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Abstract 

Henry Field’s trip to Egypt, titled “On the Desert”, represents one of the less renowned 

voyages despite its full-richness with valuable historical and geographical information. 

This voyage derives its uniqueness from its eye-witness of the critical political period in 

Egypt during the last two decades of the nineteenth century. The voyager had visited Egypt 

in the aftermath of a dramatic change followed by the failure of the national movement led 

by Ahmed Arabi and the consequences of British occupation. Field offered useful remarks 

about the urban structure of Cairo, and drew a good description of the Cairo-Suez road. In 

fact, the Peninsula of Sinai is the major stage of his voyage, especially its physical 

landscapes, natural environment, and inhabitants of Bedouin. This voyage can be classified 

in the traditional category of Bible-oriented trips, which started probably since the end of 

the fourth century. Some of the content of the current voyage is a real contribution to our 

knowledge of the historical geography of Egypt, others are fitted with the 

taking-for-granted pre-occupation of stereotyping and orientalist views. The voyager 

stylistic abilities are very accomplished merging the past with the contemporary, 

comparing Egyptian environment with its counterparts in Latin America, India and some 

parts of Europe.  

 

Keywords:  Egypt, Henry M. Field, Late 19th Century, Ahmed Arabi Pasha, Sinai, 

book of Exodus, Bedouin.  
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Introduction 

The full title of this book is " On the Desert: With a Brief Review of Recent Events in 

Egypt" by Henry Martyn Field. The book was published in New York, by Charles 

Scribner’s Sons (1883). In fact, the greater part of this work is dedicated to a detailed 

description of Sinai, and the southern Palestine.  

The book is composed of 24 chapters. Chapters 1 & 2 deal with the political situations 

in Egypt and the British occupation. Chapters 3, 4, 5 and 6 represent the itinerary from 

Cairo to Mount Sinai via Gulf of Suez and the western part of Sinai. Mount Serbal, Mount 

Sinai and the convent of St. Catherine are the topics of the chapters from 7 to 14. The 

itinerary from Mount Sinai to Nukhul and El-Tih occupy the four chapters of 15, 16, 17 and 

18. The last six chapters (from 19 to 24) present the itinerary across Palestine, including 

Gaza, Hill Country, Bethlehem, the Dead Sea, Jericho, and Jerusalem.  

The preface of this voyage clarifies the interest of the author in what may be called 

“sacred" historical geography. The Voyager assured that the peninsula of Sinai has been a 

favorite ground of Biblical explorers who have sought to follow the track of the children of 

Israel from the time of their departure out of Egypt. Field determined his aim in tracing 

their march in the desert and to fix the places of their encampments, not only at the foot of 

Mount Sinai, but also when wandering and almost lost in the Great and Terrible 

Wilderness. (Page I) 

The author looks at his voyage as a contribution to the understanding of the religious, 

social, and political economy of the Hebrews. This religion-oriented preoccupation will 

govern his perception of the natural/human landscape in Sinai and Nile Delta as well as in 

Palestine.   

Nevertheless, when Filed writes in non-religious issues, he gives indications in many 

instances that he is capable topaint and draw with words. There are several cases of this 

ability in portraying different natural and human remarks and various scenes. For example 

he gives a good description of Cairo “cityscape” life as follows: 

For a winter’s residence, there is nothing to equal Cairo. The flood 

of light, which gives brightness and color to everything ; the soft and 

balmy air, which it is a luxury to breathe ; the palms, with their tall 

trunks and tufted crowns ; the old mosques; with their minarets, from 

which the muezzin, calls the faithful to prayer ; the endless bazaars, 

with long-bearded Orientals sitting at the place of custom; the 

picturesque sights of the streets, with dashing carriages, and lithe and 

springy syces, dressed in white, with red girdles and velvet caps, 

running before them, as they ran before the chariot of Pharaoh ; and the 

long processions of camels, making such a contrast with the donkeys, 

waddling under the weight of fat, turbaned Turks, or of women, sitting 

astride and covered in black from head to foot, with only a pair of eyes 
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peering out from faces thickly veiled ; or ambling along, with English 

riders on their backs, and the donkey boys, now belaboring the little 

beasts, and now helping their own slow steps by dragging at their 

tails—all these make a variety and change of which one never wearies. 

