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Prologue
Boston, Massachusetts, February 1797
... I
T WAS SNOWING
and well after dark when the wagon finally pulled up outside the bookshop on the corner of Proctor's Lane. Wil, the young proprietor, would have been waiting anxiously, stamping his feet to keep warm and every few minutes wiping the snowflakes from his spectacles. He helped unload the shipment of the books he'd had printed in New Hampshire and, back inside, hastened to inspect a copy. The sturdy little volume began with his friend Cooper's account of his trip to the continent and his discovery in a country inn of a French edition of the
Arabian Nights Entertainments.
Cooper wrote, "When I had finished reading the book, it struck my imagination, that those tales might be compared to a once rich and luxuriant garden, neglected and run to waste, where scarce any thing strikes the common observer but the weeds and briars, whilst the more penetrating eye of the experienced gardener discovers still remaining some of the most fragrant and delightful flowers."
1

Wil paced back and forth in his tiny shop, leafing through the translationâ€”the first in Americaâ€”of the tales. It was a daring, even reckless thing that he had chosen to do. It was not so long ago that the Reverend Jonathan Edwards had deemed that the only fit reading was the Bible or commentaries on it. Works of the imagination were the work of sinners, to be punished by an angry God. "That God holds you over the pit of hell," Edwards fulminated, "much as one holds a spider, abhors you, and is dreadfully provoked."
2

Wil, though, thought he had sensed a recent change in public sentiment. People were tired of the dark cloud of Puritanism. The time was ripe, he thought, for the "most fragrant and delightful flowers" of the
Arabian Nights Entertainments,
which he had slyly retitled
The Oriental Moralist,
hoping that nobody would notice the rather striking absence of morality in these tales of evil magicians, flying horses, secret lovers, and haunted, lost cities.

Wil's
Oriental Moralist
included "The Petrified City," a tale told by Zobeide, an enterprising woman of Baghdad. Accompanied by two tiresome sisters, she sets out on a journey:

We set sail with a fair wind, and soon got through the Persian gulph, and saw land on the twentieth day. It was a very high mountain, at the bottom of which we saw a great town....

I had not the patience to stay till my sisters were dressed to go along with me, but went ashore in the boat by myself, and made directly to the gate of the town. I saw there a great number of men upon guard, some sitting and others standing with sticks in their hands; and they had all such dreadful countenances that they frightened me; but perceiving they had not motion, nay not so much as with their eyes, I took courage and went nearer, and then found they were all turned into stones, all petrified.
3


Zobeide, though frightened, is determined to find out what happened. Exploring the town's fantastical palace, she discovers it full of "infinite riches, diamonds as big as ostrich eggs." And she discovers a sole survivor, a man chanting the Koran, who relates: "It was about three years ago, that a thundering voice was suddenly and so distinctively heard throughout the whole city, that nobody could avoid hearing it. The words were these: 'Inhabitants, abandon your idolatry, and worship the only God that shews mercy.'"

It seems that the message was repeated for three years, until the "only God that shews mercy" apparently ran short of it, and at four o'clock in the morning petrified the entire population, with the exception of the fellow chanting the Koran, who joins Zobeide and her sisters as they leave the city. The tale now takes some curious turns. At sea, Zobeide's envious sisters push her and her new friend overboard. He drowns, she survives. For their treachery, the two sisters are turned into black dogs by a passing dragon. Back in Baghdad, Zobeide divides her time between enjoying her great riches (for she had gathered up a few souvenirs) and disciplining her two new black dogs. She allows that "since that time I have whipped them every night, though with regret."

The world of "The Petrified City" was a world unknown to puritanical and bleak New England. Prior to Wil's publication of
The Oriental Moralist,
American school geographies had had little to say of Arabia, other than that "the Arabs are an ignorant, savage and barbarous people. Those on the coast are
pirates;
those in the interior are
robbers.
"
4
Yet in "The Petrified City," Zobeide is portrayed as smart, sensual, brave, and remarkably independent. And through her eyes we enter a world of exotic sights and sounds, of Oriental wisdom, of strange and mysterious happenings.

Zobeide's tale also happens to be the very first account printed in America of a city that time and again magically appears and disappears in the course of the thousand and one nights of the
Arabian Nights Entertainments.
The city is usually located in Arabia. Sometimes it is at the edge of the sea, but more often the traveler has to cross a forbidding mountain range and venture into a vast, sun-scorched land. Sometimes the city has no name, but often it is called Iram. And, as we shall see, Iram is one and the same as a fabled land and city known as Ubar.

Ubar, rich beyond all measure. Ubar, for its sins, suddenly and dramatically destroyed by Allah.

Back in the winter of 1797, aspiring publisher Wil Clap could take pride in "The Petrified City" as one of the "most fragrant and delightful flowers" offered to his fellow New Englanders. Sadly, his offering was unrequited:
The Oriental Moralist
had only a single small printing. Though Wil survived by printing tracts and memoirs penned by his Puritan ancestors, he was eventually forced to close up shop and head west, then south, in search of business. On his way to New Orleans he died in his forty-eighth year, of unrecorded cause.

