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The Atlantis Of The Sands

Introduction: The
Allure of a Lost
Arabian City

For  centuries,  the  vast,  unforgiving
deserts of the Arabian Peninsula have
whispered  tales  of  a  magnificent  city
swallowed by the sands. Known as the
"Atlantis of the Sands," this legendary
metropolis  has  captivated  explorers,

archaeologists,  and  dreamers  alike.
Unlike the Greek myth of Atlantis, this
legend  is  rooted  in  ancient  texts,
Bedouin  folklore,  and  a  genuine
historical mystery that seemed destined
to remain unsolved. What was this city?
Where did it go? And what does its story
reveal about the rise and fall of ancient
civilizations?  This  article  delves  deep
into the enigma of Ubar, also known as
Iram or Wabar, exploring the myths, the



science,  and  the  rediscovery  that
reshaped  our  understanding  of  the
Arabian  desert.

The  phrase  "Atlantis  of  the  Sands"
evokes images of a wealthy, advanced
society that vanished without a trace,
swallowed  by  a  cataclysmic  event.
While  the  story  of  Plato's  Atlantis  is
a l legor ica l ,  the  ta le  of  Ubar  is
intertwined  with  historical  records,
including the Quran, which mentions a
city  called  Iram  of  the  Pillars.  The
search for this lost city became one of
the great archaeological adventures of
the  20th  century,  combining  satellite
technology,  ancient  texts,  and
traditional navigation. In this article, we

will explore the origins of the myth, the
evidence  for  its  existence,  and  the
modern  discovery  that  brought  the
Atlantis  of  the  Sands  back  into  the
spotlight.

The Legend of Ubar:
Myths and Ancient
Sources

The legend of the Atlantis of the Sands
predates the medieval period, with its
roots  firmly  planted  in  pre-Islamic
Arabian lore. The city, often called Ubar,
is  also  referred  to  in  the  Quran  as
Iram—a city of towering pillars, famed
for its opulence and its destruction by
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divine  punishment.  According  to  the
Quranic  narrative,  the  people  of  Iram
were  a  powerful  and  wealthy  tribe
known as the 'Ad, who built  a city of
magnificent  structures.  Their  arrogance
and rejection of  prophets  led to  their
ann ih i la t ion  by  a  devastat ing
windstorm.

Bedouin tribes for generations spoke of
a  lost  city  in  the  Rub'  al  Khali,  the
Empty Quarter—the largest continuous
sand  desert  on  Earth.  They  called  it
"Ubar" and described a place of riches,
fragrant  frankincense,  and  advanced
water  management.  Caravans  would
sometimes speak of glimpsing the ruins
on  the  horizon  before  they  vanished

into  the  dunes.  These  oral  traditions
were  dismissed  by  many  Western
scholars  as  fanciful  tales,  but  they
contained kernels  of  truth  that  would
later be confirmed by archaeology.

The Greek historian Herodotus and the
Roman writer Pliny the Elder also made
references to a wealthy incense-trading
empire in southern Arabia. The region
was famous for producing frankincense
and myrrh, which were highly prized in
the  ancient  world.  Some  scholars
believe that Ubar was a key hub on the
incense route, a bustling trading center
that connected the coast of Oman with
Mesopotamia ,  Pers ia ,  and  the
Mediterranean.  This  economic



importance  may  have  contributed  to
the  city's  legendary  wealth  and  its
eventual downfall.

The Quranic Account of Iram

In Islamic tradition, the story of Iram is
a powerful cautionary tale. The city is
mentioned  in  Surah  Al-Fajr  (89:6-8):
"Have  you  not  considered  how  your
Lord  dealt  with  'Ad  –  [the  people  of]
Iram – who had lofty pillars, the likes of
whom had never been created in the
land?"  The  "p i l l a rs "  a re  o f ten
interpreted  as  grand  columns  or
towering  tents,  symbolizing  the
architectural  prowess  of  the  'Ad
civilization. Their destruction, caused by

a "barren wind," is  a reminder of  the
transience of earthly power.

