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EGYPT

THE JOURNEY BEGINS HERE

[image: jpg]

Giza, Cairo| KANUMAN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Egypt is a country that colours outside the lines. No matter how many times you visit, you will never quite understand how it functions and it’s this chameleon character, fed by 5000 years of civilisation, that defies a simple summing-up. It can be frustrating, frazzling, awe-inspiring, hilarious and deeply, genuinely kind all in the space of a few hours, and although you may have to give up trying to get a grip on it if you lean in – rather than attempt to keep it at arm’s length so you can just snap your pyramid pic in peace – travelling here will reward you a thousand times over. Yes Egypt’s ancient past may be what pulls you to the country, as it did for me 20 years ago on my first trip, but it’s how modern Egypt, its people, culture and energy, sits side-by-side with this lauded history that keeps me coming back.

Jessica Lee

@jessofarabia

Jessica Lee is a travel writer specialising in the Middle East and North Africa.
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My favourite experience is exploring the rock outcrops and desert vistas of El Arag Oasis. Newly reopened to foreign travellers, El Arag is one of Egypt’s most cinematic desert landscapes.

WHO GOES WHERE


Our writers and experts choose the places which, for them, define Egypt.
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MAHMOUD HAIKAL/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Aswan is one of Egypt’s great unsung cities. It’s a place of history, natural beauty and overlapping Egyptian and Nubian culture. Egypt’s past feels alive when you sip a cup of karkadai or sail with captains on their feluccas. Aswan is also a young city (the median age is 22) with a thriving university. Here, Egypt’s past, present and future can be experienced.

[image: jpg]

Paula Hardy

@paulahardy

Paula is a travel journalist working in North Africa.
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DARYA LAVINSKAYA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Magnificent though they are, the temples and tombs of Luxor’s west bank only tell half a story. To see how the narrative has developed over 3000 years, journey into the local market. Listen at Talaat Souq to the haggling for onions and ribaldry between radish sellers, and you’ll find the book of Thebes is a tale still being told.

[image: jpg]

Jenny Walker

Dr Jenny Walker is a writer and academic who shares her time between the Middle East and northern Spain.
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WESTEND61/GETTY IMAGES ©

All of my previous trips to Egypt have focused on the ancient sites along the Nile, but Egypt has another body of water that’s equally deserving of attention: the Red Sea. With crystal-clear waters, hundreds of endemic species and the promise of a new underwater adventure every day, the Red Sea is one of our planet’s greatest natural treasures.
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Lauren Keith

@Lauren Keith

Lauren is a travel writer and newly certified scuba diver.
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PHARAONIC ARTISTRY

The carved and painted tombs of Egypt’s Pharaonic era are one of the country’s greatest artistic treasures. Within them you are standing amid a gallery of vivid, lustrous colours and intricately detailed scenes, which display the mastery of ancient Egypt’s artists. Luxor’s west bank and Saqqara are home to Egypt’s most fêted tombs but also seek out other sites, along the Nile Valley and out in the Western Desert, for a more rounded experience of Pharaonic artistry.

[image: jpg]

Tomb of Ramses V and VI (KV9), Luxor | SERGII FIGURNYI/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Visiting Times

Major tomb-sites get crowded during peak season. Get them all to yourself by visiting in the early morning (Luxor’s west bank sites all open at 6am).

[image: jpg]

COPYCAT37/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Baksheesh

Site guardians supplement dire wages with baksheesh (tips) for unlocking tombs and pointing out particular features. Hoard smaller notes to have them handy at sites.

[image: jpg]

PECOLD/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Tomb Opening Changes

Due to restoration and preservation issues, many sites rotate or change which tombs are open for public viewing every few years.


BEST PAINTED TOMBS EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Experience Old Kingdom artistry at its finest amid the dazzling cache of tombs at Saqqara 1.

Clamber into the tombs of the Valley of the Kings 2 in Luxor to marvel at the famed resting places of the New Kingdom pharaohs.

Take in the fêted wrestler scenes and daily-life depictions inside the tombs of local governors at Beni Hasan 3.

Admire the most colourful, artistically inventive wall paintings in Egypt in the tombs of the pharaohs’ artists at Deir Al Medina 4 on Luxor’s west bank.

Head to the tombs of Qarat Al Muzawwaqa 5 in Dakhla Oasis for their peculiar meld of Pharaonic and Graeco-Roman styles.







COPTIC HERITAGE

Tap into the rich history and vibrant modern-day culture of Egyptian Coptic Christianity amid its ancient churches and the remote desert monasteries where Christian monasticism first began. Many of the traditions carried on today by Egypt’s native Christians have direct links back to the Pharaonic era.

[image: jpg]

St Anthony’s Monastery | TONY MORAN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Visiting Coptic Sites

Historic churches and monasteries in Egypt are all free to enter (donations are welcome) and are normally open from approximately 7am to sunset.

Appropriate Dress

Shoulders and knees should be covered when entering Coptic churches and monasteries, so refrain from wearing items such as singlets, shorts or short skirts.


BEST COPTIC EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Gaze at the stunning frescoes and designs that cover the sanctuary’s altar inside the Red Monastery 1.

Tour St Anthony’s Monastery 2, where Christianity’s monastic traditions first began.

Trace the legacy of Coptic Christianity in Egypt inside Cairo’s Coptic Museum 3.

Day-trip to the fortified monasteries of Wadi Natrun 4, where the monks give insights into Coptic traditions.

Visit the Church of St Sergius & Bacchus 5, which Copts believe is built where the Holy Family sheltered.







BELOW THE SEA SURFACE

For diving fans an Egypt trip is all about the sights under the water. This is one of the top dive destinations in the world. Head below for an adventure into the ethereal world of the Red Sea with its shallow reefs studded with coral pinnacles, swarms of colourful, flitting fish, and shipwrecks to explore.

Peak Diving Conditions

Experienced divers often opt to deal with summer’s scorching on-land heat so they can dive amid July to September’s superior underwater visibility and calm sea conditions.

[image: jpg]

VITALYEDUSH/GETTY IMAGES ©

Dugong Sightings

The dive sites of the Red Sea coast’s far south offer the best chances of spotting one of the Red Sea’s elusive dugong population.

[image: jpg]

LAURA DINRATHS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Accessible Diving

In Sharm El Sheikh, Camel Dive Club offers fully accessible dive holidays with both boats and all areas of the resort fitted for wheelchair users.


BEST DIVE EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Bring out your inner Jacques Cousteau by exploring the WWII wreck of the Thistlegorm 1, voted one of the world’s top 10 wreck dives.

Plunge into the unfathomably deep sink-hole known as the Blue Hole 2, Dahab’s most famous dive site.

Dive the multiple sites of Ras Mohammed National Park 3 in the Sinai, home to one of the world’s most stunning coral reef ecosystems.

Spot hammerheads and mantas amid the steep reef walls of the renowned Elphinstone dive site 4 off the Red Sea coast in Egypt’s deep south.

Head out from Sharm to dive the sites of the Straits of Tiran 5 to experience the kaleidoscope colours of the soft corals on the reefs.







DESERT LANDSCAPES

Despite the focus on the fertile ribbon of the Nile Valley, Egypt is mostly desert and it’s here you’ll experience the country’s most raw and cinematic scenery. The Western Desert’s dunescapes and surreal rock outcrops romp across two-thirds of the country, the mountainous spine of the Eastern Desert swaths the interior of the Red Sea coast, and the Sinai Peninsula is a wilderness of craggy peaks that backgrounds the beaches of the South Sinai resorts.

[image: jpg]

Mount Sinai | BYVALET/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Winter in the Desert

First-time desert visitors may be surprised at how cold it gets on winter nights. Temperatures drop substantially after dark. Bring thermals and decent outer layers.

[image: jpg]

TADEJZUPANCIC/GETTY IMAGES ©

Desert Logistics

Travelling off-road outside the desert settlements requires an experienced local guide and, in many cases, a permit (arranged by your guide/operator).

[image: jpg]

IRYNA YANCHUKOVICH/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Driving & Desert Activities

Due to the threat of decompression sickness you must wait 48 hours after diving before heading into the mountainous desert interiors of the Red Sea coast and Sinai.


BEST DESERT EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Venture into White Desert National Park 1 to experience the weirdest desert landscapes Egypt can offer.

Bag Mt Sinai’s peak 2. This is Egypt’s most popular hike and the carpet of peaks that rolls out below you from the summit is worth the sweat to get there.

Take in the dunescape on the edge of Siwa Oasis 3 then head out to the lonely landscape of craggy cliffs in El Arag Oasis.

Dig deeper into the desert mountain area of the St Katherine Protectorate 4, hiking to the summits of Gebel Katarina and Gebel Abbas Basha.

Explore remnants of Roman emerald mines amid the desert basin of Wadi Gimal 5, surrounded by an amphitheatre of rugged mountains In Egypt’s deep south.







ANCIENT SANCTUARIES

If you want to experience a glimmer of how the ancient Egyptians revered their pantheon of gods, stand amid the mammoth pylons, re-erected huge obelisks and statuary, and gargantuan forests of columns inside their preserved temples. More than anywhere else in Egypt, these still-mighty buildings, home to their gods, reveal the pomp and ceremony that lay at the heart of Pharaonic culture and allowed the pharaohs to wield absolute power over their domain.

[image: jpg]

Temple of Hathor, Qena | AKIMOV KONSTANTIN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Photography Tickets

Phone photography is free at temples and most archaeological sites but if you want to take camera photos you usually have to buy an extra photography ticket.

[image: jpg]

BASPHOTO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Best Times to Visit

To see open-air temple complexes such as Karnak in the best light conditions, come in the late afternoon and linger inside to closing time.

[image: jpg]

ANDREI NEKRASSOV/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Family Savings

Kids under six years old have free entrance to temples and other historic and archaeological sites in Egypt, and student tickets are half-price.


BEST TEMPLE EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Stroll between the looming giant statues and the Great Hypostyle Hall’s colossal columns within the Karnak Temple Complex 1 on Luxor’s east bank.

Witness Pharaonic temple art at its most vibrant and lively amid the restored interior of Dendara’s Temple of Hathor 2 in Qena.

Stand in awe in front of Ramses II’s hulking ego-boost tribute to himself at the Temples of Abu Simbel 3 on the shore of Lake Nasser, in Egypt’s deep south.

Admire the finest, most delicately carved artistry of the New Kingdom that covers the walls inside the Temple of Seti I 4 at Abydos.

Crane your neck to view the battle reliefs adorning the walls of Medinat Habu temple 5 on Luxor’s west bank.







RURAL RETREATS

This is the Egypt where the big tour coach crowds don’t go. Watch egrets roosting amid fronds of the date palms that dot the Nile banks, soak up the scenery of patchwork quilts of fields, stroll around mud-brick villages where donkey carts still provide some transport. Egypt’s rural areas offer up a gentler experience of the country.

[image: jpg]

Nubian house and a person in traditional clothing | EBONYEG/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Quieter Retreats

Get some more relaxing vibes by staying on the west bank in Luxor and on Elephantine Island in Aswan rather than in the city centres.

Budget Travel

Rural retreats don’t have to break the bank. Many of Egypt’s best relaxing destinations have plenty of budget-friendly and locally run guesthouse options.


BEST RURAL EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Soak up the far-from-anywhere vibes and chilled-out pace of life in Siwa Oasis 1.

Stay in a hoosha (palm-thatch) hut on the sand along the Nuweiba–Taba road 2.

Discover more about Nubian culture on a tour around Elephantine Island 3.

Take time out from big city life in the Fayoum. Tunis village 4 is your base for pottery shopping and trips out to Wadi Al Hitan.

Chill out and simply enjoy the tranquil Nile views at one of the Nubian-run guesthouses on Heissa Island 5.







PYRAMID INTERIORS

They’re Egypt’s most iconic monuments but it’s scrambling, bent double into the corridor network of the pyramid interiors, that’s the highlight of a visit to Egypt’s pyramid fields. Don’t miss brushing up on Pharaonic history in Egypt’s premier museums either. Even if you’re not a museum person, there are at least two you should make time for.

Kids & Pyramids

For active children who enjoy adventurous activities, clambering within the more difficult interiors at Dahshur (pictured above) and Meidum brings all that Pharaonic history alive.

[image: jpg]

GBARM/GETTY IMAGES ©

An Easier Interior

If you’re claustrophobic, or have mobility issues, the south entrance to Saqqara’s Step Pyramid only has one short open-air staircase descent and one wide, walkable tunnel.

[image: jpg]

ROMAIN BIARD/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Clothing

Pyramid interiors aren’t flip-flops and flimsy sandals territory. Wear decent shoes, and clothes you can easily move in and don’t mind getting dusty.


BEST PYRAMIDS & MUSEUMS EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Take on the ultimate pyramid interior challenge, clambering down and then up, up, up, deep inside Dahshur’s Bent Pyramid 1.

Head out to Al Fayoum 2 to scramble within the bellies (and try to avoid the bats) of the still-standing inner cores of the pyramids of Meidum and Al Lahun.

Take in the galleries devoted to Egypt’s pyramid builders among the dizzying array of ancient Egypt’s treasures within Cairo’s Egyptian Museum 3.

Navigate the internal corridor shafts of the most famous pyramid in the world, inside Giza’s Great Pyramid 4.

Admire the world-class curation and the underground galleries that hold Egypt’s Royal Mummies collection inside Cairo’s National Museum of Egyptian Civilisation 5.







SLOW JOURNEYS

Egypt may have a mind-boggling array of world-class historic sites to visit but you don’t have to try and see everything all on one trip – and it’s a completely impossible task anyway. Choose to delve deeper into one region instead and you’ll experience more of Egypt than any bucket-list tour whizzing between the country’s tick-list of highlights ever could. Slow the pace right down and journey in more traditional ways for a truly distinctive Egyptian adventure.

[image: jpg]

Great Temple of Ramses II, Abu Simbel | GKOZAWA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Felucca Sailings

Multiday felucca (Egyptian sailing boat) trips usually begin in Aswan so that you’re sailing with the aid of the Nile’s strong northward currents.

[image: jpg]

ALEXANTON/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Trekking Logistics

Multiday Sinai treks are supported by camels that carry larger bags, water and food. Trekkers are usually expected to have brought their own camping equipment.

[image: jpg]

A.PUSHKIN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Nile Journey Timings

Sandstorms caused by the seasonal khamsin wind can ground feluccas from March to May. Have a few days spare in your itinerary to counter issues.


BEST SLOW JOURNEY EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Experience Nile scenery up-close when you cast off from Aswan and set sail on an overnight felucca trip 1.

Delve into Bedouin culture amid an ever-shifting array of desert mountain vistas on a desert trek along the Sinai Trail 2.

Relax on board a dahabiyya boat 3 for a Nile journey that offers oodles of classy, old-fashioned style and personalised service.

Take the time to explore beyond the Western Desert’s famed White Desert highlight and head to Dakhla to discover oasis heritage in Al Qasr 4.

See the Temples of Abu Simbel 5 from the water for the most dramatic introduction to the ruins after a journey across Lake Nasser.







CITY CULTURE

Dive full tilt into Egypt at its most intense, surprising and chaotic. Whether you like music, art, cafe culture, museums or simply aimless strolls taking in historic architecture, cities like Cairo and Alexandria are where you check the pulse of Egyptian life. They could never be called easygoing but Egypt’s big cities are never boring.

[image: jpg]

Khan El Khalili, Cairo | MERYDOLLA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Best Time for City Walks

Egyptians aren’t morning people and city streets are quietest before 11am. Head out for walks early so you don’t have to battle crossing roads.

Smaller Kids & Cities

Keep a close eye on little ones: pavements can be nonexistent or littered with obstacles, and the attention they’ll receive can be too much for shyer children.


BEST CITY EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Get introduced to Downtown’s food scene and delve into the culture of Cairo on a Downtown Food Tour 1.

Take an Esna walking tour 2 to find out about the small-city life and Egyptian culture that most tourists miss.

Visit Bibliotheca Alexandrina 3 to experience a modern take on the world’s most famous library.

Sneak some shopping in amid the skinny lanes of Khan El Khalili 4.

View Luxor from a different, more tranquil angle, heading out onto the Nile for a felucca ride 5 at sunset.







ISLAMIC ARCHITECTURE

The mosques, madrassas and mausoleums contained in Cairo’s core are one of the world’s greatest collections of historic Islamic architecture. Just as much of a historic highlight as Egypt’s Pharaonic monuments, the grand buildings of the Islamic empires represent some of the most inspired surviving architecture of the medieval age.

Ar Rashid (Rosetta) Merchant Houses

On the Mediterranean coast, Ar Rashid’s (Rosetta’s) old town of Ottoman-era merchant houses hark back to this town’s role as a prominent trading port.

[image: jpg]

HALIT SADIK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Al Quseir’s Vernacular Architecture

The Red Sea’s historic port of Al Quseir is a squiggle of lanes rimmed with traditional coral-block architecture overlooked by an Ottoman fort.

[image: jpg]

BEARFOTOS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Site-Guardian Tours

Many site guardians of historic mosque complexes will offer a tour (baksheesh expected) showing you areas of the complex you would miss otherwise.


BEST MOSQUE, MADRASSA & MAUSOLEUM EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Be inspired by the interior of the Mausoleum-Madrassa of Qalaun 1, prototype for all the grand Mamluk public buildings that followed.

Tour the Complex of Farag Ibn Barquq 2 to head up onto the roof and climb the minaret for vistas across Cairo.

Marvel at the harmony of design inside the iwans (vaulted halls) of the Mosque-Madrassa of Sultan Hassan 3.

Admire the stunning, newly restored dome inside the Mosque and Mausoleum of Imam Al Shafi’i 4, one of Cairo’s most important pilgrimage sites.

Head up the spiral minaret and then onto the vast roof of the Mosque of Ibn Tulun 5, the only surviving remnant of the Tulunid dynasty.









REGIONS & CITIES


Find the places that tick all your boxes.
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ITINERARIES

Classic Nile Journey

[image: jpg]

Allow: 9 days Distance: 1130km



This itinerary takes you to Egypt’s big-hitter Nile Valley sights, with its most famous tombs, temples and treasures all included, but it’s not all rushing about because you’re going to be doing your southern Nile Valley sightseeing the old fashioned, back-to-basics way with a felucca (Egyptian sailing boat) adventure.



[image: jpg]
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Felucca on the Nile | GEORGE NAZMI BEBAWI/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

1 Cairo [image: ] 2 DAYS

With two days in Cairo, it’s more about what you’re going to have to leave out rather than what you’re going to see. The Giza Pyramids are normally top of the list so devote a half-day to them and make sure to spend time exploring Historic Cairo and Coptic Cairo too.

[image: ] Detour: If you can, reserve time for a Saqqara trip. [image: ] Half a day

[image: jpg]

ALEXANTON/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

2 Aswan [image: ] 2 DAYS

Take the train all the way south to Aswan (pictured). Explore Nubian culture on Elephantine Island, take a boat trip around the islands, visit Philae Temple and the smaller archaeological sites of Aswan but mostly, just soak up the slower pace of Aswan life.

[image: ] Detour: Head out on a day trip to Abu Simbel in the deep south to marvel at Ramses II’s triumphant temples. [image: ] 1 day

3 The Nile [image: ] 2 DAYS

Board a felucca and sail north from Aswan on a one-night felucca tour up to Kom Ombo Temple. This is Nile sightseeing at its most slow-paced and close-up. All felucca trips are customisable so stop off at Nubian villages along the way. After visiting Kom Ombo Temple at the end of the trip, transfer to Luxor (by car) including a stop-off at Edfu Temple.

[image: jpg]

BIST/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

4 Luxor [image: ] 3 DAYS

Karnak (pictured), Luxor Temple and Luxor Museum are the major east bank sights and you need at least one full day amid the west bank’s tombs and temples of Luxor, so three days is the absolute minimum you should plan to stay in this open-air museum of the Pharaonic era.

[image: ] Detour: Hire a private driver for the two-hour drive to Dendara Temple in Qena. [image: ] Half a day





ITINERARIES

Western Desert Highlights

[image: jpg]

Allow: 10 days Distance: 1357km



For Egypt’s most dramatic landscapes, head out to the vast Western Desert that romps across two-thirds of the country. Although security restrictions on foreign travellers mean the further reaches of this region are off-limits, the oases here offer up opportunities for some of Egypt’s best adventures.



[image: jpg]

[image: jpg]

Camping in the White Desert | OLEG ZNAMENSKIY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

1 Cairo [image: ] 2 DAYS

Stroll between the multiple mosques, mausoleums and madrassas of Historic Cairo, take a food tour of Downtown Cairo and make sure you have one full day for the Giza Pyramids (pictured) and the Egyptian Museum. If the Bahariya–Siwa road is still off-limits for foreign travellers, you’ll be backtracking through here so add in an extra Cairo day mid-trip if you haven’t seen everything you want to.

[image: jpg]

PIU_PIU/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

2 White Desert National Park [image: ] 3 DAYS

Book a two-night tour of White Desert National Park (pictured) so you’re not rushing through one of Egypt’s most astonishing series of landscapes. Camp out amid the orange sands for star-filled skies above and wake up early to watch how the desert colours change as the sun rises. On day three you’re heading out of the desert for the long drive back to Cairo.

[image: jpg]

ISABELLA PFENNINGER/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

3 Alexandria [image: ] 2 DAYS

Catch a morning train from Cairo (three hours) to Egypt’s fabled Mediterranean port, Alexandria, where sightseeing is all about strolling the Corniche and feasting on fresh fish. Explore the street-eats of Anfushi and the central city on an Alexandria Food Tour, and head to the Bibliotheca Alexandrina for museums and culture.

[image: ] Detour: Take a trip to either the WWII memorials at El Alamein or the Ottoman-era port of Ar Rashid (Rosetta).  [image: ] Half a day
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ACTISTUDIO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

4 Siwa [image: ] 3 DAYS

Time slips past you easily in Siwa and many people find it hard to leave. If you’re on a time limit, plan to at least stroll up to the top of Siwa Town’s Fortress of Shali (pictured), visit Aghurmi’s sights and go for a dip in Cleopatra’s Pool before heading out to the desert which skims the oasis edge to spend an afternoon amid the dunes.
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RANIA HEGAZI/SHUTTERSTOCK ©





ITINERARIES

Red Sea Break

[image: jpg]

Allow: 7 days Distance: 647km



With the Red Sea an easy bus ride away from Luxor, it’s easy to combine a history and dive holiday together. Most people elect to stay put at one resort if they’re planning a Red Sea stay but this itinerary instead explores what the coast has to offer besides its famed coral reefs.



[image: jpg]
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Marsa Alam | JURAJ VITKO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

1 Luxor [image: ] 2 DAYS

Begin in Luxor to spend time amid its many monuments and tomb sites, including the Valley of the Kings (pictured) and the Memorial Temple of Hatshepsut. If you’re not joining this itinerary up as part of a longer trip, make sure to head out onto the Nile on a sunset felucca tour to spend at least some time on Egypt’s river.

[image: jpg]

ZEVANA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

2 El Gouna [image: ] 2 DAYS

It’s all about sun, sand and diving in El Gouna. If you’re a diver this activity will dominate your stay, with the dive sites of the Straits of Gubal, just to the north, and around Hurghada, just to the south, all accessible by boat trips. Others will be happy to take a day off for some beach time.

[image: ] Detour: Add in some history with a trip up the coast to the Monastery of St Anthony. [image: ] 1 day
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ROB ATHERTON/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

3 Al Quseir 1 day

To see a different side to the coast, turn south now to Al Quseir (pictured) to stroll the old town lanes of this ancient port that has preserved its vernacular coral-block architecture, explore the little Ottoman-era fort and then eat fresh fish on the waterfront. There are easily accessible dive sites offshore as well, though Al Quseir is more well known as one of the only heritage-focused towns along the coast.

