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Dubai: 

The Final Frontier 


T
HE BOXED SET of "Star Wars" 
movies has just been released, 
and the set of "Harry Potter" 
movies is probably in the pipe
line. In both cases, I thought the 

first film was magical and the subsequent re
leases were ofdeclining interest. I have simi
1ar feelings about returning to Dubai. 

The audacity of Dubai is breathtaking. The 
Dubai of today is like a "Star Wars" set, with 
towers rising out of the sand, exo-skeleton 
buildings frozen in mid-construction and 
soaring airplanes on the edges ofevery vista. In 
the relative coolness of April (where daytime 
temperatures peak in the high 90s), there is a 
heat fog of sandy dust and wind. The skyline 
remains surreal, while the principle spine of 
illghways is crowded with mostly white cars; 
you sense the absence of people. If t hey are 
there, they are illding. 

Dubai sits at air transit central. Beyond oceans 
that defined trade routes through human civiliza
tion, it is Heathrow, Charles de Gaulle, O'Hare and 
Hartsfield-Jackson redefined. Traveling from Sao 
Paulo to Tokyo, the logical geographic stop-otfpoint 
is a spit of land at the base of the Strait of Hormuz. 
The global proposition of the U.A.E. also makes it a 
time-out place for a volatile region ofthe world that 
is convulsing with ethnic and religious strife. 

Across the city-state are hundreds of residential 
towers. Its occupants are more than 80 percent ex
pats, a majority ofhomes and apartments are owned 
by wealthy and well- to-do families from Iran, Iraq, 
Lebanon, Sy ria, Pakistan, India and beyond. Its 
tow-ist traffic is a cross-section ofemerging market 
wealth from Russia, the former Soviet Republics and 
the Indian subcontinent. More so than Ew-ope, it is 
a comfortable place, where differences in wardrobe 
and skin tones attract no attention. 

\Nhile Dubai and the U.A.E. are grovving hospitals, 
schools, vacation destinations and museums, the 
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start of the commercial hub has been shopping. It 
is hard to find anytillng else to do in Dubai. The heat 
and wind ca n be tolerated and enjoyed by those stal
wart dune-buggy adclicts, but playing golf is tough 
for eight months ofthe year. The shopping is superb. 
While smartphones are ubiquitous, the online hunt 
for better pricing is absent. This is a generally afflu
ent customer with no apparent shortage offunds 
and an endless appetite for luxury goods. 

Dubai's first shopping mall was built in 1981, 
although it wasn't until the '90s that its shopping mall 
boom started, beginning with its first shopping festi
val in 1996. At the outset, ea.ch new property looked 
for a unique selling propoSition. Mall of the Emirates 
had a ski slope in the middle of the desert, willch 
became more of place to don parkas and sip hot choc
olate than to slide on artificial snow. The Ibn Battuta 
Mall, named after the Islamic explorer, has wings de
signed after different parts ofhis journeys to the edges 
of the 15th-century Islamic world-not unlike The 
Venetian in Las Vegas, but on a much bigger scale. 
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Since my last visit, a number of new malls 
have opened. The first is about scale-The 
Mall of Dubai is big, one of the largest malls 
in the world. With 65 million-plus visitors a 
year (more than New York City), it has 1,200 
stores, an ice skating rink, aquarium and 
underwater zoo, and a brand spanking new 
Bloomingdale's, where only the men in Arab 
dress clue you in to the fact that you aren't on 
59th Street. The mall has specialty wings. [like 
the concentration of shoe stores, a generation 
beyond the Self ridges floor, with more imagi
native merchanclising (men's shoes on billiard 
tables were my favorite). The denim wing 
has jeans stretched out on laundry lines over 
the concow-se. It is easy to get lost, and many 
people do. The world's tallest building is con
nected to it, and it is part ofa new downtown 
that did not exist 10 years ago. This is not a 
Corbusier-style masterplan. In the desert, you 

don't need the green space, and what greenery you 
do have needs to be watered twice a day or it shrivels 
in the heat. 

The 44-store BoxPark had its soft opening in 
February It's a mall constructed out ofrecycled ship
ping containers. I've seen the idea before, but not at 
tills scale and not in this location. In concept, it is 
ecological and visually stunning. It also is profoundly 
flawed-steel buildings absorb and transmit heat. 
The energy cost ,to cool a steel industrial building to 
retail temperatmes are considerable. Its redeeming 
featw-e may be the permanence of its recycled ma
terials treated to last. Another "Star Wars" set getting 
ready for the 62nd installment to be filmed in 2050, 
animated by all those intergalactic tourists oblivious 
to the heat, but still hungry for the goods. m 
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