Wil meant well, and he made a remarkable unsung contribution. So it is fitting that this book is dedicated to a forefather I never knew: William T. Clap. His
Oriental Moralist
opened a door on a wondrous world. Nearly two hundred years later, my wife, Kay, and I and a hardy band of adventurers would have the good fortune, like Zobeide, to journey to a far land of the
Arabian Nights Entertainments
in search of its petrified city, in search of Ubar.

March 1997

N
OTE
: In this journey to unfamiliar places populated by unfamiliar people, both of the past and of the present, the reader may wish to consult Key Dates in the History of Ubar,
[>]
, and the Glossary of People and Places,
[>]
.

I. Myth
1. Unicorns
Over Iran, December 1980
... The small cargo plane flew on into a starry but moonless night.

"You cannot be up there," the voice crackled over the radio. "We are having a war here. You are not understanding? Yes?"

While the pilot worked the radio, the copilot tried to make some sense of the scattered lights below. Were they in southern Jordan or perhaps Saudi Arabia? No. It appeared that the aircraft had somehow strayed into Iran, which at the time was engaged in a heated war with Iraq.

"Okay, okay, okay. Got it," the pilot radioed back. With a sigh, he turned to the copilot. "We'll head west then? And sort things out." He paused. "Hopefully."

As the cargo plane banked, the flight engineer, wedged behind the copilot, checked his instrumentsâ€”those that didn't have "INOP" stickers stuck to their faceplates. The oil leak seemed okay now, and the port engine wasn't overheating as long as they took it easy and held back on the throttle.

The journey had begun two days earlier in a winter storm that turned the San Diego Wild Animal Park into a sea of mud. In a driving rain, three of the zoo's rare Arabian oryxesâ€”magnificent black and white animals with long, tapered hornsâ€”were patiently coaxed into a chute and loaded into large wooden crates. They were going home.

Once, great herds of oryxes had freely roamed Arabia. But in the early part of this century, the peninsula's bedouin began replacing their old flintlocks with accurate and deadly Martini-Henrys. A large oryx could feed a family for a month, and the hunt was exciting, a test of riding and marksmanship. Later, oil-rich princes joined the hunt, not on fiery Arab steeds but on military half-tracks fitted with heavy-caliber machine guns. For sport, not food, they would slaughter sixty or more animals in an afternoon. Until there were no more. By the early 1970s, the Arabian oryx was extinct in the wild.

Fortunately, a number of conservation groups had faced the reality that the animal was being wiped out in its native habitat and had initiated an innovative breeding program. Arabian oryxes in zoos were swapped back and forth so that a genetically sound "world herd" could be created. By 1980 there were enough animals in captivity that a few at a time could be returned to the wild.

On their journey home, San Diego's oryxes would have company: Dave Malone, a young zookeeper, and a documentary film crew, consisting of myself and my wife, Kay, cameraman Bert Van Munster, and soundman George Goen. As soon as the oryxes were secured in their crates, the clock began ticking, for it would be unwise to risk opening the crates to give the sharp-horned animals food or water. It was essential to get them to Arabia as quickly as possible.

The freeway north to Los Angeles was partially flooded and choked with traffic. The Wild Animal Park truck made it to Air France Cargo with not a moment to spare, and we and the oryxes were on our way to Paris. There we transferred to another cargo plane, flown by a pickup crew that normally worked for British Midlands. After nightfall they veered off course somewhere over eastern Turkey. The error was understandable. Of the crew, only the pilot had made the run beforeâ€”once, ten years ago.

Now I was in a jump seat behind the pilot, except the pilot wasn't there. He was all but on hands and knees, puzzling with the rest of the crew over navigational charts spread out on the cockpit floor. Gazing into the night, I thought I saw something. A glint in the moonlight.

"By any chance could we have company up here, coming our way?"

"Doubt it. Not at this altitude."

"You're sure?"

"Actually, no."

The pilot swung up, peered ahead, didn't see anything. But his eyes weren't accustomed to the dark. He flipped on the plane's landing lights. And in response, coming at us, another set of landing lights lit up the sky, the beams diffused by the petro-haze that hovers miles high over Arabia. The two planes streaked past each other. Dave, who'd been back in the cargo hold checking on the oryxes, poked his head through the cockpit doorway.

"You guys okay?"

"Just fine," the pilot said.

And we were. A few minutes later the copilot spotted the burning flares marking Saudi Arabia's major north-south pipeline. "Flying the pipeline" took us to within an hour of our destination: Muscat, the capital of the Sultanate of Oman, where His Majesty Sultan Qaboos ibn Said had become intrigued by the plight of the oryx and had established a program to reintroduce the species into the wild.
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