[image: jpg]

FEDOR SELIVANOV/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

4 Marsa Alam [image: ] 2 DAYS

If you’re a diver, Marsa Alam is all about the underwater sites of Egypt’s deep south, less well known and hence less crowded than those to the north. If you’re interested in on-land adventures, this is the access point for jumping off on trips into the wild desert landscapes of Wadi Gimal in Egypt’s Eastern Desert.

[image: jpg]
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WHEN TO GO


November to February is the main travel period. Plan your trip just outside this time for fewer crowds at sights.



Despite those lovely blue skies, during Egypt’s high season (November to February) it gets colder than you think it will at night. This is compounded by the fact that many smaller hotels don’t have heating so you can really feel the chill if you haven’t packed warm clothing, particularly in Cairo, along the Mediterranean and in the desert.

Mid-October through November are the best months to visit thanks to the softer light for photography. This is also peak time for hiking and desert activities as the nights have yet to turn cold.

[image: jpg]

Sandstorm in Cairo | TUPATU76/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Accommodation Prices

As a whole there isn’t a huge price variation throughout the seasons. Along the coastline high season for foreign visitors is winter, but during summer domestic travellers flock to the Red Sea resorts, so bargains tend to be from March to May. In Alexandria prices drop during winter, while in Luxor, Cairo and Aswan June to August usually heralds lower hotel rates.


I LIVE HERE

BEACH LIVING

Leila Hassaballa is co-founder of food-tour company Bellies En-route (belliesenroute.com).

Every year around September, we head out to one of the low-key beach camps in Nuweiba. The serenity and simplicity of camping in beach huts while still having access to clean toilets (and a shared full kitchen) make it easy to slow down and disconnect for a few days. To top it all off, you’re enjoying views of the Red Sea with an amazing backdrop of the majestic Sinai mountains.




THE KHAMSIN

The khamsin is a hot southerly, sand-laden current that blows from March through to May causing periodic, intense sandstorms lasting a few hours that can ground flights, prevent feluccas from sailing and make sightseeing at outdoor sites pointless due to lack of visibility.



THE MED DURING WINTER

Along the Mediterranean coast, November to February are more damp than the rest of Egypt. December is the wettest month in Alexandria with an average 53mm of rain. Pack an umbrella.

Ramadan & Eid Al Adha


Ramadan, the ninth month of the Islamic calendar, is dedicated to fasting by day and feasting by night. Ambitious sightseers can find this a frustrating time to travel. Tourist sites, shops and businesses close early (around mid-afternoon), and many restaurants shut during daylight hours. Conversely, night owls, particularly if visiting Cairo, will enjoy the late-night revelry. After dark restaurants lay out a lavish fast-breaking feast called iftar. The goal is to stay up – or catnap and get up again – for the sohour, another big meal just before dawn.

Eid Al Adha is a four-day religious and national holiday commemorating Ibrahim’s (Abraham’s) sacrifice. Every family who can afford it sacrifices a sheep or goat. There’s literally blood in the streets and the air smells of roasting meat.

Islamic holiday dates change annually as the Islamic calendar is based on the lunar year.


I LIVE HERE

handicrafts celebration

Mahmoud Kamel is a tour guide and founder of Explore Fayoum tours (fayoumegypt.com).

In late autumn I visit Tunis to enjoy the pottery and handicrafts festival dedicated to the village’s ceramics and other handicrafts of Fayoum. There are exhibitions held in the main street and traditional music concerts. Afterwards you can visit Nazla village, where secrets of old pottery-making techniques are still practised to this day.



[image: jpg]
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Local Festivals


People flock to Abu Simbel to watch the sun penetrate the inner sanctuary of the Temple of Abu Simbel to illuminate the statues of gods on 22 February (Ascension of Ramses II) and 22 October (Birth of Ramses II). [image: img] February and October

The year’s date harvest is celebrated in Siwa Oasis during the Siyaha Festival, which occurs during the month’s full moon. [image: img] October

D-Caf (Downtown Contemporary Arts Festival) hosts art exhibitions, theatre and dance performances at venues across Cairo’s Downtown district for three weeks. [image: img] October

Film fans and the Arab world’s top film-makers beeline to the El Gouna Film Festival for a 10-day celebration of cinema. [image: img] October

In the Fayoum you can watch sunlight strike the temple sanctuary of Qasr Qarun in perfect alignment at sunrise on the 21st. [image: img] December

DIVING

Diving is year-round in Egypt but during winter rough seas sometimes prevent access to further-flung dive sites. In Marsa Alam, on the Red Sea coast, April and May are best avoided due to a plankton bloom, which reduces visibility for a few weeks.

Weather Through the Year (Cairo)
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JANUARY

Avg daytime max: 19°C
Days of rainfall: 3
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FEBRUARY

Avg daytime max: 20.5°C
Days of rainfall: 2
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MARCH

Avg daytime max: 23.5°C
Days of rainfall: 2
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APRIL

Avg daytime max: 28°C
Days of rainfall: 1
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MAY

Avg daytime max: 32°C
Days of rainfall: 0
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JUNE

Avg daytime max: 34°C
Days of rainfall: 0

[image: jpg]

JULY

Avg daytime max: 34°C
Days of rainfall: 0
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AUGUST

Avg daytime max: 34°C
Days of rainfall: 0
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SEPTEMBER

Avg daytime max: 32.5°C
Days of rainfall: 0
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OCTOBER

Avg daytime max: 29°C
Days of rainfall: 0
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NOVEMBER

Avg daytime max: 25°C
Days of rainfall: 1

[image: jpg]

DECEMBER

Avg daytime max: 20°C
Days of rainfall: 2





GET PREPARED
FOR EGYPT

Useful things to load in your bag, your ears and your brain.
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Khan El Khalili, Cairo | UNAI HUIZI PHOTOGRAPHY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Clothes

Long-sleeved tops/long trousers Nothing screams freshly arrived tourist louder than someone wandering around an Egyptian city dressed in a singlet and pair of shorts. Egypt is a conservative country. Outside of the beach resorts modest attire is recommended. This will also help you blend in and you won’t get harassed as much by touts. T-shirts (covering your shoulders) are fine, as are three-quarter pants and midi-skirts, but bring along something long-sleeved and a pair of long trousers, or a skirt, for days when you want to enter mosques or churches.

Closed shoes Once you’ve seen the state of your feet after walking around Cairo or Alexandria in flip-flops you’ll know why locals favour closed shoes.

Scarf Women travellers should pack a scarf to throw over their head before entering mosques.


Manners

Remove shoes before entering a mosque or someone’s house.

In Egypt during Ramadan, when Muslims fast from sunrise to sunset, no one expects non-Muslims to fast but it’s disrespectful to eat, drink or smoke on the street, or in public, during fasting hours.

Kissing and other displays of affection between couples are not normal in public.




READ
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The Cairo Trilogy (Naguib Mahfouz; 2001) Spanning the era of British rule, these are considered a masterwork of Egyptian literature.

[image: jpg]

The Open Door (Latifa Al-Zayyat; 2004) Classic novel about one young woman’s coming of age in Egypt’s tumultuous 1940s and ’50s.
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The Yacoubian Building (Alaa Al-Aswany; 2002) This bestseller portrays Egyptian society in the 1990s through the stories of characters in Cairo.

[image: jpg]

Taxi (Khaled Al Khamissi; 2011) A bestseller in Egypt; documents the hard-scrabble life of Cairo’s taxi drivers through 58 monologues.




Words

Ahlan is ‘hello’ in Arabic. You’ll also hear ahlan wa sahlan, which means ‘welcome’. You can reply with ahlan beek if addressing a male or ahlan beeki for a female.

You’ll also be greeted with as-salaam alaykum (literally ‘peace be upon you’), to which you reply with wa alaykum as-salaam.

Sabah il-khayr is ‘good morning’. To say ‘good morning’ back, reply with sabah in-noor. You may also hear sabah il-asal (‘morning of honey’) or sabah il-full (‘morning of jasmine’) among many other cute ‘good morning’ variations.

Shukran (gazeelan) is how to say ‘thank you (very much)’. You’ll hear afwan (‘you’re welcome’) in reply.

To introduce yourself, say ismee (‘my name is’) followed by your name. To ask ‘what is your name?’, say ismak ay? to ask a male or ismik ay? for females.

Aywa is ‘yes’ in Egyptian Arabic dialect. Na’am is the more formal, standard Arabic ‘yes’. La means ‘no’.

Shwaya shwaya is a colloquial term used to tell someone to slow down. An easy-to-remember phrase to pull out if your taxi driver gets a wee bit speedy.

Conversely, yallah beena means ‘let’s go’.

Inshallah is a word you’ll hear everyone use. Literally, it means ‘God willing’ but it’s used freely to answer queries and as a general expression of hope.

Another phrase you’ll hear often is ilhamdulillah. It’s used as an expression of thanks when something good has happened; it literally translates as ‘praise be to God’.




WATCH
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Secret of the Nile (Mohamed Shaker; 2016) This 30-episode period drama is set in Aswan’s Old Cataract Hotel (pictured).

Terrorism and Kebab (Sherif Arafa; 1992) Comedy classic sending up the bureaucratic chaos inside Cairo’s Mogamma building.

The Square (Jehane Noujaim; 2013) Award-winning documentary about the 2011 Revolution.

Photocopy (Tamer Ashri; 2017) Sweet love story about an elderly man rediscovering life and love after retirement.

Souad (Ayten Amin; 2021) Powerful portrait of teenagers exploring the conflict between traditional values and online life.




LISTEN

Kalthoumiat (Umm Kulthum; 2015) Compilation of eight beloved Umm Kulthum hits. You’ll hear them everywhere you go in Egypt.

Mahraganat Hassan Shakosh (Hassan Shakosh; 2019) Good introduction to the mahraganat (Egyptian street music) scene from one of its biggest names.

Ya Ana Ya La (Amr Diab; 2020) The most recent album of earworm bangers from the undisputed king of modern Egyptian pop.

History of Egypt Podcast (egyptianhistorypodcast.com) Everything you ever wanted to know about Pharaonic Egypt with over 250 episodes.







THE FOOD SCENE


Underrated and overlooked, Egyptian cuisine is rustic and honest home-style cooking bursting with fresh flavour.
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Egyptian food’s lack of frills and flourishes has meant it has constantly flown under the radar in comparison to the big-hitter regional cuisine names of Lebanon, Turkey and Iran. Its reputation isn’t helped by the number of restaurants offering same-same menus of standard kebab and kofta meals. Grilled meat, though, is only one small facet of the cuisine, which, at its best, is hearty fare packed with simple, fresh and honest flavours.

Pulses, particularly fava beans (fuul), play a large part in the diet. Fuul is the main ingredient for ta’amiyya (Egyptian variant of falafel) and for Egypt’s cumin-spiked breakfast stew also called fuul. Carbohydrates dominate because they’re filling and cheap with a’aish (bread), the country’s most important staple, while vegetables appear stuffed (mahshi; usually with rice), in stews (called tagens; often with a tomato base), as simple salads and pickled (torshi).

Local specialities include pigeon, stuffed with spiced rice then fried or roasted, and the love-it-or-hate-it jute-leaf soup molokhiyya, which can be texturally challenging for first-time tasters.

Egyptian Breakfasting

Egypt has distinctive and delicious breakfast fare but you won’t find it as part of the breakfast spread at many hotels. Skip the boiled-egg-processed-cheese-triangle-fig-jam-white-bread-roll monotony of your complimentary breakfast and head out onto the street to one of the hole-in-the-wall breakfast canteens.

Here you can feast on a selection of traditional dishes such as ta’amiyya, fuul, mish (a pungent fermented cheese), beid bel basturma (eggs with dried beef) and betengan mekhalel (pickled aubergines). Or if that all sounds too heavy to start the day, you can grab a ta’amiyya or fuul sandwich, loaded with salad, tahini, chips, or the combination of your choice.


Best Egyptian Dishes

HAMAM MAHSHI

Roast pigeon, stuffed with fireek (green wheat) and spiced rice.

KEBDA ISKANDARANI

Cumin-, chilli- and coriander-marinated liver, fried and packed into a sandwich.

MAHSHI KURUMB

Rice- and meat-stuffed cabbage leaves, doused with samna (clarified butter).

KUSHARI

Noodles, rice, black lentils, chickpeas and fried onions smothered with tomato sauce.

MOLOKHIYYA

Garlicky, coriander-spiked stew-soup made from jute leaves.

OMM ALI

Baked pudding of cream and flaky pastry loaded with raisins and nuts.

RUZ BI LABAN

Rice pudding; the best versions are enhanced by nutmeg, allspice and cinnamon.

TA’AMIYYA

Fava bean falafel with a fluffy herb-flecked and cumin-spiced interior.



Street Food

Most travellers will be familiar with shawarma. The Egyptian version uses chicken or lamb, sliced from a vertical spit and sizzled on a hot plate with chopped tomatoes and garnish before being stuffed into bread and drizzled with tahini. Along with ta’amiyya sandwiches, it’s Egypt’s most ubiquitous street food.

There’s a lot more to Egyptian fast food though. Kushari is a dish of macaroni, rice, black lentils, chickpeas and fried onions smothered with a tangy tomato sauce. It’s normally served at dedicated kushari restaurants. Fiteer is a flaky layered pastry (often called Egyptian pizza), served plain or stuffed with a variety of savoury or sweet fillings, and hawashi is a sandwich filled with spiced ground beef and then baked.

Vegetarian & Vegan

Observant Copts eat a mostly vegan diet during their many fasting periods throughout the year, so it’s no surprise that vegan-friendly foods like kushari, ta’amiyya and fuul are so readily available. At restaurants, vegetables often play a bit part rather than the main role but there are usually oven-baked tagens of okra and aubergine, lots of soups, and mezze options such as bessara (cold fava bean dip), baba ganoush (grilled aubergine dip) and sambousek (samosa-like pastries stuffed with cheese) to put together and make a meal of.

Ask restaurants for seyami (fasting-friendly food) to tell them you’re vegan.
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EGYPTIAN ALCOHOL

As well as in bars, alcohol in Egypt is available at most upper-end restaurants as well as many restaurants that cater mostly to foreign visitors in tourist areas. In major cities branches of the beverage shop Drinkies sell beer, wine and spirits.

Egypt’s two beers, Stella (pictured) and Sakkara, are both refreshing pilsners. Sure they won’t win any awards for complexity but they sink down just fine at the end of a hot day. Egyptian wines are improving. Beausoleil is one of the better labels and produces a full-bodied white from Egypt’s banatti grapes and a selection of reds that include a syrah and a cabernet sauvignon.

Alcohol should only be consumed on-site (in the restaurant/bar you bought it in) or in private.



Local Specialities

Soups, Stews & Vegetables

Bamya Okra (and often meat) cooked in a garlic and coriander–flavoured tomato sauce.

Shurbat ads Lentil soup.

Shurbat lesan el asfour Literally ‘bird’s tongue soup’ though the soup is orzo pasta (the ‘bird’s tongues’) in chicken broth.

Tagen Any vegetable or vegetable and meat variation cooked in a clay pot.

Wara ainab Vine leaves stuffed with herby rice and meat and cooked in a broth.
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Meat

Daood basha Meatballs in tomato sauce and topped with pine nuts.

Kebab & kofta Kebab is any lamb, beef or chicken grilled on a skewer; kofta is spiced meatballs, grilled on skewers.

Makaroneh beshamel Also called makaroneh bi lahm; pasta bake with mince-meat and béchamel sauce.

Mombar Sausages made from a herb-and-spice-loaded rice and minced-meat filling, encased in sheep intestines.

Shish tawooq Ubiquitous kebab option. Cubes of marinated chicken grilled on skewers.

Sweet Treats

Basbousa Syrup-drenched semolina cake.

Couscousy Sweet couscous packed with shredded coconut, nuts and raisins.

Kunafa Middle Eastern dessert staple; the Egyptian version normally wraps layers of syrup-soaked shredded kataifi (filo pastry) around a cream or sweet-cheese filling.

Mahallabiye Milk custard with pine nuts and almonds.


MEALS OF A LIFETIME

Downtown Food Tour Sample Egypt’s favourite snacks, street food, canteen flavours and sweet treats on a four- to five-hour wander through the heart of downtown Cairo.

Khufu’s Restaurant Egyptian food gets the fine-dining treatment, served on a terrace with a million-dollar view of Giza’s Pyramids.

Solaih Nubian Restaurant Dig into tagens cooked traditionally in an open hearth and Nubian specialities of salted fish and liver, with views across to Philae Temple.

Dahabiyya and felucca tours The meals served on-deck while on overnight dahabiyya and felucca tours sum up the honest flavours of Egyptian home cooking.




THE YEAR IN FOOD

SPRING

For many Egyptian Copts, celebrating Coptic Easter and Sham An Nessim (a spring celebration that goes back to ancient times) wouldn’t be the same without fesikh (pictured), a sun-dried, salted and fermented grey mullet.
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SUMMER

The first mango trees were imported into Egypt from India during the 1800s and the fruit (pictured)is now a staple of summer. This is also the season to cool down with a refreshing glass of karkadai, a drink made from hibiscus sepals.
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AUTUMN

Egypt’s endemic zaghloul (red) dates (pictured) are harvested when semi-ripe in late summer and early autumn and reach maturity in late October. Keep your eyes peeled for their distinctive red-wine-coloured skins at markets and shops.
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WINTER

During winter the batata (potato) carts appear on city streets selling sweet potatoes baked in a tin oven on top of the cart. This is also the season for sahlab (pictured), a milky drink thickened by starch from the orchid tuber and sprinkled with nuts.
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THE OUTDOORS


Had enough of all that history? Adventure awaits both out in Egypt’s vast desert and mountain wildernesses and below the surface of the Red Sea.
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Diving in Sharm El Sheikh | TUNATURA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Yes, yes. Tombs and temples. But don’t make the mistake of thinking Egypt is mostly a historic destination and the major outdoor activity here is roasting yourself on a beach. Scuba diving is the main Red Sea activity, but with reliable offshore winds, recent years have brought more keen windsurfers and kite surfers to these shores. Back on land the fierce, barren landscapes of Egypt’s desert regions are one of the world’s lesser-tapped hiking destinations, and activities here open opportunities to learn more about local culture.

Diving

The Red Sea’s coral reefs can easily go head-to-head with the pyramids as one of the world’s wonders. Exploring amid their fantasia of corals and flitting sea life pulls diving enthusiasts in their thousands to Egypt annually. In the Sinai Peninsula the dive sites of Ras Mohammed National Park and the Straits of Tiran are what first stamped Sharm El Sheikh onto the tourism map, while the Straits of Gubal, between Sinai and the Red Sea coast, are home to the Thistlegorm, one of the world’s premier wreck-diving sites.

For good-value PADI courses and long-stay diving vacations with plenty of budget accommodation on tap, Dahab is a popular dive base, but for experienced divers, Marsa Alam may just be Egypt’s best dive destination, with the far-flung dive sites of the deep south accessible by day trips.

The Red Sea can be dived year-round but from July to September dive conditions are at their peak with calm seas, sea temperatures averaging 26°C and excellent underwater visibility.


FAMILY ADVENTURES

An early-morning bird-watching boat trip in Aswan offers families with older kids a chance to take in the river’s natural beauty.

Sneak in some science education on a desert trip out to Wadi Al Hitan in the Fayoum to see the skeletons of ancient whales amid the orange sands.

Teenagers will enjoy taking a plunge in Bir Wahed hot pool in Siwa, and then sandboarding on the dunes.

For a short camel ride that won’t be too much for little ones, ride from the Tombs of the Nobles to the Monastery of St Simeon on Aswan’s west bank.

Active kids can easily tackle Mt Sinai in St Katherine Protectorate, and hikes to Bedouin mountain gardens are opportunities to learn about Bedouin culture.



Hiking & Trekking

First things first: you have to have a guide to desert-trek in Egypt. With no way-marked trails and the remote environment it would be dangerous to wander off into the desert wilderness by yourself.

For guided desert and mountain trekking the Sinai Peninsula is hard to beat. St Katherine Protectorate in South Sinai’s interior is the prime base with Mt Sinai (Gebel Musa) and Gebel Katarina (Mt St Katherine) right on the doorstep, day hikes through nearby wadis (valleys) and up to hidden mountain gardens, and multiday treks easily arranged with Bedouin operators in Katreen/Al Milga (the village 3.5km from St Katherine’s Monastery). For longer trekking itineraries, the Sinai Trail is Egypt’s premier long-distance thru-hike with a series of linked trails that criss-cross South Sinai. Its sister trail, the Red Sea Mountain Trail, is beginning to open up a remote, rarely visited region of the Red Sea coast for keen trekkers and climbers.

The hiking season runs from approximately September to May but mid-February to mid-March and mid-October through November are the best times to visit.

Desert Adventures

In the Western Desert it’s all about 4WD trips into Egypt’s barren heart. Both Bahariya Oasis and Farafra Oasis are bases for launching out on overnight camping trips taking in the surreal landscapes of Egypt’s White Desert National Park. Way out west, Siwa offers rolling dunescapes right on the edge of its oasis, while you can experience a Western Desert taster just a short hop from Cairo in Al Fayoum. In the Eastern Desert 4WD trips into the Wadi Gimal Protectorate, near Marsa Alam, showcase the raw and rugged landscapes of this remote corner of the country.
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The Best of the Rest

FELUCCA TRIPS

Have a close-up encounter with the Nile on a felucca trip from Aswan to Kom Ombo Temple.

CYCLING

Explore Luxor’s west bank at a more leisurely pace by biking between the temples.

FRESHWATER FISHING

Head out on Lake Nasser to try your hand at catching a monster-sized Nile perch.

KITESURFING

El Gouna, Hamata and Dahab’s offshore winds make these prime places to learn how to kitesurf.

HORSE RIDING

See the pyramids from another angle on a desert hack between Gizaand Abu Sir.

HOT-AIR BALLOONING

See the Theban mountains glow dusky orange as the sun rises over the west bank on a balloon ride in Luxor.

SNORKELLING

Both Dahaband Sharm El Sheikh offer plenty of snorkelling opportunities if you don’t want to dive.



ACTION AREAS


Where to find Egypt’s best outdoor activities.
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EGYPT

THE GUIDE

Chapters in this section are organised by hubs and their surrounding areas. We see the hub as your base in the destination, where you’ll find unique experiences, local insights, insider tips and expert recommendations. It’s also your gateway to the surrounding area, where you’ll see what and how much you can do from there.
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CAIRO
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THE MOTHER OF THE WORLD


Magnificent, infuriating, nerve-jangling and beautiful; Cairo’s dazzling chaos is a full-frontal assault on your senses.
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In the 14th-century Ibn Khaldun wrote that Cairo surpassed anything one could imagine. That’s as true today as it was then. You can’t believe Cairo’s frenetic, ever-pulsating energy until you’ve walked Downtown, with its overworked air-con units attached to facades of faded grandeur dripping water on your head, while bellowing car horns battle with the roar of the muezzin’s call to prayer from duelling mosques above. You might think this city can’t possibly function. But somehow it does because although its 21 or so million inhabitants may be crushing Cairo’s infrastructure under their collective weight, they’re also simultaneously lifting its spirits with their dogged resourcefulness and vivacious humour.

Cairo isn’t a Pharaonic city. When the Giza Pyramids were built, the capital of ancient Egypt was Memphis, 20km southeast of the Giza Plateau, though the religious centre of Iunu (which the Greeks called Heliopolis) lies under the city’s northwest Matariya neighbourhood. The Romans built a fortress on the Nile’s east bank and when Amr Ibn Al As conquered Egypt in 641 CE he established the capital Fustat there. The grand walled medieval city of Al Madina Al Qahira (‘the City Victorious’; which Europeans later corrupted into ‘Cairo’) didn’t get its kick-start until the Fatimids arrived in 969.