This  mix  of  historical  geography  and
theological  narrative  has  fueled  the
search. For centuries, Muslims and non-
Muslims alike wondered if  Iram was a
literal physical city or an allegory. The
discovery  of  ancient  fortified
settlements in the Empty Quarter would
later tilt the evidence toward the literal
interpretation.

The Search for the
Lost City: From
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Bedouin Guides to
Satellite Imagery

The  quest  to  find  the  Atlantis  of  the
Sands gained momentum in  the 20th
century,  driven  by  explorers  like
Bertram  Thomas  and  Harry  St.  John
Philby. Thomas, in the 1930s, was the
first  Westerner  to  cross  the  Empty
Quarter. He recorded Bedouin accounts
of a lost city and even thought he had
found remnants near the Dhofar region
of  Oman.  Philby,  an  English  explorer
and father of the spy Kim Philby, also
ventured  into  the  desert  and  identified
a  potential  site  he  called  "Wabar."
However, these early expeditions were

hampered  by  the  harsh  environment,
lack  of  technology,  and  ambiguous
evidence.

It was not until the 1980s that a team
led  by  Nicholas  Clapp,  an  amateur
archaeologist  and  filmmaker,  used  a
combination  of  ancient  manuscripts,
NASA  satellite  imagery,  and  ground
surveys  to  pinpoint  a  promising
location. The satellite images revealed
faint  traces of  ancient caravan routes
converging  on  a  single  point  in  the
desert.  Those routes, visible as subtle
disturbances in the sand, suggested a
major  hub.  The  site  lay  at  a  spring
known as Shisr in the Omani desert.



The Discovery at Shisr: A
Fortress in the Sand

In 1991, the expedition excavated the
site of Shisr (or Shisr al-Sharqiya) and
uncovered  the  remains  of  a  large,
fortified  settlement  that  had  collapsed
into  a  sinkhole.  The  structure  was
octagonal in shape, with thick limestone
walls, towers, and evidence of extensive
water  management  systems.  Artifacts
found  included  pottery,  glass,  and
metalwork dating back to the 3rd and
4th centuries AD, with some evidence of
earlier habitation from the 9th century
BC. The site's location on a crucial trade
route  for  frankincense  matched  the
descriptions of Ubar.

However, the discovery was not without
controversy.  Many  archaeologists
argued that Shisr was too small to be
the fabled Atlantis of the Sands. Others
pointed out that the sinkhole collapse,
possibly  tr iggered  by  the  over-
extraction  of  groundwater  from  an
underground  cavern,  could  explained
the sudden disappearance described in
the  legends.  The  water-soluble
limestone  bedrock  would  have  made
the city vulnerable to collapse, leading
to a catastrophic event that swallowed
the  s t ruc tures  and  fo rced  the
inhabitants  to  flee.



The Atlantis Of The Sands

Downloaded from tracker.dreammachineusa.org by Copeland & Kenyon • The journey of a
thousand miles begins with a single page. • Page 7

Unraveling the
Mystery: How
Geology and Climate
Shaped the Legend

The story of the Atlantis of the Sands is
not  just  about  a  city;  it  is  about  the
fragility  of  human  settlements  in
extreme  environments.  The  Empty
Quarter  was  not  always  a  desert  of
towering  dunes.  Archaeological  and
paleoclimatic  research shows that  the
region  experienced  wetter  periods,
known  as  pluvials,  when  lakes  and
grasslands  supported  human  activity.
The city of Ubar likely flourished during

one  such  interlude,  around  3000  to
2000 BC. As the climate became dryer,
the ability to sustain a large population
became increasingly difficult. Wells had
to be dug deeper, and the reliance on
underground  water  caverns  became
critical—and  dangerous.

Geologists have confirmed that the area
around  Shisr  is  underlain  by  ancient
limestone  caverns.  Over  time,  the
removal of groundwater for agriculture
and domestic use could have weakened
the cavern roofs, leading to collapses.
The sinkhole that exposed the ruins of
Shisr is evidence of such an event. It is
plausible that the city was abandoned
or  destroyed  when  the  ground  gave



way,  creating  a  crater  that  filled  with
sand  over  centuries.  This  natural
disaster  would  have  been  interpreted
by  local  populations  as  a  divine
punishment  for  arrogance,  embedding
the story into the cultural  memory of
the Bedouin.

