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Lawrence Osborne is predominantly famous for his best-selling 2012 novel The Forgiven, set in the 

Moroccan desert. In another much-acclaimed work, this time non-fiction, The Wet and the Dry 

(published consecutively by Harvill Secker, Crown, and Broadway Books in 2013 and 2014), Osborne 

takes the readers abroad again, on a journey to the Islamic states, all in order to explore and contrast 

the abstemious Muslim world with the Western culture of drinking. 

The Wet and the Dry is not Osborne’s only non-fiction book, as apart from being a novelist, he is also 

a journalist and a traveler who admits to having “a strong nomadic tendency”
1
. More to the point, 

Osborne is a confirmed addict, which in the context of the book makes him a “visiting alcoholic” (116), 

as he refers to himself in the chapter called “My Sweet Islamabad”. Consequently, both his peripatetic 

inclinations and his propensity for drink empower him with particular authority to write what might be 

called an alco-travelogue. The title of the book is a brilliant play on words, connoting the climate as well 

as the level of alcoholic saturation. It should be of interest to dipsomaniacs and teetotalers alike, for 

drinkwise or antidrinkwise each will find room for individual preferences. 

Among many published books on drink, a theme that has been discussed by amateurs and scholars 

for ages, Osborne’s is quite unique because it contextualizes drink in the settings where the teachings of 

the Quran are in direct conflict with alcohol consumption. The book amalgamates culture, history, even 

philosophy, but underneath it, all Osborne makes is an attempt to find chinks in the armor of Islamic 

sobriety: “I might eventually stumble across that most delightful phenomenon, a Muslim alcoholic” (9). 

And he does strive to achieve this end by visiting hotels and bars, talking to the natives as well as 

expatriates from the Western world, and contemplating his own feelings and impressions. The book is 

interspersed with a multitude of details, mostly concerning places and people, providing numbers and 

statistics pertaining to the drink theme. We have to trust Osborne, hoping that his account is reliable and 

has not been affected by the intake of alcohol, of which he boasts quite ostentatiously every now and 

again: “I realise that I have been drinking for hours and yet I have no memory of it. It is negative time” 

(18). 

The search for Islamic booze havens begins in Beirut, where Osborne observes that Lebanon is “the 

only Arab country with a wine culture” (26), a surprising conclusion, for even an amateur wine consumer 

would probably wonder why he excludes places such as Tunisia. In Lebanon, Osborne meets the owner 

of the Coteaux de Botrys winery, discussing the political landscape and how it affects wines as such. 

Consequently, when told that the reason she sleeps with a gun is the goats that eat the grapes, his 

afterthought is that “one never knows who will come out of those beautiful hills. A wine critic or a man 

                                                        
1
 Rachel Cooke, “Lawrence Osborne: ‘Acclaim. I don’t notice it much’”. The Guardian, 13 April 2014. 
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with a Kalashnikov” (Osborne 28). Similarly in Egypt, the changing political climate overshadows 

Osborne’s meeting with two Lebanese wine makers running “the only winery in Egypt that grows its 

own grapes in the country” (Osborne 230). In fact, the whole chapter (“Twilight at The Windsor Hotel”) 

is devoted to politics and religion, and how the Egyptian Revolution has or will affect the drinking habits 

of the country not yet entirely dry. The ‘wet’ part in this case applies predominantly to beer, which, as 

Osborne observes, is “the national drink of Egypt” (235), the main reason being the fact that it has been 

drunk in Egypt since the ancient times and is considered “a kind of surrogate water” and thus “not 

ghettoized as alcohol” (237). 

Another oasis in the supposedly dry places Osborne visits is Abu Dhabi, which, unlike Beirut, the “city 

of wine and sea”, offers the “desert and its faith” (48), though occasionally fortified with strong spirits 

that can be found in various bars, crowded by Arabs drinking vodka, or vodka-based drinks. It seems that 

finding such places during Osborne’s trip gives him a consolatory feeling that even in the Islamic world 

there are tokens which strike quite optimistic notes for the “great brotherhood of drinkers” (Osborne 

101). These tokens are best epitomized in his concluding remark concerning the product originating 

from the cold north, Sweden to be precise, and perfectly assimilated in the lands where alcohol is, 

officially at least, unwelcome: “Absolute is what you will dependably find in a bar in the Middle East” 

(Osborne 104).  

However, as promised in the title, there are some genuinely sobering up passages in Osborne’s book, 

a good example being Osborne’s trip to Oman with his Italian lover, all compiled in the chapter titled 

“New Year in Muscat”, whose core can be best summarized in the following conversation: “There’s only 

one thing I insist on at New Year’s and that’s a bottle of champagne. Is champagne legal in Oman?” … 

“What if champagne is illegal?” “Then we’ll have a dry New Year’s” (85-86). 

There are some other moments when Osborne, on the constant lookout for booze, has to surrender 

to the Islamic abstinence, as in Malaysia, where, having failed to find a place to purchase a drink, he 

retires to his hotel room for “a long night of orange juice and Malaysian Koranic TV” (166). 

Most of the places on Osborne’s itinerary are a background to his own contemplations, which often 

become, much as is the case with some of his interlocutors, a “one-man monologue, fueled by alcohol” 

(63). These monologues, also internal, concern the nature of intoxication, as seen from the point of view 

of an experienced drinker, an outspoken one to be precise, a good example being Osborne’s conclusion 

on the final stages of drink addiction: “You miss a rung on the ladder and suddenly the ladder doesn’t 

exist” (143). Much as in this quoted fragment, Osborne’s language is often figurative, and the range of 

vocabulary is quite wide, for he employs literary as well as specialist lexis, but also decidedly colloquial 

items in the “alcho” (40) type. 

All in all, Osborne’s travelogue is a smooth read, offering a closer look at what seems a fairly abstract 

concept of finding some points of convergence between “the wet” and “the dry”. Its main drawback is 

Osborne’s tendency to value his “wet” side of the story at the expense of its opposite. As a result, the 

book occasionally turns into a praise of drink, and a crusade against the heathen non-drinkers. So much 

so that when he quotes the alarming reports from The Khaleej Times about the number of Saudis 

hospitalized due to drinking eau de toilette as an alcoholic ersatz, the result being that in 2006 only 

“twenty citizens of the kingdom died after binging on perfume” (19), it seems that there is a touch of 

triumph here.  

Still, even if the book is partly a journey of self-discovery, or rather self-confirmation, considering 

that Osborne has already discovered and become fully aware of his attachment to drink, it may be 

comforting to those who enjoy the occasional drink or two that “only when you are surrounded by 

teetotalers…you realize how indebted you are to the chemistries of alcohol” (10). All the rest, be it 

culture, history or politics is added value, which certainly makes Osborne’s book worth reading. 
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