Some of Cairo’s problems can seem unsurmountable. Recent government modernisation programmes – particularly new roads that have bulldozed through heritage areas and the destruction of low-income districts to make way for development – are controversial at best. Detractors also point to the New Administration Capital, currently being erected 30km away, and ask if it’s being built to ease Cairo’s congestion and overcrowding or just to create another enclave where the upper classes can seal themselves off from the city.

You may be overwhelmed on your first encounter with Cairo but this city rewards as much as it befuddles. The splendour of its medieval Islamic architecture and ancient churches. The buzz of its booming street life and late-night crowds. Spend time here and you’ll understand why Egyptians call it Umm Ad Dunya – the mother of the world. If you love Cairo, it will love you back.
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THE MAIN AREAS

GIZA

The only surviving ancient wonder.

DOWNTOWN

Buzzing central-city streets.

COPTIC CAIRO & FUSTAT

Churches and museums.

NORTH HISTORIC CAIRO

Medieval city core.

SOUTH HISTORIC CAIRO

Mosques and mausoleums.

CITADEL TO IBN TULUN MOSQUE

Grand city vistas and lavish mosques.

ZAMALEK, GEZIRA & NILESIDE

Nile-front life, modern art.

GARDEN CITY & RODA ISLAND

Extravagant Manial Palace.

HELIOPOLIS

Dining hub and Cairo’s craziest building.

CAIRO OUTSKIRTS

Pyramids and painted tombs.



Find Your Way


The central Downtown area radiates out from the Nile’s east bank with Historic Cairo a couple of kilometres further east and Coptic Cairo 5km south. Across the Nile, the Giza Plateau and its Pyramids are 15km to the southwest on the desert edge of the city.
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Plan Your Days


Cairo’s sights are spread throughout the city, so if you have more than a few days it makes sense to devote each day to a different area to save transport time.



[image: jpg]

Egyptian Museum | MIRKO KUZMANOVIC/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


DAY 1

Morning

• Head to the Giza Pyramids for an 8am start and spend most of the morning exploring Egypt’s most famous necropolis. Afterwards beeline into the central city to check out the treasures inside Downtown’s Egyptian Museum.

Afternoon

• Book a Downtown Food Tour for when you’ve finished in the museum. This delves into the neighbourhood’s heritage and modern culture as well its vibrant street-food scene.

Evening

• You probably won’t want to move too far (or eat anything else) after the tour so chill out with a shisha at an ahwa (coffeehouse) like Zahret Al Bustan.




DAY 2

Morning

• Explore Coptic Cairo’s churches and visit the Coptic Museum before moving on to NMEC to take in 5000 years of Egyptian civilisations and the Royal Mummies.

Afternoon

• Set aside a half-day to explore a sliver of Historic Cairo’s Islamic monuments. Visit Al Azhar Mosque, shop amid the medieval maze of alleys in Khan El Khalili, have a shisha at Fishawi’s and check out the madrassa-mausoleums along Sharia Al Muizz Li Din Allah.

Evening

• Sample home-cooked flavours at Fasahet Somaya then check if there’s a cultural performance you can catch at Makan, El Dammah Theatre or the Al Ghouri Complex.




DAY 3

Morning

• Journey out to Cairo’s outskirts to take in the mammoth Pharaonic necropolis of Saqqara with its Step Pyramid, catacomb complex and some of Egypt’s most stunning decorated tombs.

Afternoon

• Add a visit to Mit Rahina open-air museum at Memphis and Dahshur – for the best pyramid-interior scramble you can do – to make it a full day trip.

Evening

• If you’ve been clambering in and out of pyramids all afternoon you’re going to be hungry so treat yourself to a slap-up meal at Zamalek’s Crimson Bar & Grill or Sachi in Heliopolis.



You’ll also want to…

Pack in more of Cairo’s historic architecture, soak up Cairo views after climbing a minaret, and take to the Nile at sunset.

MARVEL AT MAJESTIC MOSQUES

Visit the mosques of Sultan Hassan, Ibn Tulun, and Mohammed Ali.
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SEE CAIRO FROM ABOVE

Climb up the minarets of Bab Zuweila or the Complex of Farag Ibn Barquq.
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HEAD ONTO THE NILE

Hire a felucca or a small boat and ride along Egypt’s lifeblood in the soft late-afternoon light.
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VISIT CAIRO’S PALACES

Admire regal bling inside Manial Palace then marvel at the flamboyant facade of Baron’s Palace.
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TAKE IN CAIRO ON FOOT

Walk Darb Al Ahmar in the morning and join jostling crowds Downtown after dark.
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FUEL UP ON EGYPTIAN FLAVOURS

Eat kushari at Abu Tarek and have a traditional breakfast feast at Fuul Mahrous.
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DAY-TRIP TO WADI NATRUN

Witness Coptic Christianity’s modern culture and ancient soul amid the monasteries of Wadi Natrun.
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GIZA

THE ONLY SURVIVING ANCIENT WONDER


If you’re a first-time visitor who’s elected to stay near the Pyramids, Giza can be quite the sensory overload. In Nazlet As Samaan (the district that spreads west from the complex’s Sphinx entrance) the roads are a rolling troupe of horse carriages, camels, horse riders and tour buses you have to dodge, while a vendor tries to sell you a scarf and you attempt to get used to the animal smell that permeates the area: don’t sleep out here if you have any animal or hay allergies.

The Giza Plateau is Egypt’s most famous site and it’s here – where Greater Cairo’s western edge meets the desert – that the tourism industry gears up to full throttle. If you want to hit the Pyramids early and/or on foot it can be worthwhile staying a night but if you want to spend time exploring the rest of Cairo, being so far from the centre can be annoying so opt to visit as a day trip instead.
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TOP TIP

Despite what people may tell you, you can get to the Giza Pyramids using public transport. Take Metro Line 2 (Direction: El Monib) to Giza. Microbuses heading down Sharia Al Haram (Pyramids Rd) to the roundabout outside the main Pyramids entrance gate wait in the car park below Giza metro station’s west-side stairs.



MORE IN GIZA

Dining with Pyramid Views

MEALS WITH MILLION-DOLLAR VISTAS

After all that trudging around on the plateau, clambering down shafts into tomb chambers, feeling bamboozled by the sheer weight of history right in front of you, and dealing with vendors and touts, it’s nice to simply kick back and soak up the Pyramid views from afar. These days there’s no shortage of places around Giza to do just that, including plenty of rooftop cafes in Nazlet As Samaan, but if you want to treat yourself you can also dine with unobstructed views of the Pyramids within the complex itself.

Khufu’s Restaurant (khufus.com), west from the Pyramid of Menkaure (accessed off the main road through the complex), offers slap-up breakfast and lunch feasts of traditional Egyptian dishes that have been given the fine-dining treatment with fresh, contemporary twists. Egypt’s street-food classic kushari (a mix of noodles, rice, black lentils, fried onions and tomato sauce) is flipped and turned into a salad; ingredients such as date molasses and ginger spike up normally humble home-cooking-style tagens (a stew cooked in a deep clay pot); and fat, golden roasted pigeons are stuffed with spiced freekeh.

You dine on a chic desert-neutrals outdoor terrace shaded by sails and with a view of the Pyramids looming up out of the desert directly in front of you. Expect to pay fine-dining prices and booking is recommended.

Khufu’s is open between 9am and 4pm. You’ll need to have bought an entrance ticket into the Giza complex to access the restaurant, so plan your meal here for after your tour of the site rather than for a separate day.


Waiting for the GEM

The long-awaited Grand Egyptian Museum (GEM) in Giza was still not open during our research and, after grabbing more international headlines trumpeting its latest pending opening date than most museums could hope to see in their lifetime, the official word was that there was no official word on when it will finally throw open its doors. (The non-official word when we were in town was that funds had – again – run dry and work had – again – ground to a halt.)

Until it opens, for the sum of LE1000, extra-keen visitors are allowed to tour the grand lobby and the gift shop area. No, you will not be allowed into the museum’s galleries. See visit-gem.com for details. When it does open, expect a state-of-the-art museum experience devoted entirely to Egypt’s Pharaonic era and the entire cache of Tutankhamun’s funerary bling to be displayed, all together, for the first time.



WHERE TO SLEEP IN GIZA

Pyramids Overlook Inn

One of the area’s best-run guesthouses with spick-and-span rooms and a helpful owner. $

Life Pyramids Inn

Family-run with fresh-looking rooms (great bathrooms!) and a cracking Pyramids view rooftop terrace. $$

Khan Duidar Inn

Comfortable, contemporary rooms, all with terrace or balcony Pyramids views plus attentive staff. $$



TOP SIGHT
The Giza Pyramids


The Giza Pyramids are one of the most recognisable landmarks in the world, but nothing quite prepares you for seeing the world’s last-standing Ancient Wonder up close. It’s not all about the Sphinx and the three massive Pyramids though. The entire Giza Plateau is a necropolis dedicated to ancient Egypt’s 4th dynasty so take your time and explore beyond the major monuments.
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PRACTICALITIES

Scan this QR code for prices and opening hours.
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DON’T MISS

Great Pyramid of Khufu

Interior of the Great Pyramid

Sphinx

Pyramid of Menkaure

Pyramid of Khafre

Tomb of Meresankh III

Tomb of Qar



Great Pyramid of Khufu

The Great Pyramid is both the largest in Egypt and the oldest here on the Giza Plateau. Get close up to check out the mammoth stone blocks (each weighing 2.5 tonnes). Built as a tomb for Khufu (reigned c 2589–2566 BCE), the pyramid originally stood 146m high when it was completed in c 2570 BCE but after 46 windy centuries and the loss of its limestone casing, it’s now 9m shorter.

Going Inside the Great Pyramid

Although there’s not much to actually see, for most visitors just being able to explore inside such an ancient monument is an unforgettable experience and worth the LE440 (students LE220) ticket, though if you suffer from claustrophobia or have mobility issues it’s probably best to give it a miss.

First you clamber up a set of rudimentary stairs along the face of the pyramid to the entrance and crouch down to descend via a steep, narrow shaft. At a juncture in the tunnel, a passage descends to an unfinished tomb (normally closed) about 100m along and 30m deep in the bedrock. From the juncture, another passage just 1.3m high and 1m wide ascends for about 40m to reach the Great Gallery, a narrow space 47m long and 8.5m high. At the start of the gallery another small horizontal passage leads into the so-called Queen’s Chamber.

As you climb up through the Great Gallery, notice how precisely the blocks in the ceiling fit together. In the 10m-long King’s Chamber at the end, the walls are built of red-granite blocks. The ceiling itself consists of nine huge slabs of granite that weigh more than 400 tonnes. Above these slabs, four more slabs are separated by gaps that are designed to distribute the enormous weight away from the chamber. It’s possibly not the best idea to contemplate the tremendous weight suspended above you while here. If you’re wondering, the good air flow is provided by a modern ventilation system (built into two tiny ancient air shafts).

Note that the interior is shut between noon and 1pm.

Queens’ Pyramids

The three very weathered satellite pyramids sitting along the Great Pyramid’s eastern face were built as tombs for Khufu’s female relatives and may look more like large piles of rubble now but they once stood around 30m high. The most northerly of them is the Pyramid of Queen Hetepheres I, Khufu’s mother. Most archaeologists attribute the middle pyramid to Queen Meritites, thought to be the wife of Khufu. The third is the Pyramid of Queen Henutsen, another of Khufu’s wives. Their interiors were closed to visitors on our most recent visit.


ACCESSING MERESANKH III’S TOMB

If you’ve bought a ticket for Meresankh III’s Tomb, head to the Tombs of Qar and Idu first. The site guardian for Meresankh III tends to lock the tomb and hang out here between visitors. The Qar and Idu site guardians will find him for you and he’ll take you to the tomb (which is doubly useful as it can be a little tricky to find).



Eastern Cemetery

Just to the east of the Queens’ Pyramids is the eastern cemetery where the Tomb of Meresankh III (wife to Khafre and granddaughter of Khufu), and the Tombs of Qar and Idu (high officials) are open. The Tomb of Seshemnufer IV here is currently closed for restoration.

Do not miss visiting these tombs with their eerie carved statues looming out from the walls, decorated false doors and bas-reliefs. They directly contrast with the stark, unadorned Pyramid interiors.

The Tomb of Meresankh III is the only ticketed tomb (LE50; students LE25). Make sure to note the alcoves holding finely cut seated-scribe statues on the southern wall and the reliefs depicting farming and craftspeople as well as Meresankh’s family.

Western Cemetery

Another grid-pattern cemetery lies on the western side of the Great Pyramid. During our last visit, no tombs here were open for visiting. If they do re-open, the Mastaba of Hemiunu (a relative of Khufu who may have been the architect of the Great Pyramid) is the largest structure in the cemetery and the Tomb of Senegemib-Inti (a 5th-dynasty official) is worth visiting for its inscriptions, which include a rather vicious-looking hippopotamus, rippling with muscle.


TOP TIPS

• The complex opens at 7am (in reality, around 7.15am) and the first tour buses turn up just after 8am so early birds can get the Pyramids all to themselves for around an hour. The problem with this is the plateau’s wild dogs, which are docile once the complex gets busier but can be aggressive when it’s just you. A start time of 8am works better.

• The only public toilets inside are on the Great Pyramid’s north side.

• Extra tickets (for Pyramid interiors and tombs) can only be bought from the entrance gates, so decide what you want to see before heading in.



Pyramid of Khafre

As you walk towards the Pyramid of Khafre (the only pyramid still capped with its original polished-limestone casing), you may think it looks taller than the Great Pyramid. It’s shorter: coming in at 136m high. The illusion is due to it standing on higher ground.

Khufu’s son Khafre (reigned c 2558–2532 BCE) was the fourth pharaoh of the 4th dynasty. If its interior is open for visiting (Khafre and Menkaure swap being open every couple of years), you descend the claustrophobic shaft to a passageway and then across to the burial chamber, which still contains Khafre’s large granite sarcophagus.

Khafre’s Funerary Temple

On the east side of the Pyramid of Khafre are the substantial remains of his funerary temple. From here stroll down the flagged paving of the causeway that provided access from the Nile to the tomb.


FAMILY PRACTICALITIES

Kids under six have free entry to the Pyramids and student tickets are half-price, which cuts down the cost of family entry. Bring oodles of water and snacks. Drinks vendors (the people toting buckets) tend to hang out around the Great Pyramid but there’s never one about when you need one, and the only food on-site is at Khufu’s Restaurant and 9 Pyramid Lounge, both out of the central area.



Pyramid of Menkaure

At 62m (originally 66.5m) this is the smallest pyramid of the trio, only about one-tenth of the bulk of the Great Pyramid. The Pharaoh Menkaure (reigned c 2532–2503 BCE) died before the structure was finished, and if you look around the bottom of the pyramid you can spot several courses of granite facing that were never properly smoothed.

If this pyramid is open, you’ll descend into three distinct levels – the lowest surprisingly large – and you can peer into the main tomb.

Menkaure’s Funerary Temple sits on the eastern side of his pyramid while to the south is a set of Queens’ Pyramids.
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Khafre’s Valley Temple

You access the Sphinx through this temple filled with pink-granite columns. If you look in the corners, you can see how the pink-granite facing stones fit together like pieces of a jigsaw puzzle.

The temple originally held 23 statues of Khafre, which were illuminated with the ancient version of mood lighting – through slits between the top of the wall and the flat roof. The diorite statue of Khafre in the Egyptian Museum (and featured on the LE10 note) was unearthed from the small, cordoned-off square section of floor just inside the temple entrance.
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Sphinx

The temple exit brings you out onto a platform that runs along the southern side of the sunken pit that holds the Sphinx. While everyone is snapping the obligatory Sphinx headshot, make sure to walk to the end of the platform so you can view its brickwork paws and haunches.

The ancient Greeks dubbed this sculpture the ‘Sphinx’ because it resembled their mythical winged monster who set riddles and killed anyone unable to answer them. In Arabic it’s known as Abu Al Hol (Father of Terror). Although no one knows which pharaoh it’s supposed to portray, geological surveys have confirmed that it was most likely chiselled out from the bedrock during the reign of Khafre.


Pyramid desert photos

The best photos of the Pyramids are taken from the desert. If it’s not piping hot, you’re a decent walker and you’ve got time, you can reach some of the best spots on foot.

• Snap photos of the row of three Pyramids from the Pyramids Panorama, roughly 2km from Menkaure’s Pyramid. Take the main road along the western side of the Pyramids or the lesser-used road from the Pyramid of Menkaure’s northwest corner.

• For a different angle, walk south from the Pyramid of Menkaure’s Queens’ Pyramids. A low ridge, about a 10-minute trudge through the sand away, gives you cracking photos.
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Pyramid Hustle

Most vendors and touts are just trying to make a living and you can have a great time chatting with them. There are a few specific scams though to be aware of.

If arriving by taxi, do not pay any attention to the men trying to ‘urgently’ flag down your car near the Pyramids (usually on Sharia Al Mansouria or Sharia Al Haram) – they’re scam artists.

There is no such thing as a Papyrus Museum; it’s a shop.

If you’re entering through the north (Great Pyramid) entrance and have been dropped at the bottom of the hill, ignore the horse touts here. They may tell you the ticket office (at the top of the hill) has moved. It has not.




MORE HORSE-RIDING OPTIONS

For a more relaxed experience organising horse rides with pyramid views, opt to instead go riding in the Saqqara area. Experienced riders can also ride all the way from Saqqara to Giza (or vice versa).



Horse & Camel Riding at the Pyramids

THE QUINTESSENTIAL GIZA EXPERIENCE

If you’re going to ride a camel anywhere in the world, it might as well be Giza, plodding out into the sand to get those famed panoramas of three pyramids surrounded by a sweep of desert. In the same vein, desert horse rides, with the Pyramids as your background, can be one of the highlights of a Pyramids visit. There’s no shortage of camel and horse touts who want to help make your desert panoramas come true but organising it can turn into a bit of a hassle.

Horses and camels can be hired from the village-stables area of Nazlet As Samaan, strung along Sharia Gamal Abdel Nasser, which runs south through the district. Also, inside the Pyramids Complex, camel, horse and horse-carriage touts hang out on the eastern side of the Great Pyramid and around the Pyramid of Menkaure. The official rate for a ride is LE500 per hour but in reality, bargaining is the name of the game and most touts charge between LE100 and LE200 for rides, depending on length. Do not get on the animal until you’ve agreed a price.

It is up to you to make sure your horse or camel looks healthy and well-fed before agreeing to hop on. Do not choose an operator who uses whips and do not take a horse carriage going down the hill road between the Pyramids and the Sphinx. Many horses struggle and are obviously in distress going down this hill with a carriage attached.

Two stables with good reputations for well-looked-after animals and solid riding tours are NB Stables (facebook.com/NasserBreeshStables) and FB Stables (fbstablesgiza.co.uk). The least difficult way to arrange your riding experience is to book with them.

WHERE TO SLEEP IN GIZA

Mamlouk Pyramids Hotel

Solid mid-ranger with small, super-clean rooms and a rooftop restaurant offering Pyramid vistas. $$

Pyramids Valley Boutique Hotel

Great location and view; the smallish rooms offer touches of Egyptian character. $$

Mena House

Live it up amid the old-school grandeur and lush gardens of Khedive Ismail’s hunting lodge. $$$



DOWNTOWN

BUZZING STREETS BELOW BELLE ÉPOQUE ARCHITECTURE


For many visitors, Cairo’s Downtown area (called Wust Al Balad in Arabic) is simply the base from where they launch out to explore the rest of the city. Although the only big-hitter sight here is the powder-pink puffball of a building that is the Egyptian Museum, Downtown itself is the soul of the city; a whirlwind of traffic-clogged roads, strolling crowds, and ahwas that spill out onto the street.

The golden Downtown rule is: don’t forget to look up – though not to the extent that you forget to look where you’re going because potholes and random obstacles are rampant. Soaring above are the ornate facades of Egypt’s belle époque period, which began in the 1860s when Khedive Ismail set about transforming Cairo into a duplicate Paris. Time has wearied Downtown’s now dust-caked architecture but recent years have seen some dilapidated facades revamped while cafes have multiplied infusing the central city with a youthful, rejuvenated buzz.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Egyptian Museum

SIGHTS

2 Abdeen Palace

3 Kodak Building

4 Midan Tahrir

5 Rawabet Art Space

6 Said Halim Pasha Palace

7 Stephenson’s Pharmacy

EATING

8 Abdel Rahim Koueider

9 Abu Tarek

10 El Abd

11 Fasahet Somaya

12 Koshary Goha

13 Saad Al Haramy

14 Souq At Tawfiqiyya

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

15 Café Riche

16 Carlton Rooftop Garden

17 Carol Bar and Restaurant

18 El Horreya

19 Groppi Gardens

20 Groppi’s

21 Le Grillon

22 Zahret Al Bustan

ENTERTAINMENT

23 El Dammah Theatre

SHOPPING

24 American University in Cairo Bookshop

see 3 Markaz

25 Oum El Dounia




TOP TIP

Downtown has five metro stations. The main interchange stations are Sadat (connects with Line 1 for Coptic Cairo and the train station, and Line 2 for Gezira and Giza), Attaba (connects with Line 2, and Line 3 for Zamalek, Historic Cairo and Heliopolis) and Nasser (Lines 1 and 3).



El Dammah Theatre

KEEPING EGYPT’S MUSICAL HERITAGE ALIVE

To delve into traditional Egyptian music, catch a performance by the El Mastaba Center for Egyptian Folk Music (el-mastaba.org) bands at the El Dammah Theatre at 30 Sharia Al Belaasi, 300m south from Mohamed Naguib metro station.

El Mastaba represents 11 bands, covering the breadth of distinct folk music traditions across Egypt from the trancy Sudanese folk of Rango to the El Tanbura Band’s simsimiyya, a style from the Suez Canal region.

Performances take place every Thursday at 8pm (doors open at 7pm) and cost LE100.
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Downtown Cairo Food Tour

DISCOVER CAIRO THROUGH ITS FOOD

Put your comfy walking shoes on. Don’t wear your skinny jeans. Avoid eating lunch beforehand. If you want to get the lowdown on Downtown’s food scene, these tours run by the local Cairo foodie guides of Bellies En-Route (belliesenroute.com) are packed with insider know-how on the classic dishes and street-food favourites that keep central Cairo running. Better yet, local culture is centre stage as you munch your way between family-run canteens, a famed old-school coffee roaster, traditional patisserie and hole-in-the-wall ta’amiyya (Egyptian variant of falafel) and fiteer (sweet or savoury flaky pastry) stands.

The Downtown Food Tour is the polar opposite to Egypt’s many cookie-cutter tours: infused with local knowledge and providing both first-timers and return visitors with deeper insights into modern Egypt and Downtown’s heritage.

The tours have a no-food-waste policy (leftovers are packed up and given away) and support community restaurants, which wouldn’t normally get tourists through the door, by providing a new income stream.

The tour runs Saturday to Thursday and covers eight stops over four to five hours. The small-group tour costs $72 per person and needs to be pre-booked. Private tours are available.

Make sure to also check out what other tours and activities Bellies En-Route are offering by the time you’re in town because, when we last visited, they were putting together a meat-lovers tour, diving into the alleys on the edge of Historic Cairo, and planning to begin cooking classes for travellers who want to turn their hands to making Egyptian cuisine themselves.


A CULTURAL INDUCTION THROUGH FOOD
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Leila Hassaballa is co-founder of Bellies En-Route. @belliesenroute

We use food as a medium to showcase a different side of Egypt and act as a starting point to talk about Egypt and Egyptian culture. We want to show a different side to Egypt that gives visitors the opportunity to enter into a dialogue and helps them have a more meaningful experience.

As well as that, we’ve set out to create a tourism model that both protects and supports the local businesses we use, paying them fairly and making sure that our tour visits are a help to them rather than a hassle.



Midan Tahrir

DOWNTOWN’S PRINCIPAL SQUARE

Midan Tahrir (Tahrir ‘Liberation’ Sq) has been a focal point of the Downtown area for over 150 years, long before it gained international name recognition with the 2011 Revolution. It was originally called Ismailia Sq and renamed after the 1952 revolution. The obelisk crowning the traffic circle is from Tell Amarna and the surrounding sphinxes come from Karnak.