(Pages 2-3) 

A long history of voyages in Sinai 

More than 15 centuries before Henry Field’s trip, numerous voyages drew their 

passion from the “Bible Geography”. Before the development of Egyptology during the 

19th and 20th centuries most of voyagers saw Egypt just as the back theater of the Exodus 

and the itinerary of the “children of Israel”. 

One of the oldest known voyages to Sinai was the pilgrimage of Postumien around the 

year 400 AD. The story of this pilgrimage is known only via the writings of the Christian 

historian Sulpice Sévère (363 - 425 AD) Postumien traveled from Narbonne (France) to 

Alexandria, from which he visited the christian solitudes in Sinai and the Thebaïde (mostly 

in the Eastern Desert of Egypt) in search for the famous hermits of that period. He ascended 

Mount Sinai and gave a general description of its peak. (Labib. 1961 p 16-17).  

Around the same period (the beginning of the fifth century), Aetheria (or Egeria) 

accomplished her pilgrimage to Sinai, presenting one of the amazing monitoring of life in 

Mount Sinai. She traced step by step what the monks revealed to her as the footprints of the 

Children of Israel who received the law of God through the sacred places of Mount Sinai, 

Elia, and Horeb, and the plains of El-Raha and Riphidem, and other places mentioned in 

the books of the Exodus and Numbers. (Labib. M, 1961 p 18-21). 

Throughout the centuries after Aetheria, there are tens of important pilgrimages, some 

outstanding, including the voyage of Felix Fabri’s “Fratris Felicis Fabri Evagatorium in 

Terrae sanctae, Arabiae et Aegypti Peregrinationem 3  vol.” published in 1448. 

Fabri had offered the basics of re-imagining the contemporary geographical scenes 

based on some books of the Bible, like the book of Exodus, book of Judges, book of 

Numbers, and the books of Maccabees.  In addition, Fabri reiterated the Middle Age’s 

stereotyping of looking to the Muslims around the holy lands of Palestine as the “infidels” 

or “Saracens”.  

Fabri was one of the first voyagers who tried to reconstruct the biblical names 

associated with Sinai and Palestine as Ethan, Mara, Helim, Dephea, Raphadim, Areroth, 

Rechma, and Cades.  He explained fifteen meanings for the word “desert”, as a place of 

isolation, death, snakes, sand dunes, thirst, devil and temptation.  



 سة وتحليل : عاطف معتمد درا( 1883الجغرافيا المقدسة في رحلة هنري فيلد إلى مصر )

Fabri went in the classical route of orientalism in portraying the Bedouin as savage, 

miserable, zingari people, he gave them the name of "desert thieves" as they arm 

themselves not for battles to defend their lands but to steal the others.  

In 1547 Pierre Belon du Mans (1518-1564) accomplished his “Voyage en Egypte”. As 

Belon was more interested in the natural history, he showed little interest to  the sacred 

history/geography of Sinai. During his visit to Sinai, he occupied himself with describing  

the natural vegetation as well as the cultivated crops of the oasis of Phiran at the foot of 

Mount Sinai. Despite his good map of the convent of St. Catherine and the sacred sites, 

there is no mention in his book of Bible citations or stories of Moses and his people. On the 

same route went George Chr. Von Neithzschitz (1636) in his itinerary following the steps 

of the children of f Israel in Sinai.   

 The “Voyage en Egypte” by Balthasar de Monconys  (1646-1647) presented a 

“neutral” description of Sinai and the detailed itinerary from Suez to Mount Sinai with 

some impressive drawings of the monastery of St. Catherine and the two peaks of Mount 

Sinai and Mount St Catherine. The same “neutrality” can be found in “Les voyages en 

Egypte de Jean Coppin, 1638-1640”. 

 Other voyagers like Aquilante Rocchetta (1599), Henry Castela (1601) Gabriel 

Bremond (1645) and Ellis Veryard (1678) adopted a semi-neutral method. They presented 

their itineraries to Sinai through describing the scenes in a background of “sacred theater”. 

