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Home to The Frankincense Trail and the emerald-
green hills of Wadi Darbat, it doesn’t need to be 

midnight for things to feel magical at this oasis: Oman’s 
second-largest city, Salalah is equal parts laid-back 

beach town and lush, rolling green hills just begging for 
a hike. And the Al Baleed Resort by Ananatara is 
perfectly poised to be its new favourite bolthole.

Wo rd s b y Yi-Hwa Hann a an d Tif fany Eslick

In Bloom
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AAAAsk anyone who’s been 
to the Sultanate of Oman 
what stood out for them 
the most and the answer 
is more than likely going 
to be “friendly locals” or 
“amazing hospitality.” 
At Salalah International 
Airport’s passport control, a 
gentleman sporting a candy-
coloured, paisley patterned 
massars [traditional 
embroidered wool turbans] 
welcomes me to their 
country. He points out that 
I’ve entirely walked past the 
visa desk, but later off ers 
to let us skip the queue 
the second time around. 
I’m taken aback – friendly 
customs offi  cials are not a 
common occurrence. This 
sets the tone for my
journey here and after a long 
weekend spent exploring the 
various lush wadis, beaches 
and historical sites the city 
has to off er, while staying 
at the new beachfront fi ve-
star Al Baleed Resort by 
Anantara, I can only agree 
that the Omanis’ reputation is 
entirely justifi ed.. 

Salalah is located in the 
Dhofar province 1,040km south 
from the country’s capital, 
Muscat. While it’s Oman’s 
second largest city, for the most 
part, it feels more like a sleepy 
beach town. However, during 
the Gulf’s relentless summer, 
it’s blessed with a khareef 
[monsoon] and GCC residents 
fl ock here to experience its 
cooler temperatures and green 
glory— the result of heavy fogs 
rolling off  the Indian Ocean 
giving new life to the grasses 
and plants in the region.

And recently, just 10km 
outside of Salalah, the 

renowned Anantara Group 
has opened up their second 
location in Oman within the 
past year—the fi rst being 
their resort in the picturesque 
mountains up at Jabal Al 
Akhdar. The Anantara Group 
seems to be dedicated to 
always making the most of 
its surrounds wherever their 
properties may lay, and the Al 
Baleed Resort in Salalah is no 
diff erent: No matter where you 
go within the 136-room resort, 
you’ll fi nd clear touches of the 
area’s Omani heritage, obvious 
from the moment we stepped 
into our room. Or perhaps I 
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“During khareef season,  
GCC residents fl ock to Salalah 
for its cooler temperatures 
and lush green glory

should say villa: Our room was 
not merely a room, but in fact, a 
sprawling 3-part villa in which 
we walked into a vast living 
room decorated like an Omani 
majlis, a bedroom featuring 
an enormous mattress laid 
into a slab of marble, and a 
bathroom complete with rain 
shower, bathtub, and walk-in 
closet area. Outside, our own 
private pool along with another 
mini Majlis-style seating area 
beckoned, with a team of 
camels (who apparently were 
available for excursions with 
the kids club nearby) making 
their presence known with the 
occasional bray. In the living 
room, two foot baths had been 
placed at the foot of our Majlis 
sofa, side-by-side. Our host—
staff  can take you straight to 
your room to check in, if you 
wish, and you can even check 
out from your villa if you prefer 
it to the main reception—
expplained that this was so that 
each guest could enjoy a foot 
bath during the fi rst couple of 
days of their stay, a hark back 
to Anantara’s East Asian roots 
married perfectly with the 
relaxing, inviting warmth of 
Arab hospitality. 