Looking northwest, the Ritz Carlton stands on the site where a British military barracks once stood, while to the southwest is the Omar Makram Mosque where anyone-who’s-anyone has their funeral. The brutalist concrete building taking up most of the southern side is the Mogamma. Famous for its sprawling rabbit warren where you could lose days trying to get a piece of paper stamped, this once notorious heart of Egypt’s bureaucracy was the star of the classic 1992 comedy Irhab Wal Kabab (Terrorism and Kebab) in which Adel Imam’s frustrated character held everyone in the building hostage. Now it stands empty awaiting its rejuvenation as a multipurpose retail and entertainment site.



TOP SIGHT
Egyptian Museum


While Giza’s GEM may generate headlines, this grand dame museum simply potters along being Egypt’s major ancient history showcase as it has done since it moved to this location in 1902. Mindful of the GEM’s impending opening, the museum has been busy refurbishing its galleries (an ongoing process), creating a more approachable space for you to explore the riches within.
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PRACTICALITIES

Scan this QR code for prices and opening hours.
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DON’T MISS

Narmer Palette

Limestone statue of Zoser

Statue of Khafre

Wooden statue of Ka-Aper

Death masks of Yuya and Thuya

Silver coffin of Psusennes I

Death mask of Tutankhamun (it will move to the GEM when it opens)
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Museum Highlights

The ground-floor galleries are set up so you sweep through ancient Egypt’s history in chronological order. On the 1st floor, the galleries are arranged by theme. Below are the galleries and pieces not to miss.

Pre- and Early-Dynastic Egypt

In the museum’s entrance atrium (Gallery 43), spot the Narmer Palette taking centre stage. Examine both sides: Pharaoh Narmer of Egypt’s 1st dynasty (c 3100–2890 BCE) is depicted wearing the crown of Upper Egypt on one side and Lower Egypt on the other, suggesting his reign was the first time Egypt was united and thus marking the foundation for 3000 years of Pharaonic history.

Before you move on to the big-hitters of the Old Kingdom, make sure to visit the cabinets on either side of the gallery. On the left are displays of pre-dynastic-era daily-life objects including a hippopotamus-shaped flint, board games and ivory figurines. On the right are some tiny, finely inscribed alabaster labels found at Saqqara, dating from the 1st and 2nd dynasties.

Old Kingdom

The refurbished ground-floor Old Kingdom section treats Egypt’s mighty pyramid builders with the respect they deserve. In Gallery 46 you’re greeted by a limestone statue of Zoser backed by a wall of blue faience tiles taken from the interior of his Step Pyramid at Saqqara.

Don’t miss the statue of a kneeling king in Gallery 47 and the panel of Meidum geese in Gallery 41. The geese were painted on the wall of a mud-brick mastaba (bench-shaped tomb) around 2500 BCE in Meidum, near Al Fayoum.

If the museum is busy when you enter Gallery 42 there will be groups flocking around the tiny ivory statuette of Khufu (the only surviving representation of the builder of Giza’s Great Pyramid) and the dramatic black-stone statue of Khafre. Surrounding the pharaohs are sculptures and statues of various members of the royal court. The family sculpture of Akhi Ip (inspector of scribes) is particularly striking. In Gallery 37 you’ll find the astonishing sycamore-wood statue of Ka-Aper, with his protruding belly and lifelike eyes. It is one of the masterworks of the Old Kingdom.


GALLERY 49 (GROUND FLOOR): THE CANOPUS DECREE

Sure you’ve all heard of the Rosetta Stone (in the British Museum) but that wasn’t the only bilingual inscription found in Egypt.

This large limestone slab records the discussions and decrees of a meeting of priests at Canopus in 238 BCE, during the reign of Ptolemy III, and, just like the Rosetta Stone, is inscribed in hieroglyphs, demotic and Greek.




TOP TIPS

• During winter it’s difficult to avoid the huge tour crowds. Try beginning around noon when the morning buses are finishing and the afternoon coach groups are still at lunch.

• If it gets too much (there’s a lot to see), you can exit, have a coffee or lunch break, and come back on the same ticket on the same day.

• The Egyptian Museum has put substantial effort into trying to make itself more accessible. Visually impaired visitors will find braille information panels throughout the museum (in English and Arabic), and entrance ramps, plus a lift inside, provide access for wheelchair users.



New Kingdom

In the middle of Gallery 11 you’ll find the spot-lit, staring limestone head of Pharaoh Hatshepsut and, in a neighbouring cabinet, her sphinx. Both once graced her mortuary temple at Deir Al Bahri.

The vaulted sandstone chapel of Tuthmosis III with its painted walls and a life-size cow statue, all in a remarkable state of preservation, is in Gallery 12. Inside you can see scenes of the pharaoh, his wife and two princesses making offerings to Hathor.

Galleries 3, 7 and 8 are dedicated to the Amarna Period under the rule of Akhenaten (reigned c 1352–1336 BCE), the ‘heretic pharaoh’. This is a great chance for you to compare the Amarna Period statues, with their elongated faces and bulbous bellies, to the hard-edged sculptures in the previous galleries. The coffin of Akhenaten is in Gallery 3.
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Gallery 34 (1st floor): Daily life

So much of Egyptology’s focus is on royalty and their funerary goods so take a break from the deaths of the one-percenters and explore the lives of ordinary ancient Egyptians. See the Egyptian throwing sticks (boomerangs) that were used for hunting birds, and the exhibit of paddle dolls, some of them intricately detailed with geometric designs on their wooden paddle ‘bodies’ under a mop of beaded linen hair.



Hidden Treasures Caches

Arriving on the 1st floor in Gallery 50, you’re greeted by the carved, lifelike, wooden middle coffin of Queen Ahmose-Merytamun, a fitting introduction to the Hidden Treasures Caches galleries (54 and 55), which exhibit some of the finest finds from Egypt’s most famous caches.

The coffins and funerary goods displayed come from the Deir Al Bahri Royal Cache, the Tomb of Ahmose-Merytamun, the Priests of Montu burial shafts and the Priests of Amun Cache at Bab El Gusus.

These galleries offer you an overview of ancient Egypt’s funerary practices and beliefs as well as explaining the history behind some of Egyptology’s greatest discoveries.

Yuya & Thuya

The 1st-floor corridor galleries on the museum’s east side are dedicated to the funerary goods from the tomb of Yuya and Thuya (Queen Tiye’s parents and Tutankhamun’s great-grandparents). Before Tut-mania, the treasures found inside this virtually intact Valley of the Kings tomb in 1905 were Egyptology’s most spectacular find.

As well as the gilded, bead-trimmed death masks of Yuya and Thuya and their golden coffins, with their well-preserved mummies encased inside, the tomb goods on display include an entire haul of furniture from Yuya’s gilded wood and leather chariot to Thuya’s blue faience jewel casket. Make sure to also see the less glittery items such as Yuya and Thuya’s reed sandals placed in the tomb so that they’d have shoes to wear in the afterlife.

Running for nearly 20m along the corridor wall is the Papyrus of Yuya, the most complete ever found.

The Royal Tombs of Tanis

You may not have heard of these tombs but the treasures unearthed from these six intact 21st- and 22nd-dynasty tombs at the Delta site of Tanis in 1939 rival Tutankhamun’s in riches.

In Gallery 3 everyone wants to see the gold death mask of Psusennes I (c 1039–991 BCE) and his gleaming and highly detailed silver coffin, but make sure to also take in the display of his glittery jewellery including a chunky oversized-bauble gold and lapis lazuli necklace.

In Gallery 4 check out Amenemope’s tiny baboon-headed heart amulet and the display of golden finger and toe stalls. These were placed over the mummy’s fingers and toes to make sure they could still use them in the afterlife.

Tutankhamun Collection

Tutankhamun only ruled for a paltry nine years during the 14th century BCE (c 1336–1327 BCE) but the treasures found in his tomb have made him Egypt’s most famous pharaoh. The entire collection will be moved to the GEM when it opens. On our visit, with the GEM still closed, the Egyptian museum was displaying a partial collection of some of the most striking pieces.

Before you head into Gallery 2 to see Tutankhamun’s death mask, stroll the hallway galleries of 7, 8 and 13 where larger items from his tomb are exhibited. It’s easy to get distracted by all the glitzy gold here but don’t miss the two life-size wooden and bitumen-coated statues of Tutankhamun found in the antechamber, their black skin suggesting an identification with Osiris and the rich, black river silt symbolising fertility and rebirth. Also admire the Canopic jars with their stoppers shaped like Tutankhamun’s head. Inside these jars, four miniature coffins held Tutankhamun’s internal organs.

In Gallery 2 you come face-to-face with Tutankhamun’s death mask, which weighs 11kg and is made of solid gold, as well as his two golden inner coffins. Surrounding these cases are displays of the tombs’ smaller treasures, which include delicately detailed falcon-headed golden jewellery.


SMALLER TREASURES NOT TO MISS

Gallery 14 (1st floor): This small collection of Fayoum Portraits (the painted wooden-panel portraits placed over the embalmed faces of Graeco-Roman mummies) are recognised as the link between ancient art and Western portrait tradition.

Gallery 24 (1st floor): A collection of ostraca (stone fragments that were drawn on by workers) from Luxor.

Gallery 27 (1st floor): These miniature dioramas were made to accompany the pharaoh into the afterlife. Depicting daily activities, they offer a picture of common life. Don’t miss the model of twin canoes fishing, with fish trapped in the net.







EXPLORING BELLE ÉPOQUE DOWNTOWN
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If you can swing it, do this walk on Friday morning when Downtown snoozes until midday prayers and the streets are empty. From 1 Midan Talaat Harb, head east onto Sharia Qasr El Nil and duck left to walk through the 2 Baehler Passageway to Sharia Talaat Harb. This stone-arched walkway, built in 1929, is one of Downtown’s best-preserved examples of arcade architecture. In front of you, across the road, is 3 Cinema Radio, built in 1932. Egypt’s famed singer Umm Kulthum regularly performed onstage here.

Turn right and take the next right back onto Qasr El Nil. Cross the road and beeline down palm-tree-lined Sharia Al Qadi Al Fadel to admire the 1928 art-nouveau entrance of the 4 Cosmopolitan Hotel. Back on Qasr El Nil the Italianate 5 Trieste Building takes over the entire block while across the road, on the intersection with Sharia Sherif Basha, check out the curved lines of the 6 Immobilia Building, built in 1940 and once home to actors Omar Sherif and Naguib el-Rihani.

At Midan Mostafa Kemal head north up to Sharia Abd El Khalik Tharwat, where the neoclassical 7 Shorbagui Building dominates the northern side of the street. Walk west for 20m and duck through the Kodak Passage (named because Kodak opened their first Middle East shop here) up to Sharia Adly. Across the road is 8 Shar Hashamayim Synagogue with its art-nouveau-meets-ancient-Egypt facade. From here turn back east and stroll north to the 9 Khedival Buildings, built in 1910 and bestriding both sides of two blocks. Afterwards head back to Talaat Harb, via pedestrianised Sharia Alfy, to finish in front of the art deco 10 Yacoubian Building, made famous in Alaa Al-Aswany’s eponymous novel.



MORE IN DOWNTOWN

Fuel Up on Kushari at Abu Tarek

EGYPT’S FAVOURITE FAST FOOD

You’ve probably already heard about ta’amiyya and shawarma but the true king of Egyptian street food is kushari – a carbohydrate-heavy mix of noodles, rice, black lentils and chickpeas, topped by crispy fried onions, that you smother in tomato sauce, douse with garlicky vinegar and dab with hot sauce. Cheap, filling and tasty, this is the fuel that keeps Egypt working and many Egyptians regard it as their national dish.

For your first kushari experience beeline straight to Abu Tarek (facebook .com/ koshariabotarek). This temple of kushari on Sharia Champollion has been in business for 70 years and continues to hold on to Cairo’s unofficial ‘best kushari’ title. You can grab a takeaway if you like but believe us, you want the full experience so head upstairs to eat in amid the restaurant’s retro-glam canteen decor, which includes chandeliers, random blue up-lighting fitted in the ceiling, tropical fish tanks, a fountain in the middle of the room and a massive portrait of Abu Tarek himself keeping a fatherly eye on his happy diners.

It’s open from 7am to midnight and is packed with diners for most of that time. The friendly waiters are well used to foreign visitors wandering in and, unless rushed off their feet, will explain the menu to you, which isn’t too difficult as it consists of small kushari, medium kushari, large kushari or ‘special’, which includes extra chickpeas and fried onions.

When your dish arrives, mix the tomato sauce into the noodle-rice-lentil-chickpea-onion combo then grab the metal bottles on your table to splash vinegar and spicy sauce on top. Give your dish another good stir to make sure everything’s mixed through and dig in.
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CROSSING THE ROAD

For many visitors, Cairo’s roads provide a trip’s biggest challenge. Although in Downtown’s core, recent improvements include more traffic lights in working order and more traffic police controlling intersections, crossing many streets can still seem impossible at first glance.

If there are (working) traffic lights or an on-duty officer, the best advice is to wait; that flow of traffic will grind to a halt eventually.

At other busy intersections, watch how Cairenes cross. They don’t hesitate or turn back and they keep eye contact with drivers coming towards them. You have to cross believing that cars will avoid you. This can all get a bit much so if you’re nervous don’t be too proud to just wait for a Cairene to cross and follow in their wake.



DOWNTOWN CONTEMPORARY CAFES

Eish + Mahl

Great flat whites, espressos and cold drink options inside a restored, high-ceilinged building on Sharia Adly.

La Poire

Locally known for its European-style patisserie but now also a popular spot for coffee and smoothies.

Cilantro

Egypt’s answer to Starbucks with hot and cold coffee options plus sandwiches and stuffed croissants.


DOWNTOWN’S BEST SHOPPING

Oum El Dounia

On the 1st floor of 3 Sharia Talaat Harb (look for the sign at street level), this long-running shop stocks high-quality crafts, including ceramics from Fayoum, Bedouin needlework from Sinai and cotton homewares from across Egypt.

American University in Cairo Bookshop

Cairo’s best selection of English-language books about Egyptian history, heritage and modern politics with a large Egyptology section plus Arabic literature in translation. It’s inside the AUC campus but with its own entrance on Sharia Sheikh Rihan. You’ll need to bring an official ID (passport) for entry.

Markaz

Egyptian homewares with contemporary twists including embroidered cushions, glassware and ceramics. It’s on the Sharia Adly corner of the Kodak Passage.



Downtown’s Khedival Residence

THE CENTRAL CITY PALACE

Khedive Ismail’s centrepiece of his spangly new Downtown district was this palace built in European style. When finished in 1874 he promptly upped sticks from his Citadel digs, breaking with 700 years of tradition that had seen every Egyptian ruler preside over their domain from the lofty heights of the hilltop fortress since the founder of the Ayyubid dynasty, Saladin (Salah ad-Din), built it.

Today a small portion of the 500 salons of Abdeen Palace (Qasr Abdeen) house a hodgepodge of museum exhibits including an armaments museum; one devoted to glass, silverware and ceramics; and another displaying documents related to the Mohammed Ali dynasty including correspondence from King George IV, Haile Selassie and President Franklin Roosevelt.

Don’t miss the unintentionally funny Presidential Gift Room complete with a portrait of President El Sisi made entirely of drawing pins and a baffling array of useless, sparkly tat that world leaders gift each other. Without this room we’d never have known Russia’s penchant for gifting presidents Kalashnikovs or been left pondering who has to dust the golden palm trees and oryx ornaments the Gulf nations keep dishing out. Unless you’ve got a particular interest in regal chinaware or antique daggers, you’re really here to gawp at the Gift Room’s sheer weirdness.

Abdeen Palace is located in the southeast corner of Downtown, a direct 1.5km walk down Sharia Tahrir from Midan Tahrir. The entrance is on the eastern side of the complex, with the ticket office across the road from the gate. The palace is open 9am to 3pm Saturday to Thursday, and tickets cost LE100 (students LE50). You can get good photos of the palace’s front facade from Midan Al Gomhuriyya on the western side.
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WHERE TO STAY DOWNTOWN

Holy Sheet Hostel

Friendly, social vibe; private rooms and well-designed dorms; reliable option for a soft landing in Cairo. $

Pension Roma

Old-timer hotel with oodles of historic ambience; choice of rooms with/without bathroom; kind, helpful staff. $

Carlton Hotel

A 1935 Downtown classic, with renovated rooms, some with balcony, which still nod to its vintage. $$

The Location Hotel

A step-up from Downtown’s budget hotels with super-comfy beds in rooms with touches of Egyptian-style. $$

Tahir Plaza Suites

Six individually styled rooms, most with balcony; inside a heritage building just steps from the Egyptian Museum. $$

Steigenburger Downtown

Swish, contemporary rooms in a prime Midan Tahrir location with staff who go out of their way to help. $$$

Vintage Cairo

TOUR REMNANTS OF CAIRO’S YESTERYEAR

Between 1900 and 1950 the palatial mansions initially laid out on Khedive Ismail’s street plan disappeared to be replaced with more functional buildings as the neighbourhood grew into Cairo’s commercial hub. Said Halim Pasha Palace, built in 1899, which takes up the entire block between Sharias Champollion and Hussein Basha Al Meamari, is the last man standing of Downtown’s mansions though whether it counts as still ‘standing’ is debatable as it’s seriously dilapidated. The palace was built for Said Halim Pasha (grandson of Mohammed Ali), who went on to become the Grand Vizier of the Ottoman Empire.

To capture a sense of Downtown’s glamorous heyday, head to a vintage cafe. The most famous is Groppi’s on Midan Talaat Harb, which opened in 1911 and was one of the Mediterranean’s most celebrated patisseries. It’s been closed for restoration for the past few years so until it reopens, check out its sister cafe Groppi Gardens on Sharia Abd El Khalik Tharwat instead. Its garden, shaded by trees, is an old-timer escape from the street chaos outside.

Meanwhile, one of the oldest cafes in Downtown is Café Riche on Sharia Talaat Harb, which was established in 1908 and was once the main hangout for Egyptian intellectuals. Its grand days are long gone (and the food is so-so) but you can still grab a beer and soak up its few remnant strands of vintage charm.

Also, don’t miss checking out Stephenson’s Pharmacy. This time-warp chemist in the Shorbagui building on Sharia Abd El Khalik Tharwat has been in business since 1905 and has preserved its vintage advertising in the windows and original interior display cases.


Downtown’s Art Scene

If you’re in Cairo during October, don’t miss Downtown’s big annual arts festival D-CAF (d-caf.org), which brings a three-week programme of cutting-edge visual-art exhibitions and installations as well as theatre and other performing arts to venues across the neighbourhood.

For the rest of the year, check out Rawabet Art Space for performing arts ranging from stand-up comedy and theatre to music concerts. They announce upcoming events on their Facebook page (facebook.com/RawabetArtSpace).

The industrial warehouse ground floor of the Kodak Building rimming the Kodak Passage (between Sharias Abd El Khalik Tharwat and Adly) is used for semi-regular art installations and exhibitions.



All-Day Egyptian Feasting

EATING YOUR WAY THROUGH DOWNTOWN

Downtown’s food scene is unfairly maligned. Sure there are a lot of places serving slapdash fast food but there are also plenty of restaurants and canteens offering solid Egyptian staples.

Need a traditional Egyptian breakfast? Head to Saad Al Haramy on Sharia Mohammed Helmy Ibrahim for a feast of fuul (fava bean paste), ta’amiyya, mish (a pungent fermented cheese) and pickled vegetables. This is a basic-as-it-gets breakfast canteen so don’t go expecting anything fancy or extreme levels of hygiene.

When lunch beckons, sit down at one of Koshary Goha’s street-side tables, on the corner of the pedestrianised strip of Sharia Alfy and Sharia Emad Al Din. They serve excellent kushari here but the Egyptian version of a pasta bake (makaroneh bi lahm) is what you should order. The real treat though is the dish of bring-tears-to-your-eyes spicy tomato sauce that comes with all their meals. If you come in the evening you may have to wait for a table: Egyptian families know a good deal when they see one and the tables are often packed solid.

For dinner Fasahet Somaya, on Sharia Al Falki, is the top choice if you want to dig into the wholesome tastes of Egyptian home cooking. The daily-changing menu of four or five options usually features various mahshi (stuffed) vegetables, stews, rice and meat dishes; all of it, stick-to-your-ribs soul food. Chef Somaya and her team are a delight and the entire experience is like eating at a friend’s place. It’s only open between 5pm and 7pm (closed on Saturdays) and those in the know get there just before 5pm. If they’re serving bamya (okra), do order it. Somaya’s bamya stew has turned lifelong okra haters into okra fans.
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Downtown Sweet Treats

If you need fresh fruit, head to Souq At Tawfiqiyya. This narrow produce market lane runs off the western side of Sharia Talaat Harb between Sharia 26th of July and Midan Orabi. A few metres down the lane you’ll find a hole-in-the-wall stand dishing up fresh-from-the-oven fiteer.

For ice cream, locals head to Abdel Rahim Koueider on Sharia Talaat Harb or El Abd on either Sharias Talaat Harb or 26th of July. You pay the cashier inside first and then take the ticket back outside to the ice-cream counter. The jury is out on who serves up the best mango ice cream but Koueider’s is known for its mastic and pistachio flavours.



WHERE TO EAT DOWNTOWN

El Hamra Street Food

Join businesspeople, students and families all scoffing Lebanese-style shawarma in this upstairs restaurant. $

CaiRoma

A little slice of Italy with excellent pizza, vegetarian options and off-street courtyard seating. $$

Fish & Chips

Egyptian-style seafood dishes served in a cubbyhole of a restaurant with bags of retro style. $$

Felfela

A Downtown institution since 1959, serving Egyptian classics (and beer) in a roofed-over passageway. $$

El Gomhoureya

Known for its grilled and stuffed pigeon as well as its mixed grills, which all come with salads and pickles. $$

Le Bistro

Retro European bistro-style steak and chicken favourites beamed up from the 1980s plus alcohol. $$

Downtown After Dark

CAIRO’S BUZZING EVENING HEART

Once night falls, people flood Downtown’s streets, shopping and strolling while vendors try to tempt buyers with wares set out on the pavement, music blares from shops, and side alleys and courtyards come alive as outdoor ahwas.

If you want to do as the locals do, head to an ahwa where you can smoke fruit-flavoured shisha with a (non-alcoholic) drink and watch the world go by. One of the most popular is Zahret Al Bustan, which spills across a courtyard behind Sharia Talaat Harb. Access it by scooting down the skinny passageway beside Café Riche or walk around the corner to its courtyard opening on Sharia Al Bostan Al Seidi.

For a rooftop beer with your shisha plus a view, the best Downtown option is the Carlton Rooftop Garden on top of the Carlton Hotel on Sharia 26th of July. If you want to get a bit vintage though, the revamped Carol Bar and Restaurant on Sharia Qasr El Nil has retained its classic ambience but has been modernised and attracts a lively, young crowd later at night.

For beer and shisha in old-school surroundings, head to Le Grillon, entered through a narrow passageway that runs between Sharias Qasr El Nil and Mahmoud Bassiouny. The faux ‘garden patio’ here – which isn’t actually outside – has been a favourite for Downtown’s arty crowd for decades.

Meanwhile, Downtown’s most famous baladi (local) bar is El Horreya on Sharia Al Bustan, with its cream high-ceilinged, columned and mirrored interior. Beer is served only on the right-hand side of the room. The left-hand side is a straight-up old fashioned ahwa and is where the chess players hang out in the evening.


Downtown Tips

Nothing screams tourist in Downtown louder than someone wearing shorts, a vest and flip-flops. If you want to blend in and look more like one of Cairo’s resident foreigners, rather than a wide-eyed first-time visitor (and hence be less of a target for touts who hang out between Midans Tahrir and Talaat Harb), look at what everyone else is wearing and keep your knees and shoulders covered.

