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of softer shale have shaped the precipitous walls
of this 1000m-deep gorge. You can peer into its
depths from the vertiginous Balcony Walk, a 6km
round-trip hike that starts at the end of the rough
road to Al Khateem and ends at an eerie village
abandoned in the 1970s.

A slice of Earth’s mantle in Muscat
The stunning backdrop for Muscat’s lively

waterfront is a chain of rugged hills whose dark-
brown hue contrasts starkly with the traditional
whitewashed buildings and the Indian Ocean’s
cerulean blue. These rare rocks comprise a sliver
of the Earth’s mantle that was shoved atop the
Arabian Peninsula during a massive mountain-
building episode that reshaped the region 90
million years ago. The ramparts of the imposing
Mutrah Fort, built by the enterprising Portuguese
in the late 16th century, curve up one such hill,
and the stone watchtower located 1.5 km to the
east along the Corniche’s smooth walking path
rises from another mantle promontory that offers
a spectacular seaside view.

Snake Gorge
Arabia’s premier canyoneering route slithers

through a slot so slender that in places you can
reach out and touch both walls at the same time.
The gorge begins at a narrow gash in the rock a
few meters off the 4WD road through Wadi Bani
Awf near the lush terraces of Bilad Sayt. To com-
plete the 3km trip, participants must swim, leap,
abseil and clamber around large boulders in the
shadow of towering limestone walls polished
smooth by repeated flash floods. If you’re up for
the adventure, reputable guides in Muscat can
organize the excursion and provide all the nec-
essary safety gear.

Al Hoota Cave
Pointy stalactites, rippling bacon and dainty

popcorn are some of Mother Nature’s prettiest
decor in the Arabian Peninsula’s only show cave.
Located a few kilometres west of Al Hamra, the
yawning entrance of Al Hoota Cave is accessed
via a short electric train ride. The 45-minute or-
ganised tours explore the first 500 metres of the
oblong cave that groundwater has dissolved from
the 95-million-year-old limestone bedrock. The
damp underground environment hosts a fragile
ecosystem that’s home to molluscs, snails, nimble
water beetles and a special type of blind cave fish
that’s only found in a 10 sq km area on the south-
ern slopes of Jebel Akhdar. Lined up dramatically
atop a rocky ridge, the Beehive Tombs of Bat, in
Oman, are among the most unique ensemble of
4000-5000 year-old burial monuments, towers
and remains of settlement in the Arabian Penin-
sula. They are a Unesco World Heritage Site.

Beehive tombs
Perched on a lonely ridge in the shadow of

toothy Jebel Misht, one of Arabia’s best rock-
climbing cliffs, is a line of beehive tombs the re-
gion’s Bronze Age inhabitants laboriously
constructed between 3000 and 2000 BC. The
7m-high domes are built from quarried blocks of
desert-varnished sandstone deposited on the
seafloor more than a quarter of a billion years
ago. In combination with two neighboring World
Heritage archaeological sites, these tombs, lo-
cated above the village of Al Ayn, comprise one
of the world’s most complete settlements from
the 3rd millennium BC.

Ancient pillow lavas
Northern Oman hosts some of the world’s

best exposures of pillow lavas: dark, bulbous, pil-
low-shaped rocks that form where incandescent
lava instantly chills as it oozes directly into the
frigid sea. The sultanate’s pillow lavas formed 95
million years ago, and the same process is occur-

Squeeze through the narrow crevices of Snake Gorge.

Al Hoota is the only show cave in the region.