It was tough trying to decide 
whether to use the pool or not: 
It was amply sized, off ered a 
considerably satisfying level 
of privacy despite the low wall 
straight ahead of it looking out 
onto the back of the hotel, and 
blissfully temperate. But the 
beach beckoned, and this isn’t 
one ocean-lovers will want to 
miss, for the hotel here hugs a 
stunning, quite vast beach as 
well as a freshwater lagoon. 
Our only issue? You’re not 
the only one who will want to 
take advantage of the splendid 
nature that surrounds this 
beautiful spot: Mosquitos also 
want to claim their fair share, 

so we’d suggest bringing a fair 
amount of repellent if you are 
prone to a bite or a few, and 
if you plan on spending any 
amount of time by the lagoon 
area. If you prefer to swan 
around in their impressive 
infi nity pool, your private pool, 
or the vibrant salty waters that 
expand as far as the eye can 
see from their beach, however, 
then you can relax in comfort. 

The resort’s staff  were, as 
with the rest of our welcome 
to Salalah, all exceptionally 
friendly. The restaurants also 
boast an exceptional sense 
of humour, with clever puns 
and quips hidden in their 
menus (not to mention a 
unique weather report system 
indicated by coconuts). But 
their one absolute star feature 
is perhaps the employment of 
“Gurus”, a tactic that Anatara 
resorts are employing around 
the world as a signature of a 
stay with them. If you want to 
fi nd an expert on any subject 
from wine to tourism, you’ll 
get that plus more with an 
Anantara Guru, and at the Al 
Baleed Resort, you’ll fi nd a 
Guru for anything from wine 
to the surrounding areas. In 
our case, Hussein, the Salalah 
Guru who is in charge of taking 
guests around the area, was 
an absolute revelation. One 
of the warmest, most sincere 
and friendliest characters 
we’d met in a long time, we 
instantly took to him, and not 
least because of his seasoned 
tour guiding skills. By the 
time we headed off  on day 
one, after a solid night’s rest in 
that impossibly comfortable 
marble-bound bed (even 
though the bed “frame” is made 
of marble, the mattress itself is 
worthy of The Princess And 
The Pea, and its pillows equally 
as plush), we were smitten, 
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with both Salalah’s grand 
natural outdoors and Hussein 
himself. 

A FRANKINCENSE TRAIL
Salalah is a city rich in heritage 
with artefacts that date back to 
3,000BC. But it’s most famous 
for its unique boswellia or 
frankincense trees, which were 
once the region’s most lucrative 
export, rivalling gold in their 
value. They’re the most sought 
after throughout the world 
because of their unique and 
high-quality fragrance. Even 
the Queen of Sheba sourced 
her frankincense from here. 
Burning it is an age-old custom 
and Omanis continue to do 
so in their daily rituals today. 
The air in Salalah is thick 
with its woody yet citrusy, 
evocative aroma. It’s available 
for purchase in many grades 
and is readily available at Haff a 
souk. Even during the slightly 
more arid time of year that we 
visited—the start of spring—
when Hussein stopped to 
carve off  a strip of wood from 
a nearby Frankincense tree 
so that we could have a whiff , 

the scent was overwhelmingly 
powerful, refreshing and 
simply intoxicating. 

What is remarkable about 
Salalah’s landscape is its variety 
and how quickly it changes, 
from the wild beaches to 
towering mountain ranges, 
verdant wadis or undulating 
sand dunes in the nearby 
Empty Quarter. Within the 
space of a morning’s drive, I’m 
able to see Taqah Beach with 
its beautifully restored castle, 
white-washed mosques with 
green onion domes and faded 
fi shing dhows parked on the 
sand and then Wadi Darbat 
—a riverbed with crystal clear 
water that’s surrounded by 
a variety of trees and gnarly 
bushes. It’s also a favourite spot 
for hundreds of camels.

Just nearby at Khor Rori 
is the architectural site of 
Sumhuram, a city that dates 
back to the second century 
BC and served as a port for 
the shipment and storage of 
frankincense. It is one of four 
sites on the UNECSO “Land of 
the Frankincense Trade” World 
Heritage List. Beside a handful 

of German travellers, there’s 
no one else here and I explore 
its mysterious maze of partially 
excavated rooms and pathways.