Some days it seems no one in Downtown has any change. Break bigger notes at every opportunity (at busy restaurants and cafes and larger shops) and horde those five, 10, 20 and 50 notes for taxi drivers, ticket offices at lesser-visited sites, baksheesh (tips), and small businesses that really have no change.





COPTIC CAIRO & FUSTAT


HISTORIC CHURCHES AND MAJOR MUSEUMS


When the conquering Arab army rolled into Egypt they snubbed Alexandria, founding their capital, Fustat, beside the Roman fortress of Babylon. Even after the Fatimid conquest in 969 CE, Fustat continued to prosper as the neighbouring commercial hub to the new walled capital of Al Qahira, which (in a medieval version of an exclusive gated community) was a palace and administration district reserved for the privileged few. Fustat’s heyday only ended in 1168 when it was burnt on the orders of the Fatimid caliph in an attempt to halt the Crusader advance. Today this area, known as Coptic Cairo or ‘Old Cairo’, is home to some of Cairo’s most important early-medieval religious buildings while nearby, the National Museum of Egyptian Civilisations houses the Royal Mummies Collection.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Coptic Museum

2 Hanging Church

3 Mosque and Mausoleum of Imam Al Shafi’i

4 National Museum of Egyptian Civilisation (NMEC)

SIGHTS

5 Ben Ezra Synagogue

6 Church of St Barbara

7 Church of St Sergius & Bacchus

8 Greek Orthodox Church of St George

9 Housh Al Basha

10 Mosque of Amr Ibn Al As

11 Roman Towers

12 St George’s Convent

ENTERTAINMENT

13 Darb 1718

SHOPPING

14 Foustat Traditional Craft Centre

15 Heba Helmi Pottery

16 Souq Al Fustat




TOP TIP

Mar Girgis metro station (Metro Line 1; direction Helwan) is directly opposite the entrance into the Coptic Cairo church compound. To head to NMEC by taxi afterwards, walk to the northern end of Sharia Mar Girgis (past the police checkpoint) and flag one down off the street.
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Coptic Museum

A DAZZLING REPOSITORY OF COPTIC HERITAGE

Come here to take in one of the most important collections of Coptic antiquities in the world. Inside, the colourful frescoed niches from Saqqara’s Monastery of St Jeremiah and the Monastery of St Apollo at Bawit are the major highlights but also take time to examine the friezes and column capitals from Ahnas with their scenes from Greek mythology. These demonstrate how long it took Christianity to bed down and replace earlier traditions artistically. Upstairs, one room is devoted to the Nag Hammadi Library, the primary source for Gnosticism.

The ornate building was purpose-built by prominent Copt Marcus Simaika Pasha in 1910 to hold the store of Coptic artefacts he’d taken responsibility for salvaging from the dusty, neglected corners of Egypt’s churches and desert monasteries. The museum’s interior with its elaborate wood-carved painted ceilings is easily an attraction within itself. Set aside a couple of hours here if you want to delve into the breadth of Coptic art, history and heritage in Egypt, which spans right back to the very earliest days of Christianity.

Exiting Mar Girgis metro station, the entrance gate to the Coptic Museum is directly across the road, on the northern side of the Roman tower. Entry is LE100 (students LE50) and it’s open 8am to 4pm daily.
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Greek Orthodox Church of St George

Just a few metres north of the Coptic Museum entrance gate, another gate leads to the Greek Orthodox Church of St George with its round eight-columned basilica. The church’s history dates back to the 10th century but the current church was built in 1909. St George (Mar Girgis) is one of the region’s most popular saints. If you’re here in spring, the moulid (saint’s festival) of Mar Girgis is held here on 23 April. The attached monastery is closed to visitors.




EXPLORING COPTIC ARTISTRY

If you want to see more Coptic art on your trip, make sure to visit the Monastery of St Anthony in the northern mountains of the Red Sea coast and the Red Monastery near Sohag.



Roman Towers

REMNANTS OF BABYLON FORTRESS

The only recognisable features remaining of Roman Babylon are these two Roman Towers, which formed part of the western gate. The fort Emperor Trajan built here in 98 CE, constructed over older fortifications, would have been right on the riverfront with the Nile lapping against the walls. Babylon is likely a corruption of Per-hapi-en-on (Estate of the Nile God at On), a Pharaonic name for the area.

The southern tower is directly opposite Mar Girgis metro station. You can peer down around the tower where excavations have revealed part of the ancient quay several metres below street level. The Church of St George sits above the northern tower.
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Hanging Church

CAIRO’S MOST FAMOUS CHURCH

This 9th-century (some say 7th-century) church gets its name because it’s suspended over the Water Gate of Roman Babylon. The courtyard entranceway is just south of the Roman Towers. When you walk into the interior with its three barrel-vaulted, wood-roofed aisles, resting on 13 pillars, it feels like entering an upturned ark.

Take note of the inlaid ebony-and-ivory screens hiding the altar; their intricate geometric designs are only distinguishable from Islamic patterns by the tiny crosses worked into them. The aisle pillars represent Christ and his apostles – the darker one is believed to represent Judas.

The church has 110 icons,including an 8th-century painting of the Virgin Mary known as the Coptic ‘Mona Lisa’. Walk through the door in the southeast corner to access the baptistery, where a panel has been cut out of the floor to reveal the Water Gate below.

The Hanging Church (Al Kineesa Al Mu’allaqa) is open 8am to 4pm daily. If you want to come to Coptic Mass, it’s 8am to 11am Wednesday and Friday, and 9am to 11am on Sunday.
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Darb 1718

MODERN CULTURE AND ART

The Darb 1718 culture centre and creative space puts on art exhibitions, runs craft workshops and has a regular evening programme of concerts that take place in the garden or on the roof, as well as movie screenings. You can check what’s on at facebook .com/ Darb1718. There are several ceramic workshops in the same area.

Head here by walking south on Sharia Mar Girgis (past the police checkpoint) and follow the road as it bears left through the neighbourhood car-repair district on Sharia Qasr Al Shama, and then turn right two streets on. It’s open Saturday to Thursday 11am to 10pm, and from 2pm on Friday.

[image: jpg]

Pottery making | EBONYEG/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Church of St Sergius & Bacchus (Abu Sarga)

CAIRO’S OLDEST CHURCH

The Church of St Sergius & Bacchus (Abu Sarga) is the oldest church site in Cairo, dating from the 5th century (though the original structure was destroyed and the current church has been constantly restored over the centuries). It’s built over a cave where, according to Coptic tradition, the Holy Family are said to have taken shelter during their flight into Egypt to escape persecution from King Herod of Judea who had embarked upon a ‘massacre of the first born’.

The aisled-nave interior with its stone walls rising up to a wood-rafter ceiling is imbued with serene simplicity. Note the intricate ivory-inlay and wood-carved templon (the screen separating the nave from the sanctuary). The cave of the Holy Family – now the crypt – is reached by a door to the left of the altar.

To get here, walk past the Coptic Museum entrance and St George’s and take the entrance steps down into the fortress compound. Walk right to the end of the skinny, below-street-level alley and then turn right. The church is open 9am to 5pm.
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National Museum of Egyptian Civilisation (NMEC)

HOME OF EGYPT’S ROYAL MUMMIES

In 2021 Egypt’s Royal Mummies were transferred to their new home here in a regal procession. NMEC (nmec.gov.eg) is more than its prized collection of pharaohs though; it’s attempting to encompass the entire sweep of Egyptian heritage under one roof.

As you enter the main hall, ignore the walkway leading to the subterranean Royal Mummies galleries and veer right to zigzag between exhibits covering prehistory through to the Pharaonic era. The exquisite pieces, cherry-picked to be shown here, highlight different facets of ancient Egypt’s culture, from the finely detailed Old Kingdom wooden statues of men grinding wheat, from Saqqara, to the Ptolemaic-era gilded-stucco coffin of the priest Nedjemankh.

Backtrack now to the Royal Mummies Hall entrance. It’s worthwhile pausing to watch the passageway’s multimedia display on your way in. Inside, the series of vault-like rooms are the final resting place for some of Egypt’s most famous pharaohs and queens. Of particular note, Seti I’s mummy, with his smooth black skin, is one of the most flawlessly preserved. Ramses II, with his grey hair tinged with henna, is a close rival.

The exit transfers you back into the main hall where exhibits on the left-hand side cover the last 2000 years. Don’t miss the mosaic panels from the Citadel’s Ablaq Palace and the kiswa cloth that Egypt used to send annually to Mecca to cover the Kaaba.

Entrance costs LE240 (students LE120) and opening hours are 9am to 5pm.
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Sirah Lake

Date-palm-fringed Sirah Lake, rimmed by walking trails, on the eastern side of NMEC was still not open to the public when we visited. You can get great views of the lake, with the Citadel’s Mosque of Mohammed Ali in the distance, from a viewing platform accessed by the exit next door to NMEC’s cafe.

When it does finally open you should be able to walk directly down to the lake park from this exit plus the staircases in NMEC’s front courtyard.




MOSQUE OF IBN TULUN

If you’ve visited Cairo’s oldest mosque site and now want to see Cairo’s oldest mosque with its original form still completely intact, head to the Mosque of Ibn Tulun.
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MORE IN COPTIC CAIRO & FUSTAT

The Coptic Cairo Compound

INSIDE THE BABYLON FORTRESS WALLS

While the Coptic Museum and Hanging Church are accessed direct off Sharia Mar Girgis, the rest of the Coptic compound is set, slightly below street level, within the Babylon Fortress walls. The main entrance is just north of the Orthodox Church of St George.

Enter St George’s Convent (first gateway on your left in the below-street-level alley) first, where believers pray to the relics of St George, including the chains Coptic Christians believe he was imprisoned with, which are displayed on a huge Fatimid-era cedar door inside.

In the Church of St Barbara (on the corner just past Abu Sarga), make sure to see the rare icons of St Barbara, the Virgin Mary and Jesus Christ. St Barbara was an early Christian convert who was beaten to death by her father for trying to convert him.

Next, visit the 9th-century Ben Ezra Synagogue, built inside the shell of a 4th-century church. According to tradition, this is where the prophet Jeremiah gathered the Jews after Nebuchadnezzar destroyed the Jerusalem temple and the adjacent spring is supposed to mark the place where the pharaoh’s daughter found Moses in the reeds.


The Genizah Documents

Due to Jewish strictures that forbid the throwing away of any document that names God, a genizah (store) within a synagogue is used to keep discarded books and papers.

In 1890 a cache of more than 250,000 historic papers, known as the Genizah Documents, was uncovered in Ben Ezra Synagogue. It’s because of this cache, which included business records and documents detailing day-to-day life, that researchers have been able to piece together an incredibly detailed picture of life in Fustat for Egypt’s Jewish community during the Fatimid era.



WHERE TO EAT IN COPTIC CAIRO & FUSTAT

Old Cairo Restaurant

Basic Egyptian staples, friendly service and shaded street-side tables on Sharia Mar Girgis. $

Couscous Abu Ahmed

Famous joint dishing up couscousy (couscous, shredded coconut, nuts, raisins and sugar with hot milk). $

Beit El Moezz

Home-cooked-style dishes – try the mahshi kurumb (stuffed cabbage) – across Sharia Fustat from NMEC. $$

The Site of Africa’s First Mosque

ISLAM’S FIRST FOOTHOLD IN EGYPT

Head north up Sharia Mar Girgis to visit the Mosque of Amr Ibn Al As, Egypt (and Africa’s) first mosque. A forest of columns (many repurposed from ancient sites) greets you inside the austere prayer hall.

The original mosque, built in 632, was made from palm trunks and thatched with leaves, and has been heavily remodelled over the centuries, so you’re not standing in Cairo’s oldest surviving original-form mosque but, as the site where Islam first began in Egypt, it resonates with importance.

Exploring Al Qarafa

VISITING FUSTAT’S HISTORIC CEMETERY

The neighbourhood east of NMEC is Al Qarafa, a historic cemetery founded to service the capital of Fustat, where residents live beside the multiple domed tombs, shrines and mosques of important Islamic scholars, spiritual leaders and royalty from the Fatimid to Ottoman era. Two of Cairo’s most interesting, and beautiful, mausoleums are located within its wriggle of dusty, potholed lanes.

Don’t be intimidated by the area’s obvious poverty. It’s safe, and friendly locals on the street will point you in the right direction if they see you wandering around looking like you’re lost. Do make an effort to dress conservatively before visiting. Al Qarafa is a major Islamic pilgrimage destination.

Al Qarafa’s main highlight is the Mosque and Mausoleum of Imam Al Shafi’i, built in 1211 and one of Cairo’s most important Islamic shrines. The mausoleum has been added to and beautified across the centuries by various rulers. Its most recent restoration finished in 2021 and was led by architect May Al-Ibrashi, who has carefully highlighted the building’s mesh of influences in the final product. Inside, the soaring red-patterned dome above you, with its muqarna (stalactite-type stone carving) studded squinches, is Egypt’s only remaining wooden dome.

After you’ve finished viewing the mausoleum, turn left and left again to the other side of the block to find Housh Al Basha, the five-domed mausoleum of the Mohammed Ali dynasty, which ran Egypt through Ottoman and British rule. Walking through the chambers, between the large ornate tombs, note how the tomb stones are topped by fezzes and turbans (men) or crowns (women). Some of the stele are intricately decorated with delicate floral designs. Entrance is LE40.


Imam Al Shafi’i

Imam Al Shafi’i (767–820 CE) created the principles of Islamic jurisprudence and founded the Shafi’i school of Sunni Islamic law, which is particularly dominant in East Africa, the Arabian Peninsula, Indonesia and Malaysia. This makes his mausoleum and shrine one of Cairo’s most important Muslim pilgrimage sites.

Because of the sanctity of the site, Saladin built Cairo’s first madrassa (theological college) here during the Ayyubid era and Ottoman sultans visiting Cairo from Constantinople (now Istanbul) always made sure to stop here during their stay.

Today the Mosque and Mausoleum of Imam Al Shafi’i is visited by pilgrims seeking baraka (blessings) from the Imam, particularly those hoping a visit will help them resolve a dispute or legal issue.



CRAFT SHOPPING IN COPTIC CAIRO

Foustat Traditional Craft Centre

Ceramics, woodwork and silverwork craft complex where you can buy from local artisans.

Souq Al Fustat

Modern souq complex just north of the Coptic compound with some Egyptian handicrafts boutiques.

Heba Helmi Pottery

Modern ceramic pieces using influences and elements of Islamic art in their design. Near Darb 1718.



NORTH HISTORIC CAIRO

MEDIEVAL SOUQ AND MAMLUK MONUMENTS


Some of the world’s best-preserved examples of Islamic architecture line Sharia Al Muizz Li Din Allah, which runs north to the city gate of Bab Al Futuh, beside the souq (market) district of Khan Al Khalili, where anyone with a magpie-heart could happily lose an hour.

This is the northern section of Al Qahira, the medieval walled palace district laid out by the Fatimid Caliph Al Muizz in the 10th century and later overlaid with the grand public building works of the Ayyubid, then Mamluk sultans.

Because of the souq, this is Historic Cairo’s busiest neighbourhood. To check out the architectural features amid Khan Al Khalili’s alleys, come in the morning (particularly Friday and Sunday when some shops shut) before business kicks into high gear.
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TOP SIGHTS

1 Khan Al Khalili

2 Religious complex of Sultan Qalaun

SIGHTS

see 1 Bab Al Badistan

3 Bab Al Futuh

see 1 Bab Al Ghouri

4 Bab El Nasr

5 Beit El Suhaymi

6 Complex of Farag Ibn Barquq

7 Mosque of Sayyidna Al Hussein

8 Northern Cemetery

9 Sekat At Badistan

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

10 Gamaleya House

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

11 Fishawi’s




TOP TIP

The nearest metro station is Bab El Shaariya (Metro Line 3; direction: Adly Mansour) to the northwest of the medieval city. Walking from Midan Ataba in Downtown, head east along Sharia Al Muski or Sharia Al Azhar. For a taxi direct to Khan Al Khalili, tell the driver you’re going to ‘Midan Al Hussein’.



Fishawi’s

CAIRO’S OLDEST COFFEEHOUSE

After navigating your way through Khan El Khalili, there is no better place to rest your weary feet than Fishawi’s, down a narrow passage off Sekat At Badistan.

In business since 1773, it’s reputed to be the oldest ahwa in Cairo. Relax with a shisha and cold karkadai (hibiscus) drink while you admire the interior’s clouded mirrors, copper tables and dusty chandeliers, and chat with the vendors trying to convince you to henna your hands or buy a scarf. Although a favourite stop on any Historic Cairo itinerary, this is also a regular ahwa, serving up a caffeine fix to as many stallholders as wide-eyed tourists.
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Mosque of Sayyidna Al Hussein

ONE OF EGYPT’S MOST IMPORTANT MOSQUES

If you’re Muslim, don’t miss visiting the Mosque of Sayyidna Al Hussein, one of Egypt’s most sacred Islamic sites and, according to many believers, the resting place of the head of Hussein, grandson of the Prophet Muhammad, whose death in Karbala, Iraq, cemented the rift between the Sunni and Shiite branches of Islam (the Umayyad Mosque in Damascus has a rival claim to being the burial site of the head).

If you’re not Muslim, this is one of the few historic mosques you can’t enter but make sure to check out the contemporary sail-like canopies in the courtyard as you pass by. This elegant modern addition allows the overspill of worshippers to be shaded during Friday prayers.

The mosque complex sits on Midan Al Hussein’s eastern edge while the western side of the square provides a major entrance point into Khan Al Khalili. Most of this western edge is taken up by restaurants and cafes that serve so-so meals but do a roaring trade due to their prime location.

Khan El Khalili

A MEDIEVAL SHOPPING MALL

Cairo’s medieval souq is a warren of skinny lanes and hidden courtyards where Cairene merchants have been plying their trade since the 14th century. You can buy pretty much everything here, from the handcrafted copper crescent moon finials that top mosque domes to plastic pyramid keyrings.

Thread your way along the narrow alley of Sekat At Badistan (which runs between Midan Al Hussein and Sharia Al Muizz Li Din Allah) to experience its commercial heart. The stores here and in the surrounding tiny passageways sell handcrafted products such as metal lampshades and engraved mirror frames, Bedouin rugs and inlaid woodwork. Although you’re probably here primarily to do some souvenir shopping, make sure to look up and note the elaborately carved medieval gates of Bab Al Badistan and Bab Al Ghouri as you walk through.

Just to the south, basically running parallel to Sekat At Badistan, is Sharia Al Muski, which has long given itself over to offering the tour-bus crowds stalls stuffed with toy camels, cheap souvenir T-shirts and sphinx snow globes. However, if you continue walking west along it, after crossing Sharia Al Muizz, it’s worth a wander to see a more local market scene with street stalls offering laundry powder, household goods and racks of clothing.
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Traditional Craftwork to Take Home

Metalwork

Pierced copper and silver lampshades in a variety of shapes and sizes.

Muski Glass

Hand-blown glassware, with a distinctive air-bubble finish, made from recycled glass.

Bedouin Rugs

Flat-weave rugs from the Sinai, usually decorated with simple geometric designs in muted colour shades.

Inlaid Wood

All sizes of boxes, backgammon boards and larger pieces, inlaid with intricate mother-of-pearl designs.

Shisha Pipes

The highly decorative bowls of some shisha pipes make for great ornaments even if you’re not going to use them back home.



Mausoleum-Madrassa of Qalaun

MASTERPIECE OF MAMLUK DESIGN

If you only have time to see one nearby Mamluk monument after twisting your way through the alleys of Khan El Khalili, make it this one. The soaring religious complex of Sultan Qalaun, who founded the Mamluk dynasty in 1279, is one of the finest examples of the Mamluks’ exuberant eye for ornamentation and combines a mausoleum, a madrassa and maristan (hospital).

From the narrow passage entrance, turn right into the mausoleum with its near-giddy profusion of artistry: stained glass, stone inlay, carved stucco archways, marble panelling and the finely restored coffered (sunken panel) ceiling with its intricate, painted designs. Note the columns – nicked from a Ptolemaic-era temple – and the mihrab (niche in mosque, indicating the direction of Mecca), which is the earliest example of what would become a typical Mamluk style of decoration, using coloured marble panels.

A doorway in the back wall leads into the madrassa with its courtyard and then into the maristan with its high-arched iwans (vaulted halls). This was one of the most impressive medical facilities of its era. Sultan Qalaun added it into the design of the building after being treated for colic in a similar facility in Damascus.
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Sharia Al Muizz Combined Ticket

There is a combination entrance fee for the ticketed monuments on Sharia Al Muizz Li Din Allah and the only place to buy it is at the Mausoleum-Madrassa of Qalaun, so begin your street sightseeing there.

The ticket costs LE100 and covers entry into the Mausoleum-Madrassa of As Salih Ayyub; the Mausoleum-Madrassa of An Nasir Mohammed; the Mausoleum-Madrassa of Barquq; Hammam Inal; and the Mosque-Sabil of Sulieman Silahdar. All the monuments are open from 9am to 5pm daily.





WALKING TOUR
Highlights of Sharia Al Muizz Li Din Allah


Stroll your way north from the Mausoleum-Madrassa of Qalaun along the stretch of this street also known as Bein Al Qasreen (Palace Walk), a reminder that the road was originally flanked by palace complexes reserved for the Fatimid elite. Today it’s the building works of the later dynasties (Ayyubid, Mamluk and Ottoman) that replaced them that make this road a grand introduction to Cairo’s medieval architecture.
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1 Mausoleum-Madrassa of As Salih Ayyub

Hop directly across the road from the Mausoleum-Madrassa of Qalaun to enter this complex and notice its austere interior, a direct contrast to Qalaun’s exuberant decoration. That’s because this is an earlier structure, erected in 1244, for the last Ayyubid sultan of Egypt, Al Salih Najm Al Din Ayyub, grandson of Saladin.

This building is important because it’s the first example of a joint mausoleum and madrassa so is, in many ways, a trendsetter for the Mamluk building works that followed.

2 Mausoleum-Madrassa of An Nasir Mohammed

Snug next door to Qalaun’s complex is the mausoleum-madrassa of his son, Sultan An Nasir (‘the Victor’), who ended Crusader domination in Acre (Akko in modern-day Israel). The Gothic entrance doorway you walk through was carted off from Acre’s Crusader church.

3 Mausoleum-Madrassa of Barquq

You enter this complex through a narrow lamp-lit passageway, with a colourful inlaid-marble floor, which leads you into the courtyard, paved with the same marble pattern. Check out the iwan on your right-hand side. Its lavish blue-and-gold ceiling is supported by four porphyry Pharaonic columns.

4 Hammam Inal

Don’t miss Hammam Inal, built in 1456, and one of Cairo’s only restored examples of hammam (bathhouse) architecture. Inside the marble-clad central room, crane your neck up at the domed ceiling, studded with tiny coloured-glass windows to allow in shafts of light.

5 Sabil-Kuttab of Abdel Rahman Katkhuda

This sabil (public fountain) and kuttab (Quranic school) complex, built in 1744, sits in the middle of the road and is one of Historic Cairo’s most iconic buildings, featured in many famous paintings and lithographs. If you look inside, the walls still cling onto some typically Ottoman tilework.

Look south back up the road when you get here for a vista of minarets and domes.

6 Mosque-Sabil of Sulieman Silahdar

This Ottoman era complex combining a mosque (upstairs) and a sabil and kuttab (ground level) was built in 1839 by Sulieman Silahdar, Mohammed Ali’s chief of armoury. Note how the interior merges European baroque and rococo elements into the traditional design.

Ask the caretaker to unlock the cistern underneath for you (baksheesh expected) so you can descend the 49 steps into the 15m-high space that provided the water for the sabil.