Again the “Voyage au Mont Sinai” by Père Sicard (1720) returned back to the sacred 

texts of the Bible and the book of Exodus in particular. Here there are many place names 

from the itinerary of the children of Israel.  This voyage was unique in presenting a map of 

the Sinai Peninsula according to the Bible. 

On the Russian side, there were several voyages dedicated especially to the pilgrimage 

to Mount Sinai, including the very impressive one by Basile Posniakoff (1558). Posniakoff 

was totally oriented by a religious version of the geography of Exodus. His voyage was 

enjoined by a political mission and supported by the Tsar Ivan the Terrible and the 

Metropolitan Macaire in order to get blessings all the orthodox Christians in Russian 

territories. This voyage was one of the first to give details of what was considered 

Bedouin’s violence against the monks of St. Catherine convent.  

The Russian merchant Basile Gogara accomplished his voyage to Sinai in 1634 and 

mentioned also the hostility of the Arabs towards the convent of St. Catherine, though the 

monks of the convent supply these “savages” with food and help. 

The voyage to Egypt by the Russian monk Hippolyte Vichensky (1708) presented 

images from real geography rather than the Bible. Here, there were more details about the 

Moses's springs (Ayoun Mousa), the multi-color landscape and the lively flora of Mount 

Araba, the convent of St. Catherine, the religious life of the monks, the richness of the 

animal life in Sinai, and the road from Mount Sinai to Raithou (El-Tor).  
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More recent Russian voyages, like Abraham Noroff (1835 & 1861) and Porphyre 

Ouspensky(1845 & 1850), searched for the Arabic meaning of some geographic names 

relevant to the Exodus. Noroff claimed for example that the mountain of ’Ataqa is the 

Arabic meaning of “deliverance“ of children of Israel from the pursuit of Pharaoh’s army 

and crossing of the Red Sea near Qolzum (Suez).  

 According to Noroff, some Arabs around the convent are descendant of slaves sent 

there by the Emperor Justinian and they have Tziganian origin. Ouspensky  gives a good 

account of the major stops on the pilgrim road across central Sinai, especially Wadi Shelal, 

Wadi Nasab, Serabit al-Khadim, and Wadi Wardan.  

Alexander Dumas (1839) in his voyage “Traveling Sketches in Egypt and Sinai” 

added an expressive subtitle: “Including A Visit to Mount Horeb, and Other Localities of 

the Exodus. The same is correct to the famous book of E.H Palmer (1871) titled “the Desert 

of Exodus”(*).  

At the same year (1871) William Beamont published his voyage “To Sinai and Syene, 

and Back in 1860 and 1861”, which is another example of remembering the changeable 

history through un-changed geography. For example, chapter IV (titled "the Exodus”) 

reimagined the sacred history of the escaping into the Promised Land by the “Shemmo” or 

“the strangers” as the Egyptians named the children of Israel. 

Throughout  all of the previous examples of voyages to Egypt, Sinai is the birthplace 

of Judaism and Palestine is the birth place of Christianity, hence the two regions are 

integrated in one pilgrimage voyage; usually traces the footsteps of Moses and his people. 

Considerable parts of most of these voyages draw heavily from the Holy Writ, rather than 

from recording of landscapes scenes or biased analyses of the anthropological 

characteristics of the population.  After writing their general impressions of desert scenes, 

camels, tents, Bedouin, heat and burning sun rays, sandy plains and pale rocks, the 

voyagers usually return to history (mostly to myths and meta-stories rather than 

archeology) to complete the lengthy pages of their voyages.  

Discussion 

Although the current voyage includes numerous topics, it may be useful to reorganize 

its contents into three broad topics: (1) the political circumstance in Egypt in 1882; (2) the 

route to Mount Sinai; (3) Nukhul and the Muslim Pilgrimage road; and (4) the inhabitants 

of Sinai.  

1- Eye-witness of political events  

 
(*)Palmer had paid a very high price in his trip when he was killed by the Bedouin in 1883 in central Sinai. He was 
sent there by the English government probably in order to assist the English invasion by his influence over the 
Arabs of the desert El-Tih, through preventing the Arab sheikhs from joining the Egyptian national movement led 
by Ahmed Arabi and to secure their non-interference with the Suez Canal. 
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Before travelling to Sinai, Field analyzed the political turmoil in Egypt after the rising 

of the national movement led by the army against the Khedive  

….there had been a military revolution; troops had surrounded the 

Palace of the Khedive, and compelled a change of Ministry; all power 

was in the hands of the army; constitutional authority was destroyed, 

and the country was drifting into anarchy. (P. 1) 

After considering “anarchy” as the adequate anatomy of the political consequences of 

the national movement of Arabi, Field launched an attack against the “catastrophic 

movement” of national Egyptians; on the other hand he praises the great projects of 

Khedive Ismael: 

... He was a man of great ability, and he rendered services to Egypt 

which should never be forgotten. The Khedive had a noble ambition 

for his country, which he wished to take rank among the great powers 

bordering on the Mediterranean. He had vast schemes of national 

grandeur. To restore the ancient commerce of Alexandria, he spent 

great sums in enlarging its harbor; he built here and at Port Said long 

breakwaters against the sea, and piers and docks and wharves; he had 

steamers crossing the Mediterranean and on the Red Sea; to revive 

agriculture, he dug canals for irrigation to carry the "sweet water" of 

the Nile to every part of the Delta; while his railroads crossing the 

country. (P. 6) 

As a result, Field defends Ismael considering him a man of history comparing him 

with Louis XIV of France: 

Could he but have stopped here, he would have had a place in 

history as one of the greatest rulers of his time. But when could an 

Oriental prince or potentate be content with labors for the public good? 

He must needs also surround himself with magnificence and splendor. 

And so Ismail began building palaces with the same recklessness of 

cost with which Louis XIV began building Versailles, only that he had 

not the wealth of France behind him. (P. 7) 

In contrast to the bad fame of De Lesseps to the modern Egyptian reader, Field gives a 

good appreciation to this prominent man: 

There was another man whom it was a pleasure to see walking 

about the streets of Cairo—M. de Lesseps. The old man expressed 

himself as entirely satisfied with the progress of the work, and spoke 

with absolute assurance of its complete success, although he was 

nearly eighty years of age, and had not a doubt that he should live to 

see the waters of the two oceans flowing together. With such a man it 
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seems indeed as if all ordinary rules were reversed; as if the obstacles 

of time and nature, which daunt and defeat less ardent spirits, were 

made to bend to his unconquerable will. (P. 6) 

Field describes, in the valuable procedure of an informed historian, the financial 

disaster in Egypt during the reign of Ismael. He reviewed the political steps of putting the 

Egyptian finance in the hands of the English/French controllers who were to collect the 

taxes and pay the interest of the debt: 

The Controllers, finding that they had what some would call "a fat 

place," imported a swarm of foreign officials, to whom they gave the 

other "fat" places in the financial administration. No sooner was it 

fairly established in power, than it virtually took possession, not only 

of the Control of the Finances, but of all the departments of the 

Government; in the army and in the police; in the arsenals and military 

schools ; in short, every-where. . (p. 10) 

Field determines that the consequences of the crises were associated with the removal 

of the national officials:  

A list carefully prepared showed that there were nearly fourteen 

hundred foreign officials employed in one post and another in the 

Egyptian Government. A large part of these obtained their positions by 

the removal of native officials, who in many cases were quite as well 

qualified as these foreign intruders. (p. 10)  

While the Anglo/French intervention controlled the finance the Turks controlled the 

high places inside the army, there were no places for the poor Fellaheen except in the rank 

and file. Hence: 

The Egyptians were ground between the upper and the nether 

millstone. There was no place for them in the army except as common 

soldiers, nor in any department of the Government. They could only be 

hewers of wood or drawers of water to their foreign masters. Out of 

this double or triple grievance—this Anglo-French-Turkish 

oppression—grew up the National Party of Egypt: a party which was 

inspired chiefly by jealousy of foreigners, against whom it raised the 

rallying cry of "Egypt for the Egyptians." (P12-13) 

In just one quick meeting with the leader of the National Party, Field gives a 

description of Arabi as follow:  

