
 



 

 



 

 

 



TITLE:  Sleeping Beauty 

STANDFIRST: Saudi Arabia’s Al Wahba0 Crater is at the centre of one of the geographic wonders of Saudi Arabia, attracting visitors and 

academics from around the world. An experience not to be missed, Randa Saab Smith tells Saudi Voyager what to expect.  

 

BODY TEXT: The spectacular formations and unique terrain of the volcanic areas of Saudi Arabia have been intriguing Saudi and expatriate 

adventurers, scientists and explorers for decades. Even so, the volcanoes themselves have only recently begun to pique the interest of volcanologists, 

having largely gone unnoticed until the past decade, but now drawing interest from around the world.  

 

A number of harrats, or volcanic lava fields, cross the Kingdom. The distribution is thought to be associated with early seismic activity over the last 25 

million years, and that resulted in a number of fissures splitting the Arabian Peninsula from the African continent and leading to the formation of the Red 

Sea. The harrats cover a broad area that links Yemen in the south to Syria in the north over a broad sweep of 180,000 square kilometres. 

 

The last well-documented eruption in Saudi Arabia occurred in the northern end of Harrat Rahat near Al Madinah in 1256AD and was preceded by 

significant earthquake activity for several days.   

 

Then, fountains of basalt lava spewed from the southeast of Al Madinah, with lava flow slowly advancing toward the city. The eruption would continue for 

52 days, when the molten rock started to cool at just 12km away. About half a cubic kilometer of alkali olivine basalt was extruded from a 2.25 km-long 

fissure during this eruption, and the lava covered a distance of 23 km.   

 

Earlier, an eruption had been reported in Harrat Khaybar to the north of Harrat Rahat in the seventh century AD, and there was another possible eruption 

around 640 AD at Harrat Uwayrid. 

 

In recent times, the area has been regarded as seismically quiet, but over the past few years from 2007, the Saudi Geological Survey has measured 

more than 30,000 small earthquakes occurring beneath Harrat Lunayyir, in the northwest of Saudi Arabia. One of these included one of 5.4 magnitude on 

May 19, 2009 which damaged structures in the town of Al Ays in Madina province and leading to an 8km-long surface rupture appearing in the northern 

part of the volcanic field.  At the time the Saudi Arabian government, concerned that larger earthquakes might occur, evacuated 40,000 people from the 

region. Although seismic activity quickly calmed down, the area is still continuously monitored for any signs of renewed activity. 



 

In addition to being of interest to geologists and scientists, the various formations make for unusual geographic sights worth taking the time to visit. Since 

the SCTA began to raise interest in tourism within the Kingdom, Saudis and expatriates have started looking at tourism opportunities from a different 

perspective, especially in relation to Ecotourism. Those who thought Saudi Arabia’s landscape was just desert and sand are mistaken.  

 

Harrats are examples of Saudi Ecotourism sites. The topography reflects a variety of soil colors and textures, ranging from extreme black to almost white, 

and from fine sand to extremely hard rock formations. The rocks and ground provide a multitude of distinctive patterns of solidified lava shapes and twirls. 

Beautiful sights include Jebel Bayda and the neighboring Jabal Abiad, of Harrat Khaybar to the east of Al Madina, known locally as the “White mountain”, 

which at a distance are easily mistaken for being covered with snow. To their south is the remarkable Wahba crater in Makkah province. 

 

The Wahba crater is 254 km from Taif on the western edge of the Harrat Kishb basalt plateau, which contains a number of volcanic cones. It is as much 

as 260 meters deep and up to 2 km across. Geologists theorize that the crater was caused by molten boiling basaltic magma from a rising volcano that 

collided with a body of subterranean water, the result being a massive explosion that created a huge hole in the ground with a base of white sodium 

phosphate crystals. An old tale indicates that the Wahba crater was formed as a result of a meteorite hitting the ground, although this has been 

disproved. 

 

The base is flat, and in times of rain, water accumulates there. In summer, however, it evolves into a huge saltpan as much as a kilometer wide in places.  

 

Visitors seeking out the Wahba Crater should be careful not to confuse it with the Wabar craters in Al Rabaa al Khali, which were discovered by a British 

explorer in 1932 and are believed to have been caused by a meteorite shower.  

 

Wahba Crater is located east of Taif. Comprising ash, rock, and lava fields, it sounds like a pretty desolate-sounding destination, so why would anyone 

want to go there? According to John Wiese, a Canadian expat living in Riyadh for more than 20 years and a keen photographer and trekker, it is “a 

natural marvel.”  
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“It provides a stunning view and makes an excellent weekend. I have visited the Wahba Crater twice, and I may well be going again in the next few 

months,” he explains. “It is only a six-and-a-half hour drive from Riyadh, and is fairly easy to get to. The road is paved all the way from the Makkah 

highway to a little village near the crater, and then there is a track which can easily be driven by a saloon car.”  

 

Depending on the rains, Weise says he enjoys visiting the lake nearby, while the crater itself fills up with water when it rains. Then there are the lava 

fields as well: “The lava that came out of the ground was glowing red and flowed out to solidify in an all black shiny surface,” he says.  

 

On one side of the crater lies a single ash cone, which volcanologists believe is all that is left of the original eruption. It is believed that the eruption was 

so violent that the mountain dome was destroyed before collapsing into the crater. The cinder cone is what is left of the mountain. 