7 Mosque of Al Hakim

Running right up to the northern city walls, Fatimid Sultan Al Hakim’s mosque, built in 1013, with its vast arcaded internal courtyard, is starkly unadorned inside. Make sure to admire the facade’s two stone minarets (the earliest surviving in the city) with their distinctive, chunky trapezium bases.
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MORE IN NORTH HISTORIC CAIRO

Khan El Khalili’s Last Quranic Embroiderer

ARTISAN HERITAGE IN THE KHAN

With mechanisation, many artisan professions that Khan El Khalili was once famous for have disappeared. Today Ahmad Al-Qasabji is the only Quranic embroiderer left working in the Khan. It is a profession that Egypt was once regarded as so skilled in that they traditionally sent the kiswa cloth (that covers the Kaaba) to Mecca annually.

Ahmed’s own grandfather was one of the 10 hand embroiderers that made the kiswa in 1932, 1934 and 1936. As well as Quranic embroidery, Ahmed creates made-to-order pieces of hand embroidery and brocade, which, depending on size, can take anywhere from a few days to 40 days to complete.

If you want to discuss commissioning a piece, he’s usually in his Khan El Khalili workshop from 2pm to late daily. WhatsApp him on +20 155 594 6471 and he’ll collect you from Fishawi’s. His workshop is steps away but as it’s upstairs, it’s difficult to find by yourself.
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Dining with Minaret Views

Zeeyara Restaurant (facebook.com/zeeyara.restaurant), on the rooftop of Le Riad Hotel de Charme on Sharia Al Muizz Li Din Allah, dishes up a high-class take on Egyptian cooking with lots of little individual twists.

Egypt’s traditional pigeon dish gets tweaked with extra-herby, walnut-encrusted rice, the fatta (dishes involving rice and bread soaked in a garlicky vinegary sauce with lamb or chicken) has a whopping garlic hit and even the lentil soup gets spiked with cumin. There’s duck, camel and – for the less adventurous eater – plenty of kofta and chicken on the menu. The only thing they really slip up with is there’s little for vegetarians to choose from except for a few cold mezze dishes.

Booking in advance (WhatsApp +20 1050 195 658) is advised.



WHERE TO SLEEP IN NORTH HISTORIC CAIRO

El Hussein

Basic old-timer, slap in Khan El Khalili, with views across Midan Al Hussein from front-facing rooms. Bring earplugs. $

Arabian Nights Hostel

As long as you don’t expect any typical hostel services, this is a clean-enough, safe budget place to bed down. $

Le Riad Hotel de Charme

Boutique frippery in Historic Cairo’s heart complete with colourful large suite rooms and superior service. $$$

Watching Student Artisans at Work

MODERN RECREATIONS OF TRADITIONAL CRAFTWORK

If you veer off Sharia Al Muizz Li Din Allah and walk west along Sharia Amir El Geyoush, you’ll find Gamaleya House. Duck in here to watch student craftspeople at work.

On the ground floor, you’re welcome to wander past the small, open-plan workshops of students turning out engraved and inlaid copperwork, delicate filigree metalwork and inlaid woodwork. You can see copperwork artisans hammering geometric designs onto vases, plates and pots, or woodworkers shaping wood, inlaid with mother-of-pearl or semi-precious stones.

This is a good opportunity to understand how much effort goes into making handcrafted work and, if you’re looking to buy, to support student artisans directly by purchasing at source.

The workshops are open between 9am and 6pm, Saturday to Thursday.


Gamaleya Boutique Hotel

Historic Cairo doesn’t have many accommodation options unless you’re willing to go basic budget or to splash the cash, so the Gamaleya Guest House (gamaleya.com), on the 2nd floor of Gamaleya House on Sharia Amir El Geyoush, just steps from Sharia Al Muizz Li Din Allah, is a welcome midrange alternative for travellers who want to experience staying in the district.

This boutique-style hotel has helpful, friendly staff while the small, colourful rooms in a restored building are modern and bright and some offer little artistic nods to the building’s original fabric.



Domestic Architecture along Darb Al Asfar

TOURING A RESTORED MANSION

Think about the street of Darb Al Asfar as a – very – scrubbed-up version of its medieval self. This narrow lane off Sharia Al Muizz Li Din Allah was thoroughly restored in the late 1990s, complete with intricate mashrabiyya (wooden lattice screens) windows and new road paving.

The main sight here is the 17th-century mansion of Beit El Suhaymi with its large internal courtyard surrounded by reception halls, storerooms and bedrooms. As the salons are either sparsely furnished, or unfurnished, there isn’t much to see but it’s interesting to walk through a domestic building (albeit a palatial one) after viewing all the grand public building works of Sharia Al Muizz. Note how the areas are separated into salamlik (the public areas) and haramlik (the women’s quarters). At the back of the house is a peaceful garden area.

Beit El Suhaymi is open 9am to 5pm and tickets cost LE60.
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A CITY GATE YOU CAN ACCESS

You may not be able to get into the city gates of the northern walls but at Bab Zuweila in southern Historic Cairo you can head onto the roof and up its two minarets.



Walking Al Qahira’s Northern Walls

THE MEDIEVAL CITY’S NORTHERN GATES

The city gate of Bab Al Futuh (Gate of Conquest) rears up at the northern end of Sharia Al Muizz Li Din Allah. Walk through the gate and then southeast along Sharia Al Banhawi to Bab El Nasr (Gate of Victory) to admire how imposing this northern wall, dating from the 11th century, is. That’s as close as you can get at the moment, as the wall and its two gates have been closed for restoration for years so you can’t access them to climb up the internal towers and walk along the top of the walls between them. If you head back into Historic Cairo through Bab El Nasr, you can take Sharia Al Gamaliyya all the way back to Midan Al Hussein.

WHERE TO SHOP IN & AROUND KHAN EL KHALILI

Yehia El Khawanky & Sons

This store has been in business making handcrafted, ornately decorated shisha pipes since 1891.

Atlas

Handcrafted high-quality jewellery since 1948, with designs inspired by Islamic art and Pharaonic designs.

Hisham & Hanafi

A treasure trove of funky rotary phones, dusty 1960s radios, antique cameras, and retro LPs and signs.


Visiting the Northern Cemetery

The large Northern Cemetery, where domed Mamluk tombs rub shoulders with squat apartment blocks and neighbourhood shops, is sometimes referred to by the dramatic moniker ‘the City of the Dead’.

But people have lived within Cairo’s cemetery areas pretty much since they were initially laid out. At first it was probably only the families of the site caretakers, but in the modern age the population has expanded due to the area’s affordable rents and central location. There was a spike in 1992 following the earthquake that flattened cheaply built high-rises and many may have opted to move here over forced relocation to a bleak low-income suburb. There’s nothing ‘spooky’ or ‘eerie’ about it so don’t let the nickname put you off visiting.



Exploring the Northern Cemetery

MAJESTIC MAMLUK DOMES AND MINARETS

Cairo’s northern cemetery (‘Qarafa’) area, first set out during the Mamluk era, is sliced in half by busy Sharia Salah Salem. The two major Mamluk complexes you should make time to see here are both accessed from the eastern side of the road and are easily walked between. If you’re hailing a taxi to bring you here, ask for ‘Sharia Salah Salem Qarafa’.

Start at the Complex of Sultan Qaitbey, which is pictured on Egypt’s LE1 note. Sultan Qaitbey (reigned 1468–1496) was one of the longest ruling sultans of the Mamluk era and one of its greatest builders. Although the mausoleum-madrassa’s gate is often kept locked, the site caretaker is normally hanging about outside and if he doesn’t appear as you arrive, simply ask someone in the square in front of the building and they’ll find him for you.

Inside, you step into the central court, sided by lantern-draped iwans, but the really impressive feature here is the tomb chamber. Ask the caretaker to unlock it for you (he may not offer to do it without being prompted) and you’ll be taken into the soaring, domed tomb chamber of Sultan Qaitbey, lit up by shafts of light from its multiple stained-glass windows.

Afterwards (again you’ll have to ask), the caretaker will take you onto the roof of the building so you can see the exterior of the tomb-chamber’s dome up close. Covered in lacework-like carving, it is considered a masterpiece of late-Mamluk artistry. You may also be allowed to climb the minaret here.

Qaitbey’s original complex was mammoth and incorporated a sakia (water wheel) with a well and water trough. The trough area has been restored and you can see it in the square in front of the mausoleum-madrassa’s gate. A short walk away, around a little dog-leg corner, Qaitbey’s maq’ad (guest hall) has also been restored.

Now, from the square, turn north and stroll right up to the other end of the street to the Complex of Farag Ibn Barquq. This mammoth twin-minareted funerary complex incorporates a mosque, a large residential madrassa and mausoleums.

After entering through a dimly lit passageway, you arrive in a large outdoor courtyard. The highly enthusiastic site caretaker will most likely find you here and offer to open up the tomb chambers and guide you onto the roof and up the minaret. The tomb chambers here, either side of the prayer hall, have two of Cairo’s most interesting intricately decorated, patterned dome interiors.

Back outside, and up some steep sets of chunky stairs to the roof, you’re rewarded with vistas over the entire sprawling complex and the neighbourhood beyond, speckled with stone domes. If you then take the twisty, narrow stairs up the minaret, you’ll get a panoramic view of Cairo with the high-rises of Downtown and Gezira’s Cairo Tower poking up in the far distance.

Neither of these two monuments has entrance fees but you should give the site caretakers baksheesh for their tours. If you haven’t asked your taxi driver to wait for you, you can easily walk out to Sharia Salah Salem from the Complex of Farag Ibn Barquq and hail a taxi off the road.

WHERE TO EAT & DRINK IN THE CENTRAL SIGHTSEEING AREA

Farahat

Locally famed haunt for anyone looking to eat pigeon, stuffed with spiced rice or grilled. $

Bayt Al Qadi

Friendly service, snacks and drinks. Good for a coffee or cold drink while sightseeing along Sharia Al Muizz $

Egyptian Pancakes

Does what it says on the tin: fiteer plus pizza. $

Al Halwagy

This place has been serving up ta’amiyya plates for nearly a century. $

Khan El Khalili Restaurant & Naguib Mahfouz Cafe

Order the mixed mezze and take a break from the Khan in the Moorish-style interior. $$

Al Hussein Rooftop Restaurant

Decent Egyptian grilled-meat meals. You’re here for the view over Midan Al Hussein. $$


Maq’ad of Sultan Qaitbey

The restored Maq’ad of Sultan Qaitbey has been turned into a cultural centre hosting art exhibitions as well as organising walking tours of the Northern Cemetery and running workshops with local master glass-blowing and inlaid-wood artisans. Although their activities had been temporarily curtailed during our visit, they will hopefully be back up and running by the time you arrive in Cairo. Check for updates on their Facebook page: facebook.com/MaqadQaitbey.





SOUTH HISTORIC CAIRO

MOSQUES, MADRASSAS AND MAUSOLEUMS


The main southern approach into medieval Al Qahira is through Bab Zuweila, the only surviving southern gate. From here, most visitors head north along the southern section of Sharia Al Muizz Li Din Allah to arrive at Al Azhar Mosque, once the centrepiece of Fatimid-era Cairo.

If you turn south though, along the Darb Al Ahmar you can walk all the way to the foot of the Citadel’s hill, admiring the striped-stone facades and decorated portals of late-Mamluk-era monuments upon the way. On the neighbourhood’s eastern rim you’ll find Al Azhar Park’s manicured hillside. If this lush oasis seems like a tiny miracle in the old city’s heart that’s because it is; it was a 500-year-old rubbish dump until 2005.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Al Azhar Mosque

2 Bab Zuweila

3 Museum of Islamic Art

SIGHTS

4 Al Azhar Park

5 Beit Al-Razzaz

6 Khayrbek Funerary Complex

7 Mausoleum and Sabil-Kuttab of Al Ghouri

8 Mosque of Al Maridani

9 Mosque of Al Mu’ayyad Shaykh

10 Mosque of Aqsunqur

11 Mosque of Qijmas Al Ishaqi

12 Mosque-Madrassa of Al Ghouri

13 Mosque-Madrassa of Umm Sultan Sha’aban

14 Sabil of Muhammed Ali Pasha

15 Tarabay Al Sharif Complex

SHOPPING

16 Abdelzaher’s Bookshop

17 Sharia Al Khayamiyya

18 Tarboosh Workshop




TOP TIP

To walk from Midan Talaat Harb in Downtown, head east on Sharia Mohammed Sabri Abu Alam, past the northern wall of Abdeen Palace compound, to the intersection with Sharia Port Said and the Museum of Islamic Art. Cross busy Sharia Port Said and keep heading east for 500m for Bab Zuweila.



Bab Zuweila

A MINARET-STUDDED GATE

Built in 1092, Bab Zuweila is the gate workers from Fustat would file out of at the end of each day, leaving the palace district of Al Qahira to their Fatimid rulers. As you walk through, flanked by the gate’s two towers, remember the street level has risen about 2m since it was built. The loggia above the entrance was where the Mamluk sultan sat to watch the annual hajj (pilgrimage to Mecca) caravan exit the city. During the Mamluk period the gate was also used for public executions.

The gateway’s eastern door is said to be home to the spirit of a holy man; believers used to hang offerings on the doors to ask for healing. Inside the tower (entrance LE40) you’ll find interesting exhibits about the gate’s history. From here climb up to the roof, studded with two Mamluk minarets, for panoramic vistas that stretch to the Citadel. If you have a head for heights, wind your way up the twisty minaret stairs to the balcony at the top.
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Museum of Islamic Art

INTRODUCTION TO THE ARTISTRY OF THE ISLAMIC EMPIRES

Inside the beautifully curated Museum of Islamic Art (miaegypt.org), on Midan Bab Al Khalq, is one of the world’s finest collections of Islamic art.

Head right as you enter for chronologically arranged exhibits from the Abbasid era up to the Ottoman period, including frescoes, carved plaster so fine it looks like lace, inlaid-wood and ceramics. In the Fatimid section note the lustreware ceramics decorated with musicians, horse riders and duellers.

To the left of the entrance, pieces are grouped by function or medium. The astrolabes and the Safavid robe covered in Quranic verses in the science gallery are a particular highlight.

Entry is LE120 (students LE60) and it’s open 9am to 5pm.

[image: jpg]

Mosaic, Museum of Islamic Art | SUN_SHINE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Street of the Tentmakers

CAIRO’S NUMBER ONE STOP FOR TEXTILE FANS

Running south from Bab Zuweila is Sharia Al Khayamiyya (‘Street of the Tentmakers’), one of the remaining medieval speciality quarters. The street takes its name from the artisans who produce the bright fabrics used for the ceremonial tents at wakes, weddings and feasts.

They also make handmade intricate applique wall hangings, cushion covers and bedspreads. The highest concentration of artisan shops is within the covered bazaar at the top of the street and, about 10m south, in the courtyard of the Maqad of Radwan Bey.

Mosque of Al Mu’ayyad Shaykh

BAB ZUWEILA’S NEIGHBOURING MOSQUE

The 15th-century Mamluk Mosque of Al Mu’ayyad Shaykh, with its distinctive red-and-white stone facade, is built into the older Fatimid walls and overlooked by Bab Zuweila. It was laid out on the site of a prison where Sultan Al Mu’ayyad had earlier languished. Take particular note of the grand portal with its enormous bronze door (thought to have been pilfered from the Mosque of Sultan Hassan) and muqarna decorated arch.

If you want to access the lofty tomb room of Sultan Mu’ayyad (the locked room to the left of the mosque’s entrance), it’s worthwhile taking the caretaker up on the tour he offers (baksheesh is expected).
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Al Azhar Park

GREEN LUNGS OF CAIRO’S HISTORIC CORE

For some time out, head to the blooming gardens and the grand promenade lined with Cuban royal palms of Al Azhar Park (azharpark.com). If you’re travelling with little ones, this is one of the few places where kids can run wild. The park’s northern section has a children’s playground too.

The park was transformed from a mountain of medieval garbage. During landscaping, Saladin’s Ayyubid walls at the bottom of the hill, long lost under the trash, were rediscovered and have been restored.

The main gate is on Sharia Salah Salem. Another gate, on the northern side, is walking distance from Al Azhar Mosque. Keep walking east along Sharia Al Azhar until Al Hussein Hospital. Cross the road and take the car-park entrance signposted for the park. Entrance is LE35.
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Tannoura Show

WATCH A SUFI SPECTACLE

Every Saturday and Tuesday at 6.30pm the Wekalet Al Ghouri Arts Centre (inside the Mausoleum and Sabil-Kuttab of Al Ghouri) plays host to a performance of the Al Tannoura Egyptian Heritage Dance Troupe, Egypt’s only Sufi dance troupe. You may have seen the better-known Mevlevi dervishes of Turkey’s sedate, swirling ritual before but this performance is a more raucous and colourful spectacle of spinning, whirling dervish devotion.

It’s first-come-first-served and tickets (LE95) are sold at the door from 6pm. The entrance is on Sharia Al Azhar, down a set of stairs on the building’s southwestern corner.
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Al Ghouri Complex

TWIN TOURS WITH GREAT VIEWS

This complex, built by the penultimate Mamluk sultan Al Ghouri in 1504, straddles both sides of Sharia Al Muizz Li Din Allah where it intersects with Sharia Al Azhar.

On the western side of the road is the Mosque-Madrassa of Al Ghouri with four iwans surrounding a sunken courtyard, all richly decorated with painted wood panelling and intricate geometric paving. Entrance is free but the caretaker offers tours (baksheesh expected) that will take you up onto the iwan’s 2nd-floor balcony (so you can get a closer view of the exuberantly detailed cedar-wood ceiling), out onto the roof and up the minaret for bird’s-eye views of Cairo; spot the Cairo Tower poking up in the distance.

On the eastern side is the Mausoleum and Sabil-Kuttab of Al Ghouri. Walk around the building to its Sharia Al Azhar side and enter down the stairs. The caretaker gives interesting tours of the various salons, including showing you places to get great views down onto Sharia Al Muizz below from the upper storey.
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Al Azhar Mosque

EGYPT’S MOST REVERED MOSQUE

As you enter, remember the Al Azhar Mosque remains as relevant today as when it was founded in 970 as the centrepiece of newly created Fatimid Al Qahira. A madrassa was established here in 988, growing into a university that is the world’s second oldest. Today Al Azhar’s modern campus to the east is still the most prestigious place to study Sunni theology in the world, and the mosque is considered the highest theological authority for Egyptian Muslims.

The mosque is a blend of architectural styles, the result of numerous enlargements over more than 1000 years. Non-Muslim visitors enter through the eastern wall gate of Bab Al Shorba. The Ottoman-era prayer-hall extension here was built by janissary commander and architectural patron Abd Al-Rahman Katkhuda. His tomb chamber sits against the southern wall.

The corridor opens into Al Azhar’s vast courtyard of blinding-white marble. Take in the mirror effect of the flooring: so shiny it reflects the arched aisles wrapping around it and the minarets above. From the aisles you access the prayer hall. If you’ve already visited some of Cairo’s Mamluk mosques, you might find it rather austere. Make sure to walk through the mosque’s western Bab Al Muzayanin (Gate of the Barbers) entranceway faced by Mamluk-era madrassas, where you can get good photos of the recently cleaned minarets.

Al Azhar Mosque is on Sharia Al Azhar, across the road from Khan El Khalili and 250m east from the Al Ghouri Complex.
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Entering Al Azhar as a Tourist

Al Azhar has a no-trousers entry policy for women. Don’t fret if you haven’t brought a long skirt with you. After entering through Bab Al Shorba, the female attendants (on the left-hand side of the corridor in the prayer hall extension) will lend you one.

After you’ve removed your shoes at the door, either leave them at the shoe-deposit cupboards in the prayer hall extension or carry them with you while inside (bringing along a tote bag is useful for this).



MORE IN SOUTH HISTORIC CAIRO

Walking the Sultan’s Route South from Bab Zuweila

A STROLL THROUGH HISTORY

The Darb Al Ahmar (‘Red Road’; modern name Sharia Al Tabana on the northern section and Bab Al Wazir to the south), stretching from Bab Zuweila to the foot of the Citadel’s hill, was the main thoroughfare connecting Al Qahira to the Citadel during the medieval era and was used by the sultan’s procession as well as being the route the mahmal (ceremonial litter) that carried the kiswah for the kaaba took as hajj caravans left the city. With its new street paving, restored monuments and a combined ticket for some buildings, it’s finally being given the attention its history deserves. Come here in the morning before the narrow road gets chock-a-block with tuk-tuk traffic so you can appreciate the architectural details you might miss otherwise.

Walking south from Bab Zuweila, you first see the Mosque of Qijmas Al Ishaqi, built for Sayf Al Din Qijmas in 1481 and featured on Egypt’s LE50 note. Although closed, admire the distinctive engraved columns on the corners of the facade. This is a completely unique decorative feature in Cairo.

As you continue towards the Mosque of Al Maridani, note how its off-kilter angle allows for great views of its minarets rising up over the street. Built in 1339, this is the Darb Al Ahmar’s earliest monument and it makes you wonder what was built first – the mosque or the street. The Aga Khan Trust was restoring the mosque during our visit but when it opens again you can take in its interior featuring eight Pharaonic granite columns. The next alleyway branching south is Sharia Souq Al Silah which was the Mamluk-era armourer’s market.

Sometimes it’s the little, easily missed details that help you understand how a city’s separate layers of historic fabric knit together. Further along down the Darb Al Ahmar, the entryway to the mansion of Beit Al-Razzaz and adjoining Mosque-Madrassa of Umm Sultan Sha’aban (built in 1369) is one of these places.

From street level, head down the entryway steps to the lowest level facing the mosque (Beit Al-Razzaz is on your right). You’re now standing on the road level of the 14th century, when Sultan Sha’aban built this complex for his mother. Above you, the large, wooden, loggia-like projecting window is where musicians played as the sultan’s procession passed by. Directly below is a drinking trough.

If you now look down at the flooring, you’ll see slices of relief-covered Pharaonic-era stones that were incorporated into the paving; you can make out the relief mid-sections of figures’ legs and skirts. Bounding back up the stairs to the doorway into Beit Al-Razzaz, you’ve just climbed up 500 years and are now in the 19th century when an extension to the mansion replaced an alleyway.

Now stroll through Beit Al-Razzaz’s narrow passage entrance into its eastern internal courtyard, surrounded by walls studded with mashrabiyya windows and decorated with preserved scraps of painted decoration. Turn back and examine the arched portal you just walked through. The house may be named after the family of wealthy Ottoman rice merchants who were gifted the house in the 18th century but the rondels on the doorway display 15th-century Sultan Qaitbey’s blazon, and the line of Thuluth calligraphy below reads ‘Sultan Qaitbey has ordered the construction of this blessed place’, showing the medley and intersection of Historic Cairo’s different eras.

Beit Al-Razzazz’s eastern courtyard is a shady retreat and there are plans to open a simple cafe and sell neighbourhood craftwork here, so take a break and have a tea if that’s been set up by the time you visit, while you admire the mansion’s architectural mishmash.

Next door, because of its below-street-level entrance, the Mosque-Madrassa of Umm Sultan Sha’aban’s red-and-white striped facade, with its entrance trimmed with muqarnas, seems to sprout out of the ground. Inside is the tomb chamber of Sultan Sha’aban’s mother, Khawand Baraka.

The next open monument on this road is the Mosque of Aqsunqur, better known as the Blue Mosque and you’ll see why it got its nickname as soon as you walk in. Directly across from the large courtyard, the prayer-hall’s qibla (direction of Mecca) wall is covered in floral Ottoman Iznik tiles installed 300 years after the mosque was built in 1347. Its neighbour is the Khayrbek Funerary Complex, built between 1502 and 1521 by Egypt’s first Ottoman-era governor, the traitorous Mamluk Emir Khayrbek. Take in the view of the complex’s surrounding minarets and domes from the internal courtyard then head down to the ruins of 13th-century Alin Aq Palace, which Khayrbek built over. Soak up Khayrbek’s high-ceilinged mausoleum and then visit the sabil with its delicately engraved stone panels.