He is a man of large physique, with a face that is not at all 

intellectual, but heavy, except his eye, which looks as though it might 



 سة وتحليل : عاطف معتمد درا( 1883الجغرافيا المقدسة في رحلة هنري فيلد إلى مصر )

flash fire if he were once aroused. ... I was struck with the gravity of his 

manner, which was serious almost to sadness. (p. 17-18) 

Field considers Arabi and his people as very uncivilized and cannot understand the 

western way of peaceful political change: 

The Arabs do not understand our way of expressing discontent, by 

holding public meetings and passing resolutions. The only organized 

body is the army, so that a political movement, to carry any force with 

it, becomes almost of necessity a military movement. It is so much 

easier to make changes in the Mexican way, by a military 

demonstration than by the slow process of petitioning and protesting. 

This military remedy for the evils of the state, though at first it seemed 

quite Napoleonic, at last became wearisome. (p 20)  

In a semi-wise manner of analyzing the political disturbance, Field blames Arabi and 

his colleagues: 

The heroic treatment in disease sometimes cures, but not 

unfrequently kills... these new leaders, who raised the cry of "Egypt for 

the Egyptians," meant only Egypt for themselves. They did not show 

such unselfish patriotism as lifted them above the mass of their 

countrymen. They were just as full of intrigue, and just as eager for 

power—in short, just as thorough Arabs—as the men whom they had 

displaced, while they showed a childish incapacity for government, 

putting up one day what they pulled down the next. (p 21) 

The reason behind the fanaticism of Arabi, from Field’s point of view, is the education 

in the University of El Azhar in Cairo, which for Field is the very centre and focus of 

Moslem fanaticism. In that university, field discovered, Arabi was known among his 

colleagues as a religious and devout Muslim (P. 25).  

2- The route to Mount Sinai  

 Field’s interest with the politics of Egypt has been just en route to his voyage to Sinai. 

First of all he wrote a contract with a dragoman (translator) who was responsible also for 

securing foods, tents and camels. The camels and tents went forward to Suez four days 

before he left Cairo by train, which reached there in few hours. The railroad during that 

time was going from Cairo to Zagazig, parallel to the Sweet Water Canal. Field furnishes 

his journey with recalling some events from the Bible, especially what was known here as 

“the Land of Goshen”. Here, Field recalling from the Jewish history, it is claimed that 

Jacob and his sons settled when they came into Egypt, and from which, four hundred years 

later, Moses led the Exodus of the Israelites  
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Field adapts the classical interpretation of the geography of Exodus and describes the 

story as follow: 

When [the Israelites] rose up in the night to flee out of Egypt, it is 

not probable that they intended to march by the way of the desert: for 

that was far aside from the direct route to Canaan, the land promised to 

their fathers. At first they moved to the northeast, following the old 

caravan route to Syria, from which they were turned back by a line of 

forts which stretched along the border of Egypt—the dividing line 

between Asia and Africa. It was then that they turned southward to 

make their escape, and that the Egyptians, following hard after them, 

thought that they had caught them between the mountains and the sea, 

which had " shut them in"; and it was only when the Israelites had 

crossed the Red Sea, which not only overwhelmed their enemies, but 

put a barrier to further pursuit, that they were safe.(p.43) 

When arriving to Suez, Field recorded that the cholera was a panic disease in Arabia, it 

had broken in Mecca and hundreds were dying daily. From Mecca the returning pilgrims 

had so often brought the cholera or the plague into Egypt, which kept up a strict cordon 

sanitaire on all lines of approach, and thousands of pilgrims were compelled to halt in their 

march till the danger of contagion was passed. (P. 45). 

Near Gebel Attaka, Field traversed the Gulf of Suez following the track of the 

“Exodus”. On the other side of the Gulf, already in Sinai, Field visited the wells of Mousa 

(Moses’ springs): 

 The place may well bear the name of Moses: for as it is the first 

oasis on the desert, there can be little doubt that he camped here after 

his passage of the Red Sea, and here perhaps Miriam sang her song of 

triumph. These Fountains of Moses might be made a very pretty spot. 

But like everything which the Arabs touch, the place is neglected and 

dirty. Green slime collects on the pools of water, yet underneath the 

springs bubble up as fresh as they did three thousand years ago, and 

with a little effort the surface might be kept clear, and the water be 

always sweet and pure. (P. 46) 

From Moses’ springs southward, our voyager reached an imagined geography in Sinai. 

Field reminded that he is on the track of the Israelites, especially at Marah, the spring 

whose very name tells of its bitterness, and which, however sweetened by Moses, Field felt 

disappointed because the spring indeed had almost dried up. However, Field had found 
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another sacred geographical site in a larger spring, or group of springs, at Wady Ghurundel, 

which Field "fix" it geographically to be the "Elim" of the Scripture. (P. 59) 

3- From Mount Sinai to Nukhul  

Mount Serbal represents for the Jewish religion one of the most important sacred 

places in Sinai, as a proposed place of receiving the Jewish law. Looking down from the 

summit of Serbal Field gives a comparison with the natural geography of Switzerland. 

Only, instead of green fields and waving forests and crystal lakes, we only see the 

barrenness of utter desolation, yet in such awful forms it produces an impression of 

indescribable grandeur. All around the horizon was piled with mountains. Indeed the 

whole Peninsula is a sea of mountains, in which peaks on peaks are tossed up like waves: 

it seems as if the flaming crests of Serbal were tossed against the 

sky, and then suddenly arrested by the Creator's hand, which held them 

fixed in their utmost wildness, so to remain forever.  The hard nature 

of the granite in this area affords little support to vegetation, they have 

a bare, bald aspect, for which they are sometimes called the Alps 

unclothed. (92-93) 

Filed sees in Serbal a central religious point. From Serbal Field recalls the whole story 

of the Jewish people: 

From Serbal one can see the Gulf of Suez (across which Moses led 

the Israelites), Gulf of Akaba (where Solomon sailed the fleets), and 

the table-land of El-Tih (the Great and Terrible Wilderness in which 

the Israelites wandered forty years). Thus “a wonderful nature was 

chosen for a wonderful history”. (94) 

In contrary to the Arabic toponomy of "Serbal" which might signify shirt or 

coat-of-mail (suggesting the appearance of the mountain in a storm), Field ascribes the 

meaning of the Serbal to be the palm-grove of Baal, where the idolatrous service have been 

practiced before the coming of Moses: 

Well was it that Moses invaded these mountains and valleys, to 

extirpate not indeed such a race, but such a religion. The descendants 

of the Baal-worshippers are here still, but their worship, like the 

worship of Moloch(*), has perished forever. (96) 

 
(*) Moloch is the name of an ancient Ammonite god. This god was worshiped by the Canaanites, Phoenicians, and 
related cultures in North Africa and the Levant. This cult had associations with a particular kind of propitiatory child 
sacrifice by parents.  Moloch figures in the Book of Deuteronomy and in the Book of Leviticus as a form of 
idolatry. 
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After Field had presented the very sacred nature of Serbal he 

suggested that it is Serbal, not Mount Sinai, where Moses had received 

the Law from God. (97) 

Field also expresses his emotions as worshiper rather than a voyager: 

When I heard behind me the voice of the dragoman shouting 

"Jebel Mousa" … instantly the tears rushed into my eyes, and all 

personal feeling was lost in one overpowering thought there was the 

Mount of Moses, the Mount of God! On that domed summit the 

Almighty had descended in fire to give His law to men.(103) 

Field also draws from the Jewish history in Sinai and Palestine claiming that: 

Some writers give the impression that the native inhabitants of 

Palestine were an innocent, pastoral people—a simple, primitive race, 

that were hunted from their pasture-grounds by the Hebrew invaders 

[from Sinai]. But history speaks another language. It de-scribes their 

religion as a compound of lust and cruelty. They offered human 

sacrifices to their hideous idols, and even burned their sons and 

daughters in fire unto their gods. …Indeed they seemed to have a 

strange thirst for blood. (P.132) 

Nukhul was an important station in Field's itinerary from Mount Sinai to Gaza. He 

described Nukhul as the cross-roads of two races and two religions: 

