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in the country’s left-wing literary circles of the 1960s and in 
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many years of exile in Switzerland, he has recently returned 
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Sunset Oasis, which won the inaugural International Prize 
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212g(trade paperback).indd   i212g(trade paperback).indd   i 22/05/2009   11:20:5222/05/2009   11:20:52



Also by Bahaa Taher and translated into English

As Doha Said
Aunt Sa/ yya and the Monastery

Love in Exile

212g(trade paperback).indd   ii212g(trade paperback).indd   ii 22/05/2009   11:20:5322/05/2009   11:20:53



Sunset Oasis

Bahaa Taher

Translated by Humphrey Davies

212g(trade paperback).indd   iii212g(trade paperback).indd   iii 22/05/2009   11:20:5322/05/2009   11:20:53



Originally published in 2007 as Wahat al-Ghurub by Dar el Shorouk, Cairo

First published in Great Britain in 2009 by Sceptre
An imprint of Hodder & Stoughton

An Hachette UK company

1

Copyright © Bahaa Taher 2007
Translation © Humphrey Davies 2009

The right of Bahaa Taher to be identi/ ed as the Author of the Work has been 
asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Sceptre is grateful to Sigrid Rausing for funding the translation.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored 
in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without 
the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in 
any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and 
without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

Hardback ISBN 978 0 340 92487 7   
Trade Paperback ISBN 978 0 340 91949 1

Typeset in Sabon by Hewer Text UK Ltd, Edinburgh
Printed and bound by Clays Ltd, St Ives plc

Hodder & Stoughton policy is to use papers that are natural, renewable 
and recyclable products and made from wood grown in sustainable 
forests. The logging and manufacturing processes are expected to 

conform to the environmental regulations of the country of origin.

Hodder & Stoughton Ltd
338 Euston Road

London NW1 3BH

www.hodder.co.uk

212g(trade paperback).indd   iv212g(trade paperback).indd   iv 22/05/2009   11:20:5422/05/2009   11:20:54



For Stefka Anastassova

212g(trade paperback).indd   v212g(trade paperback).indd   v 22/05/2009   11:20:5422/05/2009   11:20:54



212g(trade paperback).indd   vi212g(trade paperback).indd   vi 22/05/2009   11:20:5422/05/2009   11:20:54



Author’s Note

The real name of the district commissioner of the oasis  of 
Siwa during the last years of the nineteenth century was 
Mahmoud Azmi, and it is to him that is ascribed an act that 
has left a permanent mark on the oasis, as the reader will 
discover at the appropriate place in the novel.

That act aside, no published historical information exists 
concerning the commissioner or his life story.
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1

Mahmoud

He told me, ‘Your wife is a brave woman,’ as though I don’t 
know my own wife! Isn’t she willingly going into danger with 
me? All the same, it may be that I don’t truly know Catherine. 
Not now! The important thing is it was no coincidence. Every 
word he utters is spoken for a reason, though Catherine isn’t 
the problem at this moment. And anyway, I’ll never solve any 
problem wandering the gloomy corridors of the Ministry of 
Internal Affairs, especially following that oppressive meeting 
with Mr Harvey.

There was nothing new in what he said, apart from the 
veiled hints, some of which I understood and the rest of 
which puzzled me. 

I knew before I saw him that matters were settled. Brigadier 
General Saeed Bey had informed me that the ministry’s advisor 
had forwarded the recommendation to His Excellency the 
Minister of Internal Affairs and His Excellency had issued a 
transfer order, to be implemented immediately. I had only a 
few days left if I was to join the caravan that departed from 
Kerdasa, and the brigadier general advised me, as a friend, 
to abandon the idea of taking my wife: the journey to the 
oasis was not easy, and the posting itself very dif/ cult, as I 
well knew, though, in the end, the decision was mine; despite 
which, it was his duty to warn me of the danger of the journey, 
which, under the best conditions and with a skilful guide, 
took at least two weeks. 

I’m con/ dent that Saeed wasn’t trying to scare me and I 
believe he did everything in his power to have me excused 
the posting. Our friendship is of long standing, though it 
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may have waned over the years and these days is hardly 
more than the relationship between any of/ cial and his 
subordinate. However that may be, the stories and secrets of 
a bygone age form a bond. We haven’t spoken of them for 
years, but each of us knows that the other still remembers. 
My other colleagues, of course, warned me, with suspect 
compassion, against the journey. Some were glad to have 
escaped the posting themselves and that it had fallen to me, 
and others had to make an effort to hide their delight at 
my discom/ ture. They told me of the numerous caravans 
that had gone astray in the desert and been swallowed up 
by the sands, of small caravans that had lost the path and of 
a mighty Persian army on its way to take the oasis long ago 
that the desert had engulfed and buried beneath its sands for 
ever. They told me it was a lucky caravan which completed 
its journey before its supplies of water ran out and before 
the winds altered the features of the road, building dunes 
that had not existed before and burying the wells on which 
the caravans depended for watering the camels. Lucky too 
the caravan whose campsites were not attacked by wolves or 
hyenas and one or two of whose company were not stung by 
a scorpion or a snake. 