After leaving the Khayrbek Complex, you can scoot down the next left-hand turn to visit the domed, late-Mamluk-era Tarabay Al Sharif Complex, built for Emir Tarabay Al Sharif in 1504.


VISITING THE DARB AL AHMAR AREA
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Omniya Abdel Barr is an architect and Islamic art historian from the Egyptian Heritage Rescue Foundation, which is restoring and planning the rehabilitation of Beit Al-Razzaz. She helped us put together this walk and some tips for visiting the area.

If you’re hungry head to Uttah (the ta’amiyya canteen just south of Beit Al-Razzaz, on the opposite side of the road) to try their ta’amiyya with aubergine sandwich.

This is also a good road to try out tuk-tuk transport if you’ve been a bit nervous about taking one before. Tuk-tuk drivers hang out ready to be hired at the western end of Sharia Ahmed Maher (west of Bab Zuweila).



SOUTH HISTORIC CAIRO TRADITIONAL CRAFTS

Tarboosh Workshop

Cairo’s last tarboosh (fez) maker still shapes the red felt hats, once worn by every effendi (gentleman), on a heavy brass press. It’s open 10am to 6pm Monday to Thursday and Saturday.

Abdelzaher’s Bookshop

Cairo’s last working bookbinder. As well as selling notebooks, journals and album-style books, they can also make to order leather-and-oil paperbound blank books and bind your old books.


Heading North from Bab Zuweila

If you head north from Bab Zuweila, this southern section of Sharia Al Muizz Li Din Allah is home to two sabil (public fountain) and kuttab (Quranic School) examples, worth stopping to admire as you walk to the Al Ghouri Complex.

Facing the Mosque of Al Mu’ayyad Shaykh, check out the facade of the 1795 Wikala and Sabil-Kuttab of Nafisa Bayda with its mashrabiyya windows.

Heading north the next intersection holds the Sabil of Mohammed Ali Pasha, built in 1820 to honour his son Tusun who died of the plague. Enter this sabil to access the cistern below then head upstairs to the kuttab, which welcomed students until 1992, and see the displays of artefacts unearthed during restoration.



SHOPPING ON THE STREET OF THE TENTMAKERS

Egyptian Patchwork

Ashraf Hashem (WhatsApp +20 100 568 7206) handmakes applique pieces portraying Egyptian rural scenes.

Suosan

Arabic calligraphy designs feature in Hany Abd El Kader’s (WhatsApp +20 100 306 1198) fine-detailed applique.



CITADEL TO IBN TULUN MOSQUE

GRAND CITY VISTAS AND LAVISH MOSQUES


For most visitors, this area is all about the Citadel. Just don’t go thinking the hilltop home of the sultans is the only sight worthy of your time.

At the foot of the Citadel’s hill, the Mosque-Madrassa of Sultan Hassan is a spectacle of early Mamluk design. From here you can walk west along the thoroughfare of Al Saliba (now called Sharia Sheikhoun on maps), where the sultan’s procession passed. This area’s heyday was during the 14th to 16th centuries, when the city’s elite elbowed-in for its close proximity to Cairo’s power base. Keep walking west to arrive at the Mosque of Ibn Tulun, which, with its graceful simplicity, sticks out like a sore thumb after so many Mamluk and Ottoman monuments.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Cairo Citadel

SIGHTS

2 Ali Habib House

3 Amir Taz Palace

4 Gayer-Anderson Museum

5 Mosque of Ar Rifai

6 Mosque of Ibn Tulun

7 Mosque-Madrassa of Sultan Hassan




TOP TIP

From Historic Cairo, follow Darb Al Ahmar all the way south to the foot of the Citadel. For a taxi direct to the Citadel, tell the driver you want to go to ‘Al Qala’a’. Microbuses zip regularly from Midan Ataba in Downtown to Sharia Salah Salem, passing the Citadel entrance.





TOP SIGHT
Cairo Citadel (Al Qala’a)


This is where you come for city vistas that, on a clear day, stretch to the Pyramids, and to soak up the ostentatious domed ceiling of Mohammed Ali’s grand mosque. Parts of the Citadel are perpetually under restoration with large sections blocked off. Even with half the site out of bounds, though, you’ll need a good two hours to get through everything.
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PRACTICALITIES

Scan this QR code for prices and opening hours.
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WHAT’S OPEN?

On our last visit only the Mosque of Mohammed Ali, Mosque of An Nasir Mohammed, the two main terraces and the Harem Palace (National Military Museum) were open.



Gawhara Palace & Gawhara Terrace

The palace (closed for years and completely dilapidated) is the first building you see on entering the Citadel compound. Stroll to the Gawhara Terrace, which the Mohammed Ali Mosque sits on. You can get the best views of the Pyramids, in the far distance, from here.

Mosque of Mohammed Ali

Modelled on classical Ottoman lines, this mosque stands out from most of Cairo’s mosques with its domes upon domes between pencil-like minarets. Once you step inside, with the twinkling chandeliers, multiple windows and painted emerald green domes soaring overhead, you can see why it took 18 years (1830–48) to build.

Mosque of An Nasir Mohammed

Just west of the Mohammed Ali Mosque, and dwarfed by it, this 1318 mosque is the only Mamluk monument within the Citadel that Mohammed Ali Pasha didn’t demolish. He used it as a stable instead. Inside check out the ceiling’s intricate woodwork (restored on the left-hand arcade) and the marble-panel mihrab.

Police Museum & Grand Terrace

Head through the gate of Bab Al Alam (directly north of the Mosque of An Nasir Mohammed) to access the large terrace that Mohammed Ali Pasha built. The Citadel’s prison can be entered just after the gate. The Police Museum is at the far end of the terrace. It’s worth a quick peek for its odd dioramas of famous political assassinations. The reason you’re really here though is for the terrace’s city vista, which gives you a direct view down onto the mosques of Sultan Hassan and Al Rifai.

Bab Al Azab

The Citadel’s lower terrace (unable to be entered, and scheduled for restoration) is home to the gate of Bab Al Azab. The gate’s narrow passageway is where 470 Mamluk beys (governors) were killed by Mohammed Ali’s troops in 1811, thus ending Mamluk influence in Egypt and consolidating his rule. The Mamluks had been summoned to the Citadel for a celebration but once they entered, the gates were shut, trapping them in the defile and allowing troops loyal to Mohammed Ali to easily slaughter them.

Harem Palace (National Military Museum)

Mohammed Ali’s vast Turkish-baroque palace is home to the National Military Museum, which documents, in probably more detail than most people need, great moments in Egypt’s military history from Pharaonic times to the 20th century. Cast your eyes up from the display cases and kitschy dioramas to gaze at the painted-stucco and frescoed ceilings of the halls.

Mosque of Suleyman Pasha

Although overshadowed by the Citadel’s two central mosques, when restoration work is completed it’s worth heading east from the National Military Museum to visit this 1528 mosque for its marble-panel details and its colourful floral motif decoration on the interior dome. It was built by Suleyman Pasha, who rose from eunuch in the court of Süleyman the Magnificent to be Ottoman governor of Egypt between 1524 and 1534.

Archaeological Garden

When this section reopens you can thread your way back to the entrance, from the Mosque of Suleyman Pasha, through the archaeological garden with columns and other pieces of architecture planted between flowerbeds. The garden rubs up against the Citadel’s eastern Ayyubid walls. At the northern point (near the mosque) are two watchtowers – Burg Al Ramla and Burg Al Hadid – and there are views across to Al Azhar Park as well.


BUILDING THE CITADEL

Because the Citadel has been restructured so often it’s difficult to get a handle on its original form. The northern enclosure (where the National Military Museum and Mosque of Suleyman Pasha sit today) is the oldest section, built by Saladin between 1176 and 1182. This became a military barracks area when later Ayyubid rulers began constructing the southern enclosure as a royal residence.




TOP TIPS

• Unless you are coming to pray, avoid the Citadel on Fridays. The mosques are closed to non-worshippers for midday prayers and the afternoon is very busy.

• To walk from the Citadel to the mosques of Sultan Hassan and Al Rifai: turn right at the entrance and take the first right at the bottom of the hill. It’s now a direct 800m walk.

• The Citadel is a popular destination for school groups, particularly on Thursdays. On early-afternoon visits prepare to be swarmed by excited children wanting to practise their English.

• During winter, haze obscuring the view to the Pyramids is common before 10am.





Mosque of Al Rifai

A SYNTHESIS OF CAIRO’S MOSQUE INTERIORS

Although much younger than the Sultan Hassan Mosque – work started in 1869 but wasn’t finished until 1912 – the Mosque of Al Rifai stylistically compliments its venerable neighbour. It’s only when you enter that the differences become striking. The massive prayer hall cherry-picks inspiration from Cairo’s grand mosques; take in the panelled walls using 19 types of marble, the muqarna-rimmed domes, and lace-like stuccowork on the towering archways.

The tomb of Sufi Sheikh Al Rifai is directly in front of the entrance. The tombs of Kings Fuad and Farouk, and the last shah of Iran, are in the room to the north.
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Mosque-Madrassa of Sultan Hassan

MAMLUK MOSQUE DESIGN AT ITS FINEST

Do not miss the Mosque-Madrassa of Sultan Hassan (built between 1356 and 1363), on Midan Salah Ad Din, if you want to soak up the rich artistic heritage of the early Mamluk period. From the portal studded with muqarnas (stalactite-type stone carving), a dimly lit passageway provides an element of dramatic anticipation as it leads to the central open-air courtyard. The courtyard, with its inlaid red, black and white marble paving and ornate fountain (an Ottoman-era addition), is surrounded by four soaring iwans, each dominated at first glance by a curtain of low-hanging glass lamps.

The iwans were dedicated to teaching the four main schools of Sunni Islam. Between them, doors lead into what was originally student living quarters. The eastern iwan was also the prayer hall and at its rear is a colourful marble-panelled qibla wall with mihrab. To the right of the mihrab a bronze door leads into Sultan Hassan’s mausoleum.

Plan your visit for the morning when sunlight penetrates into the iwans. Entry is LE80 (students LE40) and includes Al Rifai Mosque next door.

[image: jpg]

Mosque-Madrassa of Sultan Hassan | ANTON_IVANOV/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Mawlawi Tekiyya

A HIDDEN DERVISH HALL

This jewel box of a sama khane (ritual hall) is one of this neighbourhood’s most charming buildings, yet Mawlawi Tekiyya is little visited. Go against the grain and seek it out; it’s on Sharia Suyufiyya, just north of the Amir Taz Palace, accessed through a door with a sign for the ‘Italian-Egyptian Centre for Restoration and Archaeology’.

The Ottoman-era wooden structure, with its intricate painted decorations rimming the domed ceiling, is where Mevlevi dervishes would hold their sama (ritual whirling performance). Entering feels like discovering a secret treasure. Downstairs are the remains of a 14th-century madrassa that forms the building’s foundations. It’s open 9am to 2pm and entry costs LE30.
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Mosque of Ibn Tulun

CAIRO’S ONLY REMNANT OF AL QATAI

The Mosque of Ibn Tulun is Cairo’s oldest mosque with its original fabric intact and the only remaining remnant of Egypt’s short-lived Tulunid dynasty. Approaching it, note its stern-looking high walls topped with a crenulation flourish. The colossal space in front of you on entering spans 2.5 hectares and is notable for its geometric simplicity.

In 868, as Abbasid centralised rule declined, Egypt’s governor Ahmed Ibn Tulun grabbed his chance to reign independently from his Baghdad masters. He began his own capital, Al Qatai, just north of Fustat, built this mosque (finished in 879) and extended his reach into Syria. In 905 everything, except the mosque, was razed to the ground as Baghdad wrestled back control.

As you climb up the external staircase of the spiral minaret you really notice how Ibn Tulun drew inspiration for the mosque’s design from his homeland, Iraq. He also added innovations of his own: according to architectural historians this is the first structure to use the pointed arch, a good 200 years before the European Gothic arch.
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Between The Mosques Walking Tour
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This area is one of the best to explore if you’re interested in how Cairo’s architecture and the fabric of the city changed throughout the medieval era.

Begin your walk by taking the flight of stairs up to 1 Darb Al Labana (‘Alley of the Milkmaid’), across from the Al Rifai Mosque. 2 Ali Habib House here offers a good example of a typical Ottoman merchant mansion. Walk down the alley to the red-and-white-striped stone, late-Mamluk 3 Mosque of Amir Akhur (also known as Qanibay al-Rammah Mosque) built in 1503, which is being restored, and take the stairs back towards the 4 Mosque-Madrassa of Sultan Hassan and Mosque of Al Rifai.

When you’ve finished soaking up the interiors of the mosques, stroll round the back and turn onto Sharia Suyufiyya, which was a property hotspot during the Mamluk era for Al Qahira’s upper classes. The 5 Mawlawi Tekiyya here dates from 1810 but the dervish hostel it was part of is built inside the grounds of the 1315 Mausoleum-Madrassa of Amir Sunqur Sa’di, head Mamluk under Sultan An Nasir Mohammed. Further down the road is 6 Amir Taz Palace, a good example of the grand domestic architecture of the Mamluk elites.

Now make your way to Sharia Al Saliba (check out the view of the Citadel’s Mohammed Ali Mosque framed between the buildings on Sharia Mohammed Karim) and the 7 Sabil-Kuttub of Sultan Qaitbey, built in 1413. Head west along Al Saliba, past the 8 Sabil of Umm Abbas (easily recognisable as Ottoman by its circular shape) and the austere facade of the 9 Mosque of Taghribardi, topped by a dome with an interlocking-rib design, built in 1440, to the 10 Mosque of Ibn Tulun.



MORE IN CITADEL TO IBN TULUN

Mansion Architecture

HIDDEN HOUSES OF CAIRO’S ELITE

The squiggle of a lane that is Darb Al Labana (accessed directly in front of the Al Rifai Mosque) is home to the restored exterior of 18th-century Ali Habib House (also called ‘Architecture House’), built by an Ottoman merchant. Its typical Ottoman floor plan, with salons centred around a courtyard, has been carefully preserved. Later, the house was home to acclaimed Egyptian architect Hasan Fathy (1900–89) and is now a museum focused on architecture.

On the top floor, Hasan Fathy’s workrooms have been preserved (check out the curvaceous fireplaces, typical of his designs). Head up onto the roof for one of the best close-up minaret and dome views in town, with the mosques of Sultan Hasan, Al Rifai and Amir Akhur slap-bang in front of you. Entry is LE40 and it’s open (roughly) 10am to 3pm.

Walking along Sharia Al Saliba, on the way to Ibn Tulun Mosque, veer north onto Sharia Suyufiyya to visit the 14th-century Amir Taz Palace, once home to the powerful Amir Taz, who controlled the throne through Sultan Hassan. The upper-storey gallery has a highly embellished painted-wood ceiling. It’s open 9am to 4pm.

After visiting the Mosque of Ibn Tulun, follow its walls round on Sharia Ibn Tulun to the mosque’s southern side to find the Gayer-Anderson Museum (Beit Al Kritliyya). These two adjoining 16th-century houses were immaculately restored by British army-doctor John Gayer-Anderson between 1935 and 1942, with the salons filled with art, furnishings and artefacts from across Egypt, the Middle East and further afield in Asia. The house was used as a location in the James Bond film The Spy Who Loved Me. It’s open 9am to 3pm and entry is LE60.
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Visiting Mosques

Apart from the Sultan Hassan and Al Rifai mosques and a couple of mosques along the Darb Al Ahmar in southern Historic Cairo, mosques in Cairo are free to enter. When you enter a mosque, take your shoes off and leave them at the entrance shoe-deposit cabinet.

When you collect your shoes it is polite to tip the caretaker.

Some mosques (the Mosque of Mohammed Ali in the Citadel and the Mosque of Ibn Tulun) now provide plastic over-shoe covers for visitors as an alternative.

If you are visiting mosques, dress appropriately. Legs and shoulders must be covered and women should don a headscarf. You will see some tourists not abiding by this dress code. Egyptians are far too hospitable to point out how disrespectful they are being.



WHERE TO EAT AROUND IBN TULUN MOSQUE

Fathy Kebda

Local favourite for liver. Veer right off Sharia Al Saliba at the Taghribardi Mosque and take the first left. $

El Gahsh

Ta’amiyya and fuul all-day breakfast canteen, 500m west from Ibn Tulun Mosque on Sharia Al Saliba. $

Ibn Hamido

Seafood feasting on Sharia Port Said, a 750m walk north from Ibn Tulun Mosque. $$



ZAMALEK, GEZIRA & NILESIDE

CAFE LIFE, NILE VIEWS AND MODERN ART


The Nile cleaves through Cairo. In the central city, the island of Gezira (Arabic for ‘island’) is home to the district of Zamalek, with its villas and 1920s apartment blocks to the north, Gezira Sporting Club’s greenbelt swallowing the middle, and the Cairo Tower to the south.

Before the mid-19th century Gezira was uninhabited, then Khedive Ismail built Gezira Palace (now the Marriott Hotel) in 1868 and transformed the island into a royal garden. In 1882 the British nabbed 150 acres to create a European-style club (now the Gezira Sporting Club) and Zamalek began to develop into an elite suburb.

Facing Gezira on the east bank is the Nile Corniche Rd, running north from Downtown to Maspero. On the west bank are the suburbs of Imbaba (north) and Doqqi (south).
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SIGHTS

1 Aisha Fahmy Palace

2 Cairo Tower

3 Mahmoud Mukhtar Museum

4 Mamsha Ahl Masr

5 Mr & Mrs Mahmoud Khalil Museum

6 Museum of Modern Egyptian Art

EATING

7 L’Aubergine

8 U Bistro & Bar

ENTERTAINMENT

9 Cairo Jazz Club

10 Cairo Opera House

11 El Sawy Culture Wheel

SHOPPING

12 Fair Trade Egypt

13 L’Oiseau du Nil

14 Nomad Gallery

TRANSPORT

15 Cafelucca Boat

16 M/Y Christina Yacht




TOP TIP

Gezira has two useful metro stations. Opera (Line 2; direction El Monib), next to the opera house on the island’s southern tip (handy for the Cairo Tower and the nearby art museums), and Safaa Hijazy (Line 3: direction Kit-Kat) in the northern third of the island in the Zamalek district.



Cairo Opera House

CAIRO’S CULTURAL HUB

Check the current programme (cairoopera.org) to catch an event while you’re in town. The Cairo Opera House, built in the 1980s, is home to both the Cairo symphony orchestra and the Cairo opera, as well as many other music and dance companies. This is the city’s premier cultural venue and also regularly hosts concerts of classical, chamber and traditional Arab music by ensembles and soloists from across Egypt and the wider region, as well as ballet and other dance performances. Major performances are held in the Main Hall, where a jacket and tie are required.
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Cairo Tower

CENTRAL CITY VISTAS

For 360-degree views across the central city with the Nile below, zoom up the 187m-high Cairo Tower, which was built in 1961 and resembles a stylised lotus plant with its latticework casing. On your way to the entrance, stop and admire the huge banyan tree, in the middle of Sharia Al Borg, with its canopy shading the street. It was imported from India by Khedive Ismail in 1868.

For the clearest vistas, come in the late morning after the haze burns off or in late afternoon when it’s often possible to spy the Pyramids. At dusk and during the early evening there’s usually a long queue for the lift, so if you’ve specifically come for sunset photos, get here with time up your sleeve.

The tower is home to two cafes and Al Dawar revolving restaurant. None of the eating here is spectacular and the food is overpriced: you’re paying for the view.

The Cairo Tower is open 9am to midnight (to 1am in summer) and entrance is LE200 (students LE100).
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El Sawy Culture Wheel

CHECKING OUT THE LOCAL MUSIC SCENE

The vibrant programme of diverse concerts and performances, from up-and-coming local rock bands to traditional folk ensembles, makes El Sawy Culture Wheel (culturewheel .com/ en) one of the best destinations in town if you want to dip your toe into Egypt’s contemporary music scene.

It’s also home to the El Sakia Puppet Theatre. The Umm Kulthum puppet concert brings the music of Egypt’s most acclaimed and beloved singer back onstage every first Thursday of the month. It’s well worth timing your Cairo visit to catch it. El Sawy Culture Wheel is right at the western end of Sharia 26th of July in Zamalek.
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Heading onto the Nile

PRIVATE NILE CRUISING

For a stylish, no-hassle, private Nile cruising experience, hop aboard the M/Y Christina yacht (mychristina.net), which operates from its own private dock in Doqqi. This is the comfortable way to soak up Cairo’s riverine life, relaxing on deck watching the lateen-sailed feluccas (traditional sailing boats) glide past, backed by the city’s high-rises in the distance. Or, if you head out during the night, watching the small Nile party boats buzz past with their fairy-light-lit decks and Arab pop blasting, all backed by the shoreline of twinkling tower lights.

It’s a great option for travelling families as the yacht can hold up to 25, so smaller groups will have bundles of room to spread themselves out on the decks. Bring along your own picnic and they’ll even provide ice to keep your drinks cold.

Rates ($40 per hour for one or two hours; slightly cheaper for longer cruises) are hugely reasonable, which is why you need to book this one early on in your travel planning to make sure they can fit you in.
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MORE IN ZAMALEK, GEZIRA & NILESIDE

Art Between the Bridges

EXPLORING EGYPT’S ART SCENE

Need a break from Cairo’s glut of medieval architecture? From Downtown, cross Qasr El Nil Bridge – admiring Henri Jacquemart’s bronze lions as you pass – to Gezira. At the bridge’s western end, cross the road and head through the large gateway into the Gezira Exhibition Grounds to the Museum of Modern Egyptian Art, where you can gain a solid grounding in Egypt’s 20th- and 21st-century art scene. It’s open 10am to 2pm and 5pm to 8pm (closed Fridays), and entry is LE20.

When you’ve finished, scoot back out the gate and continue 550m along Sharia Tahrir to Gezira’s western shore. Just before you hit El Galaa Bridge, a gate on the road’s southern side leads you into the Mahmoud Mukhtar Museum. Mukhtar (1891–1934) was the sculptor laureate of independent Egypt and this 1960s-built space contains around 80 pieces of his work as well as his tomb. It’s open 10am to 2pm and 5pm to 10pm (closed Mondays). Entry is LE15.

Afterwards, cross the bridge to Doqqi, take the first left turn and head south for another 550m to the Mr & Mrs Mahmoud Khalil Museum on Sharia Kafour. This is a real art-lover’s treat with European Impressionist and Romantic art, including paintings by Van Gogh, Gauguin, Renoir, Monet and Rubens, plus ceramics from across Asia, all housed in a neoclassical villa. Check out the fabulous stained-glass window overlooking the staircase.

You’ll need to bring along your passport to gain access because although the Mr & Mrs Mahmoud Khalil Museum may seem like a sedate oasis, it has been the victim of two notorious art heists…of the same painting.

In 1977 Van Gogh’s 1887 Poppy Flowers (worth around US$50 million) was nicked from the museum and turned up years later in Kuwait. Poppy Flowers was put back on show and everything was going fine until 2010 when it vanished again. This time, in what must be one of the most brazen art thefts of all time, the painting was cut from its frame and stolen in broad daylight during the museum’s visiting hours. It has yet to be recovered and the case remains one of the world’s greatest unsolved art crimes. The museum reopened in 2021 with, understandably, rather more tight security. It’s open 9am to 3.30pm (closed Mondays and Fridays). Entry is LE30.

If you haven’t had your fill of art after this, head back onto Gezira and into central Zamalek to the Aisha Fahmy Palace. It’s on the corner of Sharia 26th of July and Sharia Al Shaer Aziz Abaza and opens to the public when it’s hosting temporary exhibitions (these are advertised on the fence outside). This villa was built in 1907 for Egyptian aristocrat Ali Fahmy, who was King Farouk’s army chief, and only reopened as an art centre in mid-2017.