The Hebrew coming up from the South, from Sinai, bearing the 

Law of God to the land promised for his inheritance; and the Arab 

coming from the East, with the scimitar in his hand, to carry Islam into 

Africa. The Hebrew passed, and did not return; but where the Arab 

passed, the wave of Islam has continued to flow from that day to 

this.(218) 

As a central station on the road to Mecca, Field gives detailed description of the 

caravans moving to and from, considering that the road undergoes a religious enthusiasm 

for those who rolls between Cairo and Mecca: 

 Criticizing the road of Muslim pilgrimage, Filed went to consider the pilgrimage road 

as the "royal road of death" for more than a thousand years, and Mecca as the very "nest 

and breeding-place of those diseases which are the scourges from Asia —the cholera and 

the plague— to Western Europe" (222) 
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4- Who were the Bedouin?  

Field gives a very “orientalist” description of the people of Sinai – the Bedouin. 

Across the lengthy pages of his voyage, he presents to his western readers some advices 

and judgments concerning the people of Sinai, the most important are:  

Mentality and methods of thinking  

- The Bedouin are a people who are thus but children, and must be treated like 

children, not like full-grown men. It is useless to present to them formal propositions or 

arguments. You should not more think of reasoning with a Bedawee than of reasoning with 

a baby. (68-69) 

- Give the Bedawee "backsheesh", and that he can understand, but argument he 

cannot understand. 'Try to govern him by appealing to his conscience or his 

common-sense, and you will make a dismal failure. (68) 

- The Bedawee may be governed through his pleasures, his imagination, or his fear. 

If a leader among the Bedouin knows how to amuse them up to a certain point, all the while 

keeping a tight rein upon them, he will have no trouble. The greater the awe of his power, 

the greater the liberty with which they can be indulged. (69) 

Marriage and social ranking 

- If a man of the tribe applies for the hand of a woman, he makes a bargain as if he 

were buying a sword or a gun.(73) 

- When the Bedawee marries, the beauty scarcely enters into the account. The 

supreme consideration is the rank of her family. The Arabs are very proud of their family, 

and she who can boast of belonging to the first of her tribe is more prized than she who is 

only fair to look upon.(73) 

- It is difficult to understand how the consideration of rank could have place among 

these barefooted children of the desert. They all seemed to me to stand on a common level 

of poverty. It was like an aristocracy among beggars. (73-74) 

Place Belonging and Environmental adaptation 

- If the Bedawee were to be taken to Paris, to be dressed in European costume, and 

made in his exterior like a man of the gay world, and taught all the luxuries and the vices of 

civilization, yet in his moments of pleasure there would creep over his face the expression 

of melancholy which seems to belong to the Oriental races, and at the first moment he 
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would escape from his golden chains, from a life which was a bondage and slavery, and fly 

to his desert, to his tent and his camel.(100) 

- The Bedawee knows the desert as the Indian knows the forest, he is made for the 

desert as truly as the camel. His very physique fits him for long marches. His body is light 

and his step is springy, yet he has not even shoes on his feet. (66) 

- His limbs are naked, and he carries not an ounce of superfluous flesh on his bones. 

In all my acquaintance with the Bedouin, I never saw one who was fat like a negro. (66) 

- His only garments are a cotton shirt, and a sort of overall of coarse haircloth which 

serves the double purpose of a cloak by day and a coverlid by night.(66) 

Relation towards the State 

-  The relationship between the Bedouin and the government is very suspicious one. 

Bedouin usually complain that the government pay nothing for the protection the Bedouin 

give to the pilgrims who camp at Nukhul on their way to Mecca, they think that the 

government would take the grave-clothes off from the dead! It pays for nothing, but takes 

everything".(234) 

The logic of Poverty  

- The Arab makes a fine distinction between stealing and robbing. He is not a thief, 

and you cannot offer him a greater insult than by making such a suggestion. If you were to 

fling such a taunt in the face of a proud sheikh, he would very likely answer you with the 

point of his spear. A thief is one who creeps behind your back, or into your tent, and rifles 

your pockets- a practice to which the low, base-born Fellah might stoop, but which the 

proud Bedawee would scorn. He is a lofty, high-minded robber, who meets you on the 

desert face to face, and if he attacks you, gives you the opportunity to defend yourself, and 

if he despoils you, it is by a right which is recognized in all nations, the right of the 

strongest. He takes your goods, but he takes them in open and honorable battle. (P.255) 

Conclusion 

Fixing the geography of Exodus is rather a difficult mission, since there are 

numerous theories concerning the track of Moses and his people. The modern topographic 

maps of Egypt for Sinai Peninsula had been produced by the British occupation through the 

period of late 19th and early 20th centuries. After the independence, the national authorities 

re-produced the maps with converting the Latin letters into Arabic in order to regain the 
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Arabic origins of place names. However, the topographic maps had recorded some place 

names which may have a kind of relevance with the Bible (table 1 & 2 and fig 1)  

Table (1) the “imagined” equivalences of the Bible place-names in Sinai determined 

by numerous voyagers 

Place names 

included in the 

Bible 

The imagined equivalences in modern 

Geography of Sinai 

Topographic classes 

Shur Gabal El-Rahah  The western cliffs of 

El-Tih plateau 

Marah Howara  Spring/well  

Elim Gharandal   Alluvial fan in the Red 

Sea coastal plain 

Riphidim Watia Mountainous Pass  

Pharan Feran  Valley 

Sin Serbal, Musa, Sufsafa Mountainous chain  

 

Table (2) Arabic place-names registered in the Egyptian topographic maps of Sinai 

and may be belonged to the story of the Exodus 

Arabic Place names Meaning in English Topographic classes 

Jabal Mousa Moses’ Mountain  Mountainous Peak 

Jabal Al-Mounaja Conversation with God  Small mountain  

Feran May be: 

1- Corrupted from Pharan 

2- Mice  (houses of mice, a 

metaphor of the plenty of 

monks’ hermitages in 

mountains)  

Valley  
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These Arabic place names are oriented by the generic name of Wilderness of Sin 

(Sinai). These names probably have been affected heavily by the monkish influences upon 

the people in that region. Since the voyage of Aetheria (ver. 400) it was clear that the 

monks had “married” the story of the Exodus with the geography of this mountainous 

region of “Sinai”.  

Even the very name of “Mount Sinai” (Jabal Musa) is not agreeable location for all 

the scholars.  Some scholars claim that it is Jebel Sufsafa and Mount Catherina in southern 

Sinai, while others, disagreeing with this view, place Mount Sinai in Jebel Serbal and Jebel 

Banat not far from the Gulf of Suez.  

Moreover, some scholars feel that Mount Sinai is in the north of the peninsula, in the 

region of Ein Qudeirat, and identify it as Jebel Hallal, Jebel 'A raif-e-N'aga, Mount Yelleg 

or Maghara. Some extreme views hold that Mount Sinai is Petra in Edom, or Mount Baggir 

on the northern border of Midian, and some go as far as to locate it in Se'ib al Harob in the 

heart of Midian (see for more details Menash Har-El, 1968. P 33-35). 

The question of the Red Sea is even more complicated. Some scientists consider the 

word “sea” is no more than “lakes”, for the delta zone was surrounded by numerous lakes, 

some scholars identify the Red Sea with the Sirbonis (nowadays Burulus) Lake others with 

Lake Menzeleh, others at Lake Balah south of Kantara, which has disappeared since the 

excavation of the Suez Canal, others at Lake Timsah east of Ismailia, and still others in the 

Bitter Lakes south of Ismailia. However, the Red Sea for some scholars is a real “sea” and 

represented in the northern tip of the Gulf of Suez, and some even go so far as to place it on 

the Gulf of Aqaba, on the border of the Land of Midian (Menash Har-El, 1968. P 33-35). 

Hence wilderness of Sin may exist totally outside Egypt, e.g. in the northwestern part of 

Arabia (Midian).  

Lastly, the struggle for connecting place names with sacred geography is a very 

critical issues and it is usually feeds the “travel literature" rather than the “historiography” 

of the proper geographical science.  
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Fig (1) Major places in Sinai 
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