All this was said, and more, but I paid no attention. My 
fear of the caravan’s safe arrival at its destination is no less 
than my fear of its getting lost. I know very well I am going 
to the place where it is my destiny to be killed, and perhaps 
Catherine’s too. 

Was that one of the things Mr Harvey was hinting at in our 
meeting? 

I had entered his of/ ce determined to provoke him. What 
did I have to lose?

It was the / rst time I had been in the of/ ce of this advisor, 
who held all the strings of the ministry in his hands. I found 
his diplomatic manner of talking affected and I found him 
affected too, as he sat there, his short body behind a huge 
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desk, a tarboosh, from beneath which fair hair peeped, 
unconvincingly perched on his head. He didn’t address himself 
to me but for most of the time directed his remarks towards 
an invisible point to his right, in the corner of the of/ ce. He 
repeated the things I had already heard from Brigadier General 
Saeed, but kept needling me on what he took to be my weak 
point: ‘You must be happy, Captain Mahmoud Abd el Zahir 
Effendi – I beg your pardon, I should say Major Mahmoud 
now, of course!’ he said, referring to my appointment as 
district commissioner for the oasis. He pretended to look 
through my service / le, which was placed in front of him, 
and went on to say that under normal circumstances I would 
have had to wait long for this promotion.

I interrupted him with a smile, which I tried to make polite, 
to say, ‘Especially if one takes into consideration, Mr Advisor, 
how few in the ministry would welcome such a promotion 
for themselves!’

He made no comment and didn’t look at me. Instead, he 
turned the pages of the other / le, on which ‘Siwa Oasis’ 
was written in large letters in English. He seemed to be 
enjoying what he was reading and muttered ‘Interesting, very 
interesting’ to himself every now and then. Finally, raising his 
face towards me with something like a smile on his lips, he 
said, ‘So you know, my dear Major Mahmoud, that you will 
deal only with the heads of the families, whom in the oasis 
they call the agwad?’

‘Naturally. Saeed Bey has given me all the necessary 
instructions.’

He went on, as though I hadn’t spoken, to tell me that I was 
to have no dealings with the cultivators whom . . . and here he 
returned to the / le in search of them and I reminded him that 
they were called zaggala.

Taking another quick look at the / le, he echoed, ‘Yes, yes. 
The zaggala. So long as they accept such a way of doing 
things, what business is it of ours? One is reminded somewhat 

212g(trade paperback).indd   5212g(trade paperback).indd   5 22/05/2009   11:20:5422/05/2009   11:20:54



6

of Sparta. Have you heard of Sparta, in ancient Greece, Mr 
Abd el Zahir?’

‘I have heard of it, Mr Harvey.’
A certain disappointment appeared on his face at 

the thought of my having heard of Sparta, but he was 
determined to continue his lecture. ‘Yes, indeed. Sparta. 
With a difference, of course! Sparta was a city dedicated to 
the production of warriors. They trained their children from 
infancy to become soldiers and they kept them apart from 
the residents of the city, which is how the whole of Sparta 
came to be an army living in a city, the strongest city in all 
Greece until Alexander appeared. And these, uh . . . these 
zaggala in the oasis are also conscripted, to work the land 
until they are forty years old. Forbidden to marry or to enter 
the city and pass through its walls after sunset.’ Speaking 
for himself, he thought this was a system for society and 
for labour that deserved consideration; he might even go 
so far as to say it deserved admiration. ‘Observe, Mr Zahir, 
our colonies in Africa and Asia where chaos reigns because 
labour there—’

I interrupted him once again with a laugh and said, ‘My 
dear Mr Harvey, we don’t have colonies in Africa, or Asia.’ 

I managed, however, to prevent myself from saying, ‘We’re 
the colonized!’

He frowned for a moment, abandoned his musings on the 
matter of the colonies, and returned to his perusal of the / le. 
Then he raised his head and gave me a sudden, crafty smile as 
he said, ‘Naturally, the other aspects of this system of theirs 
that separates the men from the women in boyhood do not 
concern us. It is a matter of no interest to us. We have nothing 
to do with their primitive customs.’

I understood what he was trying to say but did not respond, 
so he started addressing the invisible thing to his right again. I 
would have heard, of course, from Saeed Bey, that they were 
divided there into two hostile clans.
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My patience was close to exhausted. Yes, yes, and I knew 
that the battles between them were never ending.

He turned his face towards me once more and emphasized 
his words as he said, ‘Even this is no concern of ours. These 
battles are a part of their lives and they are free to do what 
they like with themselves, unless, of course, it should be 
possible, through speci/ c alliances with one clan or another, 
to turn this into a means to assure our domination. It is a 
tried and true method, so long as the alliance with one party 
does not go on too long. The alliance has to be with one 
group this time and with their opponents the next. Do you 
understand?’

‘I am doing my best, Your Excellency. I am aware of the 
policy, but have no experience of its application.’

‘You will learn, my dear sir,’ he said, with, for the / rst time, 
a certain malice. ‘Do not forget that your / rst task will be to 
collect the taxes. A dif/ cult task, as you are aware. A very 
dif/ cult task. Your survival instinct will teach you this, and 
other policies, Major.’

He stopped suddenly and smiled again as he said, ‘There 
is, all the same, something comical about the whole business. 
These people built themselves a fortress in the desert and 
built a town inside the fortress to protect themselves from 
the raids of the Bedouin, and despite this, the blood that the 
Bedouin would have shed in the open they have taken upon 
themselves to spill behind their own walls.’ He found this 
quite remarkable. He found it extremely oriental!

The blood rose to my face and I burst out, ‘Battles like 
these, within one group of people, are to be found in both 
East and West, Mr Harvey. It’s different from invasion from 
the outside . . .’

He looked at my face for a while and then said, in an 
amused tone, ‘Major Mahmoud Effendi is still under the 
inJ uence of ideas from the past. Though, of course, he no 
longer sympathizes with the mutineers?’
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I was incapable of controlling myself and burst out 
once more, ‘I never sympathized with any mutineer. I was 
performing my duty and nothing more, and I have paid the 
price twice over in unjust treatment.’

He shook his head. Anyway, I would be aware, naturally, he 
pointed out, that my work would be the object of close scrutiny.

I thought this would be my last chance, so I said, in a tone 
of voice I tried to keep perfectly neutral, ‘I hope that my work, 
when scrutinized, will be found satisfactory. But what if I do 
not succeed?’

He replied curtly, ‘You know that you will pay the price.’
Then he caught himself, as though he had read my thoughts, 

and said, ‘In any case, the penalty will not be your return to 
Cairo.’

Suddenly he changed the subject. I had to know that Saeed 
Bey objected to my taking my lady wife with me. Out of 
concern for her safety, of course. He had, however, informed 
His Excellency that the ministry did not interfere in the private 
lives of of/ cers. Moreover, the lady was, he believed . . . 

He paused for a moment and appeared to hesitate over 
his choice of words before continuing, ‘The lady is a brave 
woman.’ Then he repeated this, shaking his head. ‘Indeed. A 
brave woman.’

I said nothing and he stood up suddenly. I stood too and he 
started talking to me in an of/ cial tone: ‘You will travel with 
the Kerdasa caravan since it is ready to depart but I will send 
a number of horses’ (and here the ghost of a smile appeared 
on his lips) ‘which I hope will reach their destination alive, 
with the Matrouh caravan, which leaves in about two weeks.’

‘Beaten by the British again!’ I said to myself as I left his 
of/ ce. ‘How I hate you, Mr Harvey. How I hate you all, along 
with this ministry. But there’s no escape.’

I have to go home now and prepare for the journey. But 
what is there left to get ready? As soon as I told her that all 
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efforts to excuse me from the posting had failed, Catherine 
gathered together everything we would need, and collected 
from the bookshops every book that discusses the oasis or in 
which mention of it occurs. She has left nothing to chance. 
Yesterday she told me of her remarkable plan to combat the 
bites of scorpions and snakes, so I referred her to a Rifa‘i 
sheikh and convinced her that he had greater experience in 
dealing with poisons. She too, then, is afraid of such things 
– so what is the secret of her enthusiasm for this journey? I 
have made every attempt to convince her to stay, but to no 
effect. She knows the dangers awaiting me there but doesn’t 
care. If I were naive, I’d say the reason was love, and that 
she didn’t want her husband to perish alone. I do believe she 
loves me, but not that much! 

I left the ministry, crossed el Dawaween Street, and 
proceeded until I reached Abdeen police station. In this 
station my whole life has been fashioned, and wasted, at a 
short distance from the only house I have ever known. It 
never occurred to me as a child, though, that I should end up 
doing such work. 

Anyway, the time for regret is past. What do I have to 
regret? And what did I hope for when I was a boy? I gave no 
thought to the future. All I wanted was for things to go on the 
way they were. A happy childhood and a happier boyhood. 
My father denied me and my younger brother nothing. He 
forbade us no pleasure and never forced us to pay attention 
to our education or have done with it within a suitable 
period. My brother Suleiman liked to spend most of his time 
with my father at his shop in el Muski, learning the basics of 
the trade. For me, there was nothing to sully the bright days 
of my life. It was the last days of Khedive Ismail, the whole 
city was in commotion, and I dawdled away my time at the 
grammar school until I was almost twenty. I knew women 
and I kept company with slave girls and I spent my nights 
with friends moving from one café and bar to another. At 
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our large house in Abdeen, there was always a feast being 
held and scarcely a night went by without guests, a party, and 
the most renowned singers, male and female. Thursday nights 
were the exception. On Thursday, the servants would remove 
all the furniture from the large room on the / rst storey, cover 
the J oor with carpets, perfume the place with incense, and 
place brass pots / lled with rose-scented water in the corners. 
That was the night of the ‘People of the Way’, of songs of 
praise for the Prophet, and of the circles of remembrance 
of God in favour of which my father, and I along with him, 
would abandon all other pleasures. I would chant with the 
chanters and sway with the participants in the dhikr till I 
was bathed in sweat and my limbs exhausted, and then a 
calm, deep sleep would come that lasted all night. And in the 
morning, I would go early with my father and Suleiman to 
Friday prayer at the mosque of el Hussein. The same night, 
however, the cycle would begin again, until, one evening, I 
found myself by chance with my friends at the Matatia Café 
on Ataba Square. There I beheld that turbaned man who 
spoke Arabic like a Turk, or a Syrian. I had never before 
heard the like of what he had to say, or perhaps I had but 
had paid no attention. Nevertheless, the words of Sheikh 
el Afghani and the enthusiasm of the disciples around him 
forced me to listen and pay attention, and thus I became 
addicted, in addition to wine and women, to the gatherings 
of the sheikh and the reading of the newspapers edited by 
his disciples – Misr, and el Tigara,  and el Lata’if. Whenever 
the Khedive had one of them closed down, I would transfer 
to another, new one that would repeat what its sequestrated 
sister journal had said, all of them attacking the rulers who 
had plunged Egypt into debt and brought it to bankruptcy, 
and all of them burning with anger at the domination of the 
Europeans, who had even become ministers of the country’s 
government and were employed in every ministry. During the 
same period, I heard that the sheikh and some of his pupils 
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had embraced Freemasonry, whose adherents belonged to 
every religion and were bound together by their faith in 
freedom and brotherhood among people of every race. I too 
therefore hastened to join a Masonic lodge and waited for 
the day when the whole earth would become one great lodge 
for a world of free brethren. I also heard of the formation of 
a secret nationalist party. After reading its manifestos, with 
their slogan of ‘Egypt for the Egyptians’, I was caught up by 
enthusiasm and wanted to join, though I didn’t know how 
to get in touch with the party. I was held back, too, by the 
/ rst betrayal to change my life, which was when my father’s 
business went bankrupt. To this day, though, I still fail to 
understand how I could have done all these things with so 
little reJ ection. 

Each one succeeded the next without causing me any anxiety 
or self-reproach, as though it were very natural that I should 
get drunk, attend the Masonic lodge, sleep with women, go to 
Afghani’s gatherings, and turn with my father and the Su/ s in 
the circle of remembrance. I even thought in those days that 
I ought to pay some attention to my studies, so as to obtain 
a diploma and enter the College of Law, as most students 
dreamt of doing. I believed I would have been well suited to 
that because what most caught my fancy at school were the 
classes in rhetoric and literature. My father, however, went 
bankrupt. A Greek merchant seduced him with promises of 
large pro/ ts from the import of olive oil from his country, 
then inveigled him into debt, and interest on the debt, until 
in the end the Muski shop was wrested from him. No source 
of income remained to support the large house full of slave 
girls and servants. My father made a great effort to have me 
enrolled in the police, and it was possible at that time for me 
to become an of/ cer with the education I had acquired and 
some months of training. Thus my father was able, before his 
sorrows and illnesses incapacitated him, to set his mind at 
rest, knowing that my salary would be enough to support my 
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mother and brother and keep the house open, albeit without 
the feasts and the singing and the circles of remembrance. 
The visitors disappeared and, along with them, even the Su/ s 
and the singers of religious songs. I returned to the circles 
only once, after many years, when Brigadier General Saeed 
invited me to a night of chanting with the Su/  order to which 
he belonged, but I never repeated the experience. It failed to 
inspire any of the ecstasy that had swept over me in the long-
gone past. 

And now I ask myself – has all that distant past disappeared? 
I ask whether the parts of that young man, with his divided 
spirit, have come together, or whether the days have J ung 
them farther apart. When I married Catherine, after much 
hesitation, I dreamt that my unruly self might / nally calm 
down.  A family, a house, an intelligent and courageous wife 
– why did that settledness never come? Why does it remain 
elusive and out of reach? The only certain thing is this uniform 
that I wear, and this profession that came to me without my 
wanting it and than which I have known no other, despite all 
the vicissitudes of the years.

And now this oasis.
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