The rococo-style rooms, with silk-clad and frescoed walls, carved-wood fireplaces and painted lacquerwork, and grand staircase overlooked by a triple-arched stained-glass window, provide a fabulous background for any art on show and allow you a peek at the extravagant interiors hidden behind Zamalek’s villa facades. You’ll need your passport to gain entry for this venue as well.
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BEST ZAMALEK CAFES

Social Specialty Coffee

Head to this very friendly, small cafe, on the corner of Sharia Brazil for one of the best flat whites in town. There are only a few seats so grab a takeaway if you can’t get a pew.

Holm Cafe

You’ll find fresh-pressed juice, decent cappuccinos, chunky slices of cake and lots of vegetarian lunch options at this contemporary cafe on Sharia Al Sheikh Al Marsafi.

Amor Perfecto Specialty Coffee

A serious caffeine haunt that makes a mean cortado as well as cold brew and iced Spanish lattes (café con leche). It’s tucked away on Sharia Salah Al Din.



WHERE TO EAT IN ZAMALEK

Zööba

Street food with contemporary twists such as pickled lemon and spicy pepper ta’amiyya sandwiches. $

Granita

Contemporary take on Cairo’s old European-style cafes, inside the grounds of All Saint’s Church. $$

Abou El Sid

Classic Egyptian dishes including stuffed pigeon and molokhiyya served in classy but fun retro-glitz salons. $$

Luuma

Spacious Nile-front terrace dining with a menu that bounces from Egyptian to international dishes. $$

Maison Thomas

In business since 1922 and still serving superb pizza, amid old-timer, mirror-walled ambience. $$

Crimson Bar & Grill

Sleek, Nile-view dining with a contemporary European menu and cocktails. It’s best to reserve in advance. $$$


ZAMALEK CRAFT SHOPPING

Fair Trade Egypt

Crafts from across Egypt (all produced in income-generating projects) including Bedouin rugs, hand-woven cotton textiles, ceramics from Fayoum and beaded jewellery from Aswan. It’s on the 1st floor at 27 Sharia Yehia Ibrahim.

Nomad Gallery

Specialist in traditional Bedouin and Amazigh crafts as well as high-quality silver jewellery and textiles. It’s a bit tricky to find: go to 14 Sharia Gezira (the apartment building next to the Tunisian Embassy), head up to the 1st floor and ring the doorbell.

L’Oiseau du Nil

Contemporary takes on ancient craft traditions with funky handbags and accessories, colourful homewares and cotton clothing. It’s at 23 Sharia Ismail Mohammed.



Sundowners, Shisha & Nile Views

STROLLING BESIDE THE NILE

For cafe life with Nile-front views, head to the east bank’s refurbished Nileside promenade (called Mamsha Ahl Masr, ‘Egyptian Peoples’ Walkway’) that, so far, spans north up the Nile from 26th of July Bridge.

The lower level of the promenade (access costs LE20) sits just above the level of the river, providing a pedestrian-only space removed from the street-level car-horn-honking chaos on the Corniche above. Cafes and restaurants are scattered along the lower level and are a popular spot for kicking back at sunset with a shisha.

The promenade also has docks for feluccas and small boats if you want to head out onto the Nile. The Cafelucca boat (cafelluca.com) has its mooring here, in front of the Fairmont Hotel, and runs private Nile trips (pre-bookings only) including breakfast and dinner cruises on their cushion-decked boat.

Just beside the mighty steel arcs of Imbaba Bridge, built in the 1920s, you’ll find one of the best spots for Nile-front relaxing in town. Zaza Cuisine by the Nile has plenty of riverfront seating, a fine selection of mocktails and juices, shisha and a menu that runs from Middle Eastern classics to pasta (stick with the Egyptian and Lebanese dishes rather than the European options and you’ll have a great meal).

The southernmost section of the lower level (between the National Bank of Egypt head office, across the road, and 26th of July Bridge) was still under construction while we were in town so you need to walk up to the bank building to find the first open gate that provides access down. The nearest metro station is Maspero.
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BEST NIGHTLIFE

U Bistro & Bar

This slick modern-Med restaurant, on Sharia 26th of July, morphs more into a cocktail bar and high-class club the later it gets in the evening and is a favourite with Zamalek’s see-and-be-seen crowd. $$$

L’Aubergine

This restaurant-bar is one of Zamalek’s long-time players. Head upstairs for the bar, which has a casual, friendly, unstuffy vibe that you don’t feel you have to dress up for. It’s tucked behind Sharia 21st of July on Sharia Sayed El Bakry. $$

Cairo Jazz Club

One of Cairo’s major live performance and nightlife venues, the Cairo Jazz Club has been going for years. Check what’s on and reserve beforehand via their Facebook page (facebook.com/CairoJazzClubPage). Entrance is usually LE200.



WHERE TO SLEEP IN ZAMALEK

Hotel Longchamps

Cairo’s best boutique hotel: vintage charm, leafy terraces and superb service. $$

Horus House Hotel

Homey classically styled rooms with good amenities and staff who go out of their way to help. $$

President Hotel

Mid-rise business-style hotel with a restaurant and minimalist-style rooms in taupe and cream. $$



GARDEN CITY & RODA ISLAND

AN EXTRAVAGANT PALACE AND MUSICAL CULTURE


Garden City is a tiny district of curving streets that was created as a chi-chi residential neighbourhood in the first years of the 20th century. Although it’s just on the doorstep of Downtown, its peaceful, leafy roads, rimmed by low-slung apartment buildings and dilapidated European-style mansions, seem a world away. Just before sunset, when the birds are all swooping above, preparing to roost, it’s one of the most atmospheric corners of the city.

Roda Island, just to the south, was first settled by Mamluk soldiers in the Ayyubid era and became a popular island hideaway for Cairo’s elites during the khedival era. Today it’s home to a couple of historical sites and some contemporary Nile-front cafe culture.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Manial Palace

SIGHTS

2 Serageldin Palace

EATING

3 Fuul Mahrous

4 Il Nilo Restaurant

ENTERTAINMENT

5 Makan

6 Room Art Space

SHOPPING

7 Cairopolitan

TRANSPORT

8 Dok Dok Landing Stage




TOP TIP

A mammoth Corniche rejuvenation project, to create a new promenade, is currently ongoing between 26th of July Bridge and Garden City’s Four Seasons Hotel. If you’re walking to Manial Palace, you need to walk on the other side of the Corniche up to the hotel before crossing to the river-facing side.



Cairopolitan

BROWSE CONTEMPORARY ART PRODUCTS

Egypt is so well known for its traditional handicrafts that it’s easy for some visitors to forget that handcraft heritage also has a thoroughly contemporary side. Come to the Cairopolitan store (cairopolitan.com) at 8 Sharia Dar El Shefa in Garden City to discover local modern work by Cairo’s artists. Whether you’re looking for a black-and-white Cairo-street-scene art print, a colourful poster or a funky Cairo-map tote bag, this is one of the top places in town to support the work of the city’s emerging artists.

The shop is open noon to 9pm Sunday to Wednesday and to 10pm Thursday to Saturday.
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Makan Cultural Centre

A HUB FOR EGYPT’S MUSICAL HERITAGE

If you want to dig deeper into Egypt’s musical traditions, make sure to visit Makan (the Egyptian Centre for Culture and Art; egyptmusic .org/ en). This performance venue is determined to keep the country’s distinctive musical heritage alive.

In particular, every Wednesday at 8pm it hosts a Zar performance by the Mazaher Ensemble, some of the last Zar musicians left. The Zar is a women-led healing and purifying ritual combining tanbora drumming and chanting that was traditionally performed to drive bad spirits and djin out. You have not heard music this hypnotic and spellbinding until you’ve witnessed a Zar.

Makan also hosts semi-regular performances by folk-music groups specialising in Nubian-style music and also stand-up comedy events by local comedians. It keeps both its website and facebook page (facebook.com/ECCAMakan) up to date with all upcoming events and you can reserve your place by emailing beforehand. Otherwise, you can turn up and buy a ticket on the door (get there 30 minutes before to make sure you get a seat).

Manial Palace

SUMPTUOUS INTERIORS AND THRONE HALL BLING

Some of the most eclectic interiors in Cairo are hidden behind the walls of the Manial Palace (Mathaf Al Manial) complex, so if you’re seeking some insight into the lifestyles of Cairo’s one-percenters in the early years of the 20th century, don’t miss a visit here.

Set amid a tranquil Nileside garden, just across Al Saraya Bridge on Roda Island, Manial Palace was built by Prince Mohammed Ali (uncle to King Farouk and once heir apparent to the throne) between 1899 and 1929. The palace’s grand salons – spread over several buildings within the grounds – reflect the prince’s eye for eclectic style and his well-travelled lifestyle, blending Ottoman, Persian and neo-Moorish elements with European art nouveau and rococo flourishes.

You enter the grounds through the Reception Palace, where guests would have been received under the lavish carved and painted wood ceiling in the grand hall. In the Residential Palace, check out the Blue Salon with its battered leather sofas sitting against walls decorated with glorious blue faience tiles and Orientalist oil paintings. Then head to the Throne Palace for the Throne Hall’s gaudy gold styling and, upstairs, the in-your-face rococo and baroque overload of the Aubusson Room.

Even Manial Palace’s mosque (with rococo-inspired ceiling) and clock tower (based on Moroccan Almohad-era minaret design) are a marvellous mesh of influences.

Manial Palace is open 9am to 5pm and entry is LE100 (students LE50).
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NILESIDE DINING ON RODA ISLAND

For modern Nile-front dining on Roda, head to Carpaccio Nile Lounge or River Hub along Sharia Abdulaziz Al Saud, on Roda’s western bank. Both of these clusters of contemporary cafes and restaurants, next door to each other, have set up shop right on the river with terrace seating beside the Nile. It’s a relaxing spot for a shisha, coffee, smoothie or juice at sunset, as well as a popular dining venue for local families. Menus range from international fare to more traditional Egyptian grilled-meat staples.



Breakfast at Fuul Mahrous

TRADITIONAL BREAKFAST FEASTING

One of Cairo’s best traditional breakfast spreads is found at the humble Fuul Mahrous kiosk, with tables and chairs under the trees on the side of the road, on Sharia Dr Mahmoud Fawzy in Garden City. Better yet, it’s usually open all day so you can scoff fuul for lunch or dinner.

The fuul here is a cut above what is served elsewhere and has an added spice kick. The normal spread includes salad, torshi (pickled vegetables), a cheesy tomato dip, chips, fuul, ta’amiyya, eggs and bread, though you can mix-and-match if that all sounds too much or you want to make it fully vegan.
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Felucca Rides

SAILING ON THE NILE

Reserve time for heading out onto the river to see the city from a different angle. The most gentle and traditional way to do this is to hire a felucca for an hour or so of sailing.

Unlike in Luxor and Aswan, with their multiple felucca docks strung out along the waterfront, there are far fewer felucca landing docks here. The best central city one, particularly because it’s set on a broader spot of the river, is the Dok Dok Landing Stage on the Nile Corniche, right in front of Garden City’s Four Seasons Hotel. Despite the fact that Dok Dok is part of this section of the Corniche’s Nile Promenade makeover, the entrance has been kept open with a gap in the hoarding so felucca-goers can still access it.

Head out in the late afternoon, about an hour before sunset. Bring along a picnic to have on the boat and (if you want) beer for a sundowner while you sail. Prices are subject to haggling.
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Umm Kulthum Museum

GETTING TO KNOW EGYPT’S GREATEST DIVA

The Umm Kulthum Museum is your introduction to Egypt’s most famous singer. It’s a shrine-like space where Umm Kulthum’s signature rhinestone-trimmed glasses and glittery dresses are hung under spotlights and you can watch a fascinating biographical film (with English subtitles) that traces her career. The documentary’s footage of her funeral, when millions of mourners flooded Cairo’s streets, is worth a visit alone.

Like the Nilometer, the museum is set in the Manastirli Palace’s gardens. The palace was built in 1851 for an Ottoman pasha. Opposite the museum is the palace’s ornate pavilion, usually only opened for official functions.
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Nilometer

MEASURING THE NILE

Cairo’s Nilometer lies at Roda Island’s southern tip. Approach (or leave) by strolling across pedestrian-only, 19th-century Manastirli Bridge, which connects this southern section of the island to Cairo’s east bank.

The Nilometer is one of Cairo’s earliest Islamic monuments and dates from 861 (the pointed-roof building covering it is an Ottoman addition). Nilometers measured the rise and fall of the river and thus predicted the fortunes of the annual harvest. If the water rose to 16 cubits – a cubit is about the length of a forearm – the harvest was likely to be good.

The site guard will accompany you from the ticket office at the end of Sharia Al Malek As Salih (entrance LE40), as the Nilometer is kept locked between visits. If he doesn’t mention it (and you are wearing sturdy shoes and have a head for heights), tell him you want to descend the stairs inside. The precipitous steps lead down to the Nilometer’s bottom, below the level of the Nile, where you can get a closer look at the graduated column that was the measuring device.
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CAIRO ENTERTAINMENT GUIDES

Want to know what’s on at various venues and performance spaces such as Room Art Space while you’re in Cairo? These online sources offer entertainment listings for the city.

Scene Now

An online magazine covering lifestyle, culture and art news both in Cairo and across Egypt. The calendar is probably the most thorough for listings of nightlife (from comedy to bands and DJ sets) and art and culture events in the city. It also has an app you can download (scenenow.com).

Cairo 360

A similar setup to Scene Now with lifestyle, culture and art news for the city, event and performance listings, and nightlife, restaurant and cafe reviews (cairo360.com).



MORE IN GARDEN CITY & RODA ISLAND

Garden City Strolling

CENTRAL CAIRO’S MOST PEACEFUL CORNER

Shaded by Indian rubber and flame trees, the circular streets of Garden City, created in 1905, were once home to the foreign elite and local upper classes (including Egyptian princes and prime ministers) of British-run Egypt. Today it’s still considered one of the central city’s premier addresses, with both the UK and US embassies on its northern border and a handful of five-star hotels on its Nile-facing rim. Think of any walk in Garden city as an aimless ramble. The looping streets, designed with a compass by architect Jose Lamba, are likely to befuddle all but the most attentive so don’t be surprised when you end up back where you began, instead of where you planned on heading, by accident.

In the evening, check out Room Art Space (roomart.space) at 10 Sharia Etehaad Al Mohamin Al Arab (most people still call the street its old name: Sharia Tolombat). This cafe/performance venue hosts regular intimate concerts, open-mic nights and stand-up comedy. The building the cafe now calls home was ‘Grey Pillars’, the British army HQ in Egypt during WWII.

On Sharia Kemal Al Shinnawi, walk past the dilapidated Serageldin Palace, one of the few palatial Garden City residences that has survived. Built in 1908 for a French banker, it later became home to Fuad Seragelden Pasha, a prominent political figure during King Farouk’s reign.

Aim to make your way out of the neighbourhood via the Four Season’s Hotel (a useful landmark if you’ve got lost). Across the Corniche from the hotel is the riverfront terrace of Il Nilo Restaurant, where you can scoff wood-fired pizza right beside the Nile.


MORE MUSIC VENUES

As well as Room Art Space, check out El Sawy Culture Wheel in Zamalek and the Cairo Jazz Club in Mohandiseen for more of Cairo’s modern music scene.



WHERE TO EAT IN & AROUND GARDEN CITY

Tasha Restaurant

Egyptian home-cooking dishes with tagens, mahshi and a knock-out Alexandrian liver. $

Taboula

Long-running favourite for upmarket Lebanese mezze and shisha in a cosy warm-toned basement. Alcohol served. $$

Escobar

Cracking city views, cocktails and Mexican(ish) menu. Morphs into a more club-like venue later in the evening. $$$



HELIOPOLIS

DINING HUB AND CAIRO’S CRAZIEST BUILDING


Heliopolis is an upper-middle-class neighbourhood east of the central city, known for its restaurants, cafe life and wide, sweeping boulevards lined by once-grand, but now dust-covered, apartment blocks and art-deco villas. Come on a Friday or Saturday when the central Korba area’s outdoor cafe terraces are packed to experience Heliopolis’ social life at its best.

The entire suburb was the brainchild of Egyptian businessman Boghos Nubar Pasha and Belgian transport titan and industrialist Baron Édouard Empain, who created it from scratch in the first decade of the 20th century. Despite the district’s name, this is not the site of ancient Heliopolis (the Pharaonic city of Iunu) where London’s, Rome’s and New York City’s Egyptian obelisks all hail from. That lies just to the west.

Baron’s Palace is the neighbourhood’s only real sight but it’s a doozy and if you like oddball buildings it’s not to be missed.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Baron’s Palace

SIGHTS

2 Notre Dame Heliopolis Cathedral

EATING

3 Abou Haidar

4 Le Chantilly

5 Sachi

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

6 Anzu Rooftop Lounge

7 Aswan Cafe

8 Groppi’s

9 Minglings




TOP TIP

Al-Ahram and Koleyet El-Banat metro stations (both Line 3; Direction Adly Mansour) are in Heliopolis. Baron Palace is sandwiched between two ultra-busy major roads with no traffic lights to stop the flow, so don’t feel bad about catching a short taxi ride from the metro to the palace if you can’t face crossing them.



Baron’s Palace

AN ARCHITECTURAL ODDITY

This brilliantly bonkers building was the house of Baron Édouard Empain, one half of Heliopolis’ founders. Baron’s Palace is what happens when you take French beaux-arts style, squish it together with Indian and Khmer temple architecture, and then throw the whole thing down on the vast tract of empty land you’ve been tasked with turning into a new suburb.

Even before you’ve entered the manicured gardens, you can see how extraordinary the building is; its front crowned by a shikhara (rounded Hindu temple tower), and the facade decorated with friezes and sculptures of elephants, serpents and Hindu-style deities and dancing women. Once inside the grounds, make sure to circle the entire building to take in all the different sculptural elements.

Inside, the bare salons are home to exhibits telling the history of both the building and Heliopolis, as well as the mansion’s restoration process. You can also climb the wooden spiral staircase to the roof terrace for a closer look at the tower and to admire the elaborately carved pavilion and the roof’s lift entrance decorated with more elephants.

The entrance gate is along the property’s western wall. Baron’s Palace is open between 9am and 6pm. Tickets are LE100 (students LE50) plus an extra LE50 if you want to access the roof.
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A Building Brought Alive

The US$10.9 million restoration of the building commenced in 2017 and was finished in 2020 but for decades beforehand Baron’s Palace was just the weird, dirt-encrusted, derelict building you glimpsed from your taxi window on the way to or from the airport. During the 1990s the dilapidated ruin even found itself at the centre of a moral panic when local rumours circulated that ‘Satanists’ were holding rituals amid the abandoned rooms (though it turned out the so-called ‘Satanists’ were just a bunch of upper-class teenage metalheads).



Notre Dame Heliopolis Cathedral

THE OLDEST CHURCH IN HELIOPOLIS

The Roman Catholic Notre Dame Heliopolis Cathedral, designed by Alexandre Marcel (who also built Baron’s Palace), is a major Heliopolis landmark and holds the tombs of Baron Empain (who financed the building of the church) and his son Jean. Because of its neo-Byzantine architectural style, it’s often described as a miniature version of Istanbul’s Hagia Sophia.

It’s usually kept locked. Your best bet at viewing the interior is to come for Sunday Mass though its facade is its most interesting feature.

[image: jpg]

Notre Dame Heliopolis Cathedral | ANDREW SHENOUDA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Abou Haidar Shawarma

FAMED NEIGHBOURHOOD SHAWARMA JOINT

The jury is out on whether this is the best shawarma in Cairo but for Abou Haidar’s horde of devoted fans there is no competition.

The beef shawarma meat, mixed with tomatoes, parsley and a tahini sauce that has been spiked with more than a dab of vinegar, is considered a cut above your average shawarma sandwich filling. Order it stuffed in a kaiser (a soft white-bread roll) for the true traditional Heliopolis experience, and wash it down with an Abou Haidar mango juice, which they are about as famous for as their sandwiches. It’s on Sharia Ibrahim Al Lakani.

Sachi Restaurant

CENTRE OF HELIOPOLIS’ DINING SCENE

If you want to rub shoulders with the city’s fashionable set, Sachi (sachirestaurant.com) is a good introduction to Heliopolis’ burgeoning reputation as the most vibrant upmarket dining destination for Cairo’s young, beautiful and seriously moneyed.

Inside the low-lit interior, with its plush cocktail-bar vibe, the see-and-be-seen sip on thyme gimlets and vodka sours spiked with orange-blossom essence while munching a globe-trotting menu of sushi and sashimi, pasta and risotto plates, and hulking made-to-share meaty mains of steak and glazed short ribs. (Like many popular Cairo upmarket restaurants, Sachi attempts to cater for all tastes and not all of it completely works; we say stick to their Japanese dishes.)

Sachi is open from 2pm to midnight and reservations during the evening are a good idea.
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LOCAL EATS
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Mia Nezar is co-founder of Bellies En-Route, which runs food tours Downtown. belliesenroute.com

Mandarine Koueider, Sharia Baghdad

This is where you come for ice cream and Egyptian desserts in Heliopolis. They’re known for their pistachio, yoghurt and berry, and mastic-flavoured ice cream. I think their basbousa (semolina cake) is very good.

Koshary Hend, Sharia Abou Bakr El Sedeek

This is one of the best places to get kushari in the neighbourhood. It’s where you’ll see everyone, of every class, eating together. And it’s open basically 24/7.

Bashandy, Nasr City (south of Heliopolis)

This place is famous for breakfast: fuul, ta’amiyya etc. Try their fuul bi zeit haar (fuul with flaxseed oil).



MORE IN HELIOPOLIS

Heliopolis Culture

FROM VINTAGE CAFES TO COCKTAIL BARS

Korba, the central Heliopolis area, is famous for its two streets of towering apartment buildings, built altogether in 1908 in an original style inspired by Islamic architecture by Boghos Nubar Pasha’s and Baron Édouard Empain’s Heliopolis Company. Their wide, street-level arcades and roofs topped with decorative domes and portico flourishes give Sharia Baghdad and Sharia Ibrahim Al Lakani a distinctive style very different to anywhere else in Cairo.

For vintage vibes, stop in for a coffee, tea or cold drink, or a shisha, on the raised terrace of the Heliopolis outpost of Groppi’s (on the corner of Sharias Ibrahim Al Lakani and Al Ahram), or head to Le Chantilly on Sharia Baghdad for a meal that seemingly has been beamed straight out of the 1980s. There’s definitely no following the latest fashions and trends going on at either of these two old-timers.

On Fridays Heliopolis is prime cafe territory and its many cafe terraces are crammed with people enjoying a lazy afternoon with friends, smoking shisha and drinking smoothies. Both Sharia Baghdad and Sharia Al Ahram have plenty of cafe options. For a more basic, street-front ahwa head to Aswan Cafe on Sharia Ibrahim.

After dark Heliopolis has a thriving bar scene (most are bar-restaurants) that is big on cocktails, colourful mood lighting and thumping music. There’s a swag of them conveniently all close to each other in and around the 1920s Boutique Hotel compound on Sharia Beirut, including Minglings and the Anzu Rooftop Lounge. For something a little more low-key and casual, head to Andiamo with its garden bar and pizza restaurant out of central Heliopolis on Sharia Omar Ibn El Khattab.

WHERE TO EAT IN HELIOPOLIS

Eldahan

This family-friendly, upmarket chain restaurant serves up traditional grilled-meat and tagen dishes. $$

Pepenero

Dine on pizza, pasta and other Italian favourites with views overlooking the central Korba area. $$

La Curva 1907

Relaxed, fine-dining venue with an eclectic international menu and an outdoor terrace. Alcohol served. $$$



CAIRO OUTSKIRTS

MORE PYRAMIDS, PAINTED TOMBS AND HISTORIC SITES


If Giza didn’t provide enