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The garden gate in the cover illustration depicts a Bedouin night alarm bell. 
The two pickaxe heads clash together if the gate is moved, and the noise 
echoes around the wadi, warning the occpuants that someone or something 
is trying to enter the garden.  
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Preface 
 
Over the long period we have been conducting fieldwork together with our 
Bedouin friends, we have been struck by three very obvious features: the 
richness of Bedouin knowledge of their environment; the fact that this 
knowledge is rapidly disappearing under the impact of tourism and 
development; and the virtual absence of recording this knowledge to 
preserve it for the future generations that will undoubtedly wish to recover 
it. Interestingly, in the past many travellers wrote about their experiences in 
visiting the Monastery of St Katherine, and recorded many observations 
about the Bedouin and their landscape. Today, very few such accounts are 
available. 
 
The Gebaliya Bedouin rely on three elements of their environment: wild 
plants and animals, domestic animals, and agriculture within their orchard 
gardens. Their type of agriculture was established at least 1500 years ago, 
and is very much part of their heritage. The main aim of this book is 
therefore to try to record and document some of this environmental 
knowledge. We also aim to provide visitors to this land with some idea of 
the richness of the diversity of plants and animals, and a guide to what they 
may see while travelling in Sinai. We concentrate upon the fruits and 
vegetables of the gardens, but also we felt it important to include some 
information about the wild plants and animals that play such a major role in 
the lives of the Bedouin. We have therefore provided short notes about 
many of the wild animals that occur in the gardens, but we leave a full 
account to a future guide to the St Katherine Protectorate as a whole. 
 
The information in this book was derived either from our own fieldwork 
over more than 20 years, the literature, or from discussions with individual 
Gebaliya Bedouin. We would like to thank everyone for sharing their 
knowledge of their history and environment. However, the information as 
written in this book expresses our own interpretation of the situation, rather 
than definitive statements of what is true. We have not been able to check 
the accuracy of every piece of information, and therefore some of the data 
reflect our understanding of Bedouin knowledge and beliefs rather than 
verified reality. The information is only relevant to the Gebaliya, and not to 
other south Sinai tribes, and definitely not to Bedouin elsewhere. It is 
possible that some of these traditions and practices are also carried out by 
other Bedouin, but we have not endeavoured to find out whether this is true. 
We are strictly concerned with the people of the Ring Dyke, i.e. just the 



  

Gebaliya. We have, however, taken the opportunity to place their traditional 
knowledge in the context of Egypt as a whole, both ancient and modern. 
 
Arabic is written with consonants only, and transliterating into English is 
always a problem. In a recent botanical paper written in English recording 
where some plant species had been found in the field, the same site was 
spelled three different ways on a single page! There is no easily available 
gazetteer of place names, nor any consistency in the spelling of plant or 
animal names. Thus great care is needed in recording the names of plants, 
animals, places, etc. In this book we have followed the method we used in 
our previous book ‘A Walk in Sinai’, and have tried to record the way in 
which both Egyptians and Bedouins pronounce words. We have included a 
glossary of all the Arabic names and words used in the text, and an 
appendix detailing the method used in this book. This glossary serves also 
as an Arabic index to the book.  
 
We have also provided lists of the plants and animals, together with their 
Bedouin and Arabic names. There is inevitably some repetition, but we 
think that this will be more than compensated by the ease of use of the book. 
Where there is no common name for plants and some animals, we have 
invented suitable ones, where appropriate. 
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