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You are officially in 
The Empty Quarter

A british adventurist from the north 
of Scotland adores the Sultanate 
no end. Acknowledged as one of 
the leading expat desert explorers 

in the UAE, Marina Bruce is also a mother 
and an avid blogger but more a desert 
driving expert!
Her favourite exploits are the southern 

part of the Sultanate having so far visited 
thrice so far during the Khareef festivals. 
Based in Abu Dhabi, UAE, she says it is a 

long way from her home, but is well worth 
the drive and calls Salalah as the city for all 
seasons. Since 2011, Marina and Neil Bruce 
formed ‘Desert Diva’, a popular blog and 
the couple provide useful tips to desert 
drivers out to take risks.
The Bruce’s first visited Salalah in 

2012 July and immediately loved the 
atmosphere. Marina reminisces: “so many 
people outside in the rain, having picnics 
and their enthusiasm was infectious!”
Bitten by its charm, the couple again 

returned the following year in late October 
and found an area which, devoid of cloud 
and rain, appeared very different to their 
previous visit, yet strangely familiar and 
loved it then too.
Explains Marina, “during summer, the 

main appeal is the cool temperatures, 
however as there is low cloud on the 

mountains surrounding Salalah, there is 
less opportunity to explore compared to 
an off-season visit. You can still delve into 
the history of the area by following the 
frankincense trail which boasts a museum 
at Al Balid, a frankincense plantation and 
reputedly, the Queen of Sheba’s palace. 
We followed this up with a visit to the 
frankincense souq to learn more about the 
various grades and uses of this one-time 
valuable commodity and perhaps even buy 
some souvenirs.”  
Throughout the summer months, the 

monsoon currents make the sea extremely 
rough so beach based activities are 
dangerous and discouraged. She, however 
advises, that if you make a second visit 
later in the year try to head to the beach at 
sunset where you will likely see a football 
match, fishermen and many kids playing by 
the waterside.
Joining her husband Neil, Marina moved 

to Al Ain in 2009 from Scotland’s oil capital, 
Aberdeen and wasted no time exploring 
her new country.
An active lady that she is, Marina, has 

accompanied film crews and journalists, 
and led countless expeditions, camping 
trips, and generally encouraging new 
desert adventurers.
Since the Bruce’s purchased their first 

off road vehicle, Marina has been highly 
respected in the desert off-road scene. This 
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is partly due to her continuing with her desert travels 
during Neil’s job rotation on Das Island.  
Together however, they have clocked up over 

100,000 kms off road driving in the deserts of Al 
Ain, Liwa, Wahiba and also crossed the Umm As 
Sameem (Mother of All Worries) in their many 
travels to Oman especially to Salalah in Dhofar 
Governorate.
Explaining further Marina says during winter the 

area seems almost devoid of tourists, the weather 
is slightly warmer than the UAE and there are no 
clouds to conceal the many beautiful sights to be 
found in the area.  
Fearful hair-raising hairpin bends are a feature of 

most of the roads which rise from the Salalah area 
over the mountains to the desert beyond, although 
the crash barriers are also present on the newest 
roads.  
Breathtaking scenery can be found throughout 

the area; she says, that the travertine curtain at 
Wadi Dirbat is immense in scale yet can hardly be 

glimpsed through the mist during the foggy season; 
from the top of the escarpment which is Jebel 
Samham, car park accessible by 2WD, one can gaze 
over the Indian Ocean, town of Mirbat just a small 
speck some 500 metres below; taking the 4x4 over 
rough track to the coves south of Sadah to catch 
seabirds at sunrise and perhaps some fisherman 
returning with their morning’s catch.
Marina admits her favourite resource is Google 

earth, through which she seems to have discovered 
many interesting places to visit or to camp. She also 
relies on few guidebooks which cover Salalah.  
Marina recollects that one of her favourite drives 

is an amalgamation of a few routes with one or two 
sights which she discovered on her own.  
Starting at Salalah, head south for around 60 kms, 

ascend a spectacular mountain road complete 
with hairpin bends and awesome views. The route 
then heads inland, along a graded track through 
some almost barren scenery, almost moon like in 
appearance.  

stone bbq near salalah

view from the jebel 
samhan escarpment

Mother nature has sculpted this 
rock with windblown sand

Marina admits 
that she always loved 

exploring, although there is 
very limited scope for offroad 
driving in her home country of 
Scotland. She arrived in 2009 
and felt instantly at home in 

the deserts and plains of 
Oman and the UAE.
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She says after hunting for fossils the 
drivers can continue to Mudhai, then east 
to Thumrait before returning to Salalah. 
The access to her favourite wadi, Aydam, 
is 50 kms north of Mudhai. Here, one can 
also explore Lost City of Ubar if suitably 
equipped. The terrain in the wadi bed is 
mixed which is sand, dried up mud, rocks and 
shingle – making for an interesting drive with 
some sheltered campsites with huge photo 
opportunities.
Though most of her overland journeys are 

done with two cars; both her husband and 
she have their own Nissan Patrols, equipped 
with winches.  However some expeditions are 
even better shared with friends and are lucky 
enough to accompany Mike Nott, author of 
Advanced Offroad Adventure Routes, UAE 
and Oman, on his reconnaissance trip which 
covered five routes in Oman, starting with a 
500 km offroad route connecting Aydam with 
Shwaiymia.  
Marina admits that a place which draws her 

back repeatedly is the Umm As Sameem, a 
50-km wide salt flat located some 200kms 
from Ibri and enroute to Salalah, if one were 
to choose to travel offroad. 
All good holidays must come to an end 

but she reminds that this can be done by 
adding an extra day by returning North via the 
new coast road. Starting at Salalah, the road 
snakes up past Mirbat and Sadah passing an 
unusual waterfall near Hasik where not just 
water but travertine rock is slowly flowing 
from the top.  At one time residents of 
Shwaymia in the north would have to take 
boat trip or travel up to 400kms by road to 
reach Hasik; a new stretch of road carved 
into mountains has cut this to 97 kms, she 
narrates. 
How did the streak of adventurism hit 

her? Marina admits that she always loved 
exploring, although there is very limited scope 
for offroad driving in her home country 
of Scotland. She arrived in 2009 and felt 
instantly at home in the deserts and plains of 
Oman and the UAE.
Marina Bruce writes about travel, offroading 
and life as an expat in the Middle East on 
her blog, www.thedesertdiva.com. You can 
also be updated on her adventures via 
twitter ‘15shadesofsand’.
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