 

Climbing down to the crater is an experience not to be missed. There is only one safe track for walking down to the crater. There is a sort of a first level 

down, and walking there, there are palm trees, grass and bushes, while water flows into the area in rainy season.  

 

The longer descent to the bottom takes around 45 minutes and one needs to be relatively fit to perform the climb back up. It may take from one to two 

hours to come back up, depending on your fitness.  

 

For those wanting to stay overnight, there are no hotels in the vicinity, but camping is allowed. “We camp in the lava field, which is a couple of kilometers 

away from the rim of the crater. This gives us privacy and protection from the wind,” Weise says. “We heard that there may be a project for a hotel or a 

cable car construction, although it may be better to leave the crater in its natural state to preserve its charm.” 

 

Ian Johnston, a Canadian expat, and Jo-Anne Hamilton, an Australian expat visited the crater last year with a group of expatriates from South Africa, 

New Zealand, Sudan and Lebanon. They found the site extremely spectacular and made sure to take a lot of pictures to commemorate their visit and to 

capture the sight of one of nature’s marvels. Ian and Jo-Anne have kindly provided us with photos of their visit. 

 

Lesley Webb, a British expatriate, is another visitor to the Wahba Crater “The first time we visited the crater was years before GPS was introduced, and it 

wasn’t easy to find the location,” she recalled. “But we finally found our way after asking directions from residents in the neighboring village.  

 



“We were two families with our young children and we all enjoyed the trip very much. The road does reach the crater and it is an easy drive. The crater 

itself is a magnificent sight, and is truly worth the effort. The terrain is very interesting with the beautiful lava formations. Around the crater, on the lava 

surface, we could see green semi-precious stones called peridot.” Geologically, it is believed that these stones were carried from the Earth’s mantle by 

the lava. “What is good about this site as a tourist attraction is that it is still in a pristine and unspoiled state”, added Lesley. 

 

If you leave either Riyadh or Jeddah early on a Thursday morning, you can arrive at the crater in time to enjoy your afternoon tea and dinner overlooking 

a magnificent vista, but it is wise to find a suitable place to set up your camp before sunset. You can start your descent to the crater early Friday morning 

to give yourself enough time to climb back. While going down the crater, make sure to find the easy path down and that you have a lot of drinking water 

with you.  

 

Escaping the “hustle and bustle” of the city to the Wahba crater makes an unforgettable weekend. You experience the first light of dawn, the whispering 

breeze, and the vast horizon in an internationally unique landscape. The Wahba Crater is a geographic gem that is worth exploring. It is indeed a 

sleeping beauty that is attracting visitors from all nationalities to admire its charms.   

 

 

SIDEBAR 

Directions to Al Wahba Crater 

From Jeddah, take the Taif-Riyadh highway. After 161 km, leave the highway at the Khanfaniyah - Umm Odoom exit and turn left over the bridge (this is 

the second bridge after the town of Radwan). After 31 km, turn left again to Umm Odoom town and continue for 61k m before turning right at the brown 

“Al Wahba” signboard. The road ends at the crater's edge.  

 

From Riyadh, take the highway towards Makkah, drive through the towns of Rowaydah, then Dhalim, and at almost exactly 600 km from Riyadh, turn 

north off the Makkah Highway at junction 325. Go on for about 30 minutes before a left-hand turn near Maran. Drive to the cross roads, then take a right 

hand turn to drive to the edge of the crater. 

 

GPS: 22o 53.73’N; 41o07.90’E. 



  



Harrat distribution in KSA 

Source: Saudi Geological Survey:  http://www.sgs.org.sa/English/NaturalHazards/Pages/Volcanoes.aspx 

 

A list of some active and extinct volcanoes in Saudi Arabia. 

Name 
Elevation Location 

Last eruption 
meters feet Coordinates 

Al Harrah 1100 3609 31°05′N 38°25′E31.08°N 38.42°E 

- 

Harrat al Birk 381 1250 18°22′N 41°38′E18.37°N 41.63°E 

- 

Harrat ar Rahah 1660 6398 27°48′N 36°10′E27.80°N 36.17°E 

- 

Harrat Ithnayn 1625 5331 26°35′N 40°12′E26.58°N 40.20°E 

Holocene 

Harrat Khaybar 2093 6867 25°00′N 39°55′E25.00°N 39.92°E 

650 

Harrat Kishb 1475 4839 22°48′N 41°23′E22.80°N 41.38°E 

Holocene 

Harrat Lunayyir  1370 4495 25°10′N 37°45′E25.17°N 37.75°E 

1000 

Harrat Rahat 1,744 5722 23°30′N 39°28′E23.5°N 39.47°E 

1256 

Harrat 'Uwayrid  1900 6299 27°05′N 37°15′E27.08°N 37.25°E 

640 

Jabal Yar 305 1001 17°03′N 42°50′E17.05°N 42.83°E 

1810 

 Source: Wikipedia, Siebert L, Simkin T (2002-). Volcanoes of 

the World: an Illustrated Catalog of Holocene Volcanoes and their Eruptions. Smithsonian Institution, Global Volcanism Program Digital Information 

Series, GVP-3, (http://www.volcano.si.edu/world/) 
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Photos: 

Excellent photos by Adnan Masood can be viewed on: http://www.pbase.com/adnan_masood/wahba_crater 
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