beneath my feet. 
Inside, monstrous multicoloured chandel-

iers dangle low decked out in 24-carat gold and 
Swarovski crystals. Automatic sliding doors 
dart beneath epic portals. Hidden escalators 
cut through the marble and gaudy digital 
clocks flash Arabic script. Though ancient 
prayers reverberate through these domes, this 
is clearly a building of our time.

Perhaps the most traditional part of the 
mosque is the intricate carpet stretching 
more than 60,000 square feet. “It’s the 
world’s largest Persian carpet,” announces 
our tour guide proudly, “hand knotted and 
woven by thousands of women in Iran over 
two years.” As I kneel down to inspect the 
floral patterns, I feel a tap on my shoulder. My 
scarf has slipped off and I am politely asked 
to cover myself and hand over my camera (no 
photographs can be taken unveiled). 

While Abu Dhabi appears to be careening 
into the future, everywhere are reminders 
of its past. This is a city where shimmering 
structures made of glass and steel stand amid 
crumbling mansions. A city where jet skis 
zoom past traditional dhow boats. One where 
falconry is taken so seriously it’s rumoured 
that birds are given seats on domestic flights..

Yet change is afoot. Abu Dhabi’s royal family 
is pouring its money into mega-projects 
such as Saadiyat Island, which has become 
something of a poster child for the Emirate. 
Perhaps the most talked about aspect is the 

island’s cultural district, set to feature foreign 
museum transplants including a Frank 
Gehry-designed Guggenheim Museum and 
The Louvre Abu Dhabi by Jean Nouvel. Next 
door, Zaha Hadid is designing a performing 
arts centre, and Tadao Ando a maritime 
museum. 

Also on the cards are high-tech retail, 
residential and business districts. Highlights 
include golf courses, luxury villas, hotels, a 
university and a marina with 1,000 berths. 
The price tag for the entire development, 
which unsurprisingly has been delayed a 
little by global economic woes, is an estimated 
US$27 billion. 

Before our flight departs, we drive north 
and spend our last night in Dubai. Entering 
gridlocked traffic, we inch towards the glitzy 
Emirate and already the pace begins to 
change. Gone are leisurely drives down palm-
lined boulevards and desert adventures. 
Crowded and cosmopolitan, it’s the land of 
bright lights, bustling mega-malls and boozy 
champagne brunches. 

Having had my fair share of superlatives 
in Abu Dhabi, I gloss over the rival 
attractions in Dubai. Our first stop is 360˚, 
a circular lounge perched at the end of a 
private jetty at Jumeirah Beach Hotel. After 
giving our names to a stern Ukrainian 
bouncer at the gated entrance, a golf buggy 
arrives to drive us to the end of the pier.  
On our right the marina is crowded with 

luxury yachts, while on the left sun-baked 
locals lie on the beach. It feels as if we’ve 
arrived in Dubai’s equivalent of the French 
Riviera. Climbing up the staircase of the 
curved glass building, we settle into the white 
couches on the roof. Below, we see people 
paddle-boarding in the ocean with the iconic 
Burj al Arab in the distance.

Our night finishes at Barasti, one of the 
city’s most popular beach bars. The setting is 
unlike anything I’ve ever seen – the sprawling 
beach lies literally at the foot of skyscrapers in 
the wealthy Jumeirah Beach enclave. Techno 
beats fill the air as fashionably dressed people 
in resort-wear swan around deck chairs 
and dance in the sand. As the crowd swells, 
thoughts of the Empty Quarter come flooding 
to mind.

Unlike the more Westernised Dubai, Abu 
Dhabi pulses with a different energy. Not yet 
overrun by expats and tourists, the quieter 
Emirate feels more under the radar and 
undiscovered. With one foot in the past and 
the other planted in the future, this is a city 
on the brink of change. 

It’s hard to imagine, but it was only 
recently that Abu Dhabi was overshadowed 
by Dubai and dubbed a day-trip destination. 
Our journey through the sheikdom these 
past few days feels like a mirage. With its sci-
fi buildings and surreal luxury, it’s difficult to 
conceive this Emirate playing second fiddle 
to anyone. 

criminally extravagant. The main gate – a 
staggering archway not unlike the Arc de 
Triomphe – is a “Ruler’s Entrance” reserved 
only for royals. Other visitors arrive through 
a separate, no less conspicuous, gateway.

Guests sunbathe on white sand imported 
from Algeria, enjoy a 24-hour butler service 
and go through five kilograms of edible 
gold every year. Spanning a kilometre 
from wing to wing, the gargantuan 
premises confuses even the staff in 
their efforts to find their way around.  
Yet perhaps Abu Dhabi’s strangest display of 
wealth is the entertainment hub Yas Island. 
From the highway it looks as if an alien 
spaceship has landed and stretched its long 
arms across the landscape. The futuristic red 
structure is the world’s largest indoor theme 
park, Ferrari World. 

When we visit the air-conditioned shell 
it is filled with local Emiratis, Arabs from 

neighbouring countries and tourists. People-
watching quickly proves more interesting 
than the flashy rides. Outside, a wealthy 
Russian woman dressed in hot pants 
struggles to communicate with her local 
chauffeur. Groups of blinged-out Saudis 
walk past speaking in rapid-fire Arabic. 
A statuesque Italian staff member cajoles 
visitors to pose with him for the camera. 

On our second day, we drive to the edge of 
the city toward the world’s most expensive 
mosque. Stretching the size of five football 
fields, the Sheikh Zayed Grand Mosque took 
more than a decade to build. From a distance, 
it looks as if the gleaming white monument 
has been Photoshopped into the landscape, 
every last blemish airbrushed out. 

Slipping on an oversized abaya (black robe), 
and wrapping a sheyla (headscarf ) around 
my head, I remove my sandals. Swathed in 
fabric, I pass through the gigantic courtyard, 

guests sunbathe On 
white sand imPOrted 
frOm algeria, enjOy 
24-hOur butler service 
and gO thrOugh five 
kilOgrams Of edible 
gOld every yeara suite at qasr al sarab desert resort

abu dhabi’s glitzy neighbour dubai, seen from  
jumeirah beach hotel’s 360°
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