Just 40km west of Salalah 
lies the Jabal al Qamar, one of 
the most dramatic sections of 
the Dhofar Mountains where 
craggy limestone cliff s plunge 
into the sea at Mughsail.Here, 
you can picnic in the shade of 
the Al Marnif Cave overlooking 
the cobalt blue Arabian Sea and 

a trio of natural blowholes. 
All that exploring leaves 

you hungry, and what better 
place to fi ll an eager mouth 
than where the locals do? After 
asking if we liked seafood, our 
Salalah Guru, Hussein, took us 
to a local fi sh market, where 
we were unfortunately just too 
late to obtain fresh fi sh from 
the fi shermen dragging their 
boats in. Their catch of the day 
had already been snapped up 
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by local restaurants, so that was 
where we headed. We found 
one right next to the shipyard, 
and there, dug into thick and 
meaty chunks of fi sh that had 
been seasoned and fl avoured 
with spices, wrapped up in foil 
and baked, then served with 
enormous platters of seasoned 
rice, eaten with your hands. 

Oman has a rich fi shing 
heritage and its waters are 
packed with kingfi sh, prawns, 
lobsters, abalone, and sardines 
to name just a few. We washed 
it down with a cup of hot, sweet 
tea and a rinse of the hands, 
before heading back on our way 
to check out the Frankincense 
Museum and archeological site 
right next door to the hotel. 
Just a 10-minute walk, or a 
short drive (the hotel provides 
a free daily shuttle service 

there) from the hotel is a 
UNESCO World Heritage Site, 
Al Baleed Archaeological Park, 
which dates back to 2,500BC. 

REFRESH AND RESTART
 The hot sun and excitement 
left us eager for a rest, so back 
to our villa we soon went—but 
with so many great things to do 
at the resort, it was hard to just 
cave to a nap. The hotel boasts a 
delightful library room, as well 
as a truly impressive spa, where 
we sank into the massage beds 
of a couples room for a blissful 
quiet period of having our 
aches and pains soothed out of 
our sore muscles. Afterwards, 
we were led to the separate 
male and female Rasul rooms—
the hotel’s upcoming Hammam 
rooms were still in the fi nal 
throes of being built—and 

armed with a body scrub and 
lotion. I was instructed to enter 
the steam room, scrub my 
entire body with the natural 
coconut-based scrub, then 
rinse it off  before applying the 
rinse-off  lotion, fi nally resting 
in the steam and allowing it to 
let my body decompress from 
top to toe while also opening 
up and detoxifying my pores. 
I’d never felt more relaxed, 
nor had my skin looked that 
good in a long time. I briefl y 
considered if I could turn up 
the heat in my own bathroom 
at home to mimic the steamy 
Rasul experience the next time 
I needed to exfoliate, then 
decided I’d be better off  simply 
planning another trip here. 

By the time we headed 
off  to dinner at the hotel’s 
Thai restaurant, a grand 
room of beautiful interiors 
and impressive food, I felt as 
though I’d been on a much 
longer stay, and somewhere 
that was absolutely miles away 
from home. I already couldn’t 
wait to come back. 

GETTING THERE 
Salalah is just a two-

hour fl ight from Dubai, 
and while various 

airlines do fl y there, 
we recommend taking 

FlyDubai. If you’re 
trying to fi t this into 

a long weekend, they 
have a 5pm fl ight on 
a Thursday evening 
that can have you at 
the resort by 8:30 or 

9pm, just in time for a 
late dinner at Al Mina’s 

outdoor terrace. If 
you’re looking to return 
that weekend, FlyDubai 
also off ers a fl ight from 

Salalah to Dubai on 
a Saturday evening, 

departing at 7:50pm, 
which allows for a late 
checkout and full last 
day, before returning 

home to T2 by 9:50pm.

“Oman has a rich fi shing 
heritage and its waters are 
packed with kingfi sh, prawns,  
lobsters and abalone”
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