The Frankincense
Trade: Economic
Power of the Atlantis
of the Sands

To understand the stature of  the lost
city, one must appreciate the value of
frankincense  in  the  ancient  world.

Frankincense,  a  resin  extracted  from
the Boswellia tree, was used in religious
rituals,  medicine,  and  cosmetics.  The
best  quality  frankincense  came  from
the Dhofar  region of  Oman,  near  the
border with Yemen. The Atlantis of the
Sands was situated at the crossroads of
the  overland  incense  road,  which  led
north  to  Gaza  and  west  to  Egypt.
Control of this route brought immense
wealth and cultural exchange. The city
o f  U b a r  w o u l d  h a v e  b e e n  a
cosmopolitan  center,  with  merchants
from Arabia, Africa, and the Near East.

The decline of the incense trade due to
the rise of Christianity, which changed
burial and ritual practices, and the shift
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to maritime trade routes in the Indian
Ocean reduced the importance of  the
overland road. By the time of the early
Islamic period, Ubar was already in ruin.
The  combination  of  climate  change,
economic  decline,  and  geological
instability  sealed  its  fate.

Modern
Interpretations and
Cultural Impact

The  d iscovery  o f  Sh is r  d id  not
completely resolve the mystery. Some
scholars  maintain  that  the  Atlantis  of
the Sands refers to multiple sites or a
legendary  archetype  rather  than  a

single  city.  Others  point  to  other
structures in the Empty Quarter,  such
as  the  mysterious  "Wabar"  craters,
which  are  actually  meteorite  impact
sites,  as  possible  sources for  tales  of
fire  from  the  sky.  However,  Shisr
remains  the  most  credible  candidate.

The story of the lost city has inspired
books, documentaries, and even video
games. It serves as a metaphor for the
hubris and vulnerability of civilizations.
The Atlantis of the Sands continues to
capture  the  imagination  because  it
blends  hard  science  with  a  timeless
moral lesson. It  reminds us that even
the greatest cities can be erased by the
forces of nature and time.



Travel and Tourism:
Visiting the Ruins
Today

Today, the site of Shisr is accessible to
adventurous  travelers.  Located  in  the
Omani  desert,  it  offers  a  glimpse  into
the past. The ruins are not extensive,
but  the  sense  of  history  is  palpable.
Visitors can see the excavated fort, the
sinkhole,  and  the  surrounding  desert
landscape. The Omani government has
developed  the  site  as  a  cultural
attraction,  though  it  remains  remote.
Travel  that  way  requires  careful
preparation due to  extreme heat  and
sand.

Key tips for visiting the Atlantis of
the Sands:

Travel during the cooler months
(November to March).
Use a 4x4 vehicle with
experienced desert driving skills.
Carry ample water, fuel, and
supplies.
Hire a local guide to navigate the
dunes.
Respect the archaeological site
and avoid removing artifacts.

The journey to the lost city is not just
about  see ing  ru ins ;  i t  i s  about
experiencing  the  harsh  beauty  of  the
Empty  Quarter  and  reflecting  on  the
fleeting nature of human achievement.
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Conclusion: The
Enduring Mystery of
the Atlantis of the
Sands

The Atlantis of the Sands remains one
of  archaeology's  most  compelling
legends.  Whether  one  identifies  it  with
the excavated fortress at Shisr or with a
more  nebulous  ancient  memory,  the
story  offers  a  vivid  lesson  in
environmental  and  historical  fragility.
The city's rise and fall encapsulate the
challenges faced by ancient civilizations
in adapting to a changing planet. While
we may never know every detail of its

history,  the  search  for  Ubar  has
enriched  our  understanding  of  the
Arab ian  Pen insu la ' s  pas t  and
demonstrated the power of combining
modern  technology  with  traditional
narratives. The Atlantis of the Sands will
continue  to  haunt  our  imagination,  a
shimmering  mirage on  the  horizon  of
history.

Further Reading and
Resources

The Lost City of Ubar by Nicholas
Clapp
NASA's Earth Observatory images
of the incense route
Omani Ministry of Heritage and



Culture publications Documentary: "Quest for the Lost
City" (1992)


