'DESERT ROSES' FIELD TRIP FRIDAY 23 FEBRUARY 2007
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Trip leaders: Jens-Ole Koch and Fran Gillespie
Meeting: 10.30 am at the Umm Arafai ['Tent'] petrol station on the right hand side of the Dukhan road, before you come to Sheehaniyah, the first large community after you leave the Doha suburbs. Look out for the large white tented roof.
Bring: a spade if you have one: you'll need to dig down about a metre before you come to the desert rose layer. Also bring a picnic lunch, sun cream, sunhats, plenty of water or other liquid refreshment.  Also, bring a copy of this handout as we will not be handing out any copies at the meeting point. 
Please do not invite anyone along who is not a QNHG member.  This trip is for members only, plus of course genuine out-of-town guests.
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On this trip we'll travel along the Dukhan road and then leave it to drive for several kilometres along a bumpy track, formerly a camel racing track. Then we leave the track and descend to a depression to dig for the desert roses.
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We'll have lunch at the desert rose site. After lunch we'll journey a short distance to visit an old hilltop fort near a farm called Al Asaila.  It's an area where fossils can be found in limestone cliffs. The vegetation is exceptional this year: thanks to all the rain we've been having there are carpets of wild flowers in the sheltered areas. 
Desert Roses

 Desert roses in Qatar are composed of calcium sulphate, the same material as the white plaster which is carved into attractive designs on the walls of traditional houses. Their name comes from the distinctive crystal growth, where the crystals bond together to form petal-like plates. Desert roses in Qatar are a greyish-white. The most beautiful desert roses come from N.Africa and are a rose colour: a fine example can be seen in Sheikh Faisal's museum at Shahaniyah. 
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The desert roses we will look for on this trip are found in depressions called playas [ephemeral lakes] and form about one metre under the sandy surface. They are 'evaporite deposits', formed when saline water evaporates.The crystals of calcium sulphate come in different formations according to the location. Near Messaieed 'swallow tail' crystals form on the surface, along with tiny needle-like gypsum crystals. But the ones we will find are the true 'desert roses'.
Geologist Jens-Ole will be on hand to answer your questions. To clean your finds: let them dry out thoroughly and then brush them gently to remove sand grains. Don't try to wash them!
The Brigands' Fort 
Not far from the desert rose depression is an area called Al Asaila where there is a farm and a well. The name comes from the Arabic word for honey – 'asal' – because the fresh water from the well was said to taste as sweet as honey. Near the farm is an isolated outlying, steep-sided plateau of limestone, crowned by the ruins of a small fort plus associated buildings. The plateau is easily defensible and commands a view of all the surrounding landscape.
The first archaeologists to look at the structure were members of the French Mission in 1976: they paid a brief visit and hypothesised that the mound might have been occupied in Neolithic times, although the buildings are clearly very much later. In 1988 Fran was visiting the site with some archaeologists from the local Department of Archaeology and Antiquities when an elderly bedu shepherd came by with his flock. The old man stopped to chat and said that, when he was a boy, his grandfather had told him that when he was young the fort had been occupied by a marauding tribe who frequently conducted raids [ghazzu] and robbed anyone who ventured into the area. He also said that there was an underground tunnel leading down from the top of the hill, and showed the visitors where the entrance was supposed to have been, but there is nothing visible now. If there ever was a tunnel it was possibly to give the inhabitants of the fort access to water in the event of being besieged. The substantial walls of the ruined fort suggest that the occupants were well prepared for trouble! 
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In an open courtyard surrounded by the remains of walls is a boulder with two circular cavities that were used for grinding and pounding foodstuffs. It was in use for so long that the larger cavity was worn right through the rock and made a hole in the bottom! The potsherds scattered around suggest an occupation date of within the last 200 years, although people may have lived there on and off for centuries. On a nearby plateau are numerous pre-Islamic graves and burial cairns. 

The Wildlife 
In the limestone cliffs of this area are fossilised seashells. Wild flowers are growing in profusion in the sheltered areas between the plateaux and among the boulders: look out for the showy Desert Hyacinths [Cistanche tubulosa], yellow-orange Field Marigolds [Calendula arvensis] and a Mallow with small white flowers [Malva parviflora] among a host of species. There were lots of Painted Lady butterflies [Vanessa cardui] too when we did the recce on the 9th Feb, and a kestrel hunting along the plateaux. Fran will bring along some flora books  for anyone who wants to look things up.


All photographs, except for the desert rose, are by David Gillespie
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The ruined fort near Al Asaila farm





Boulder in fort with holes used for grinding





Sclerocephalus arabicus, Knucklehead weed





The ruined fort near Al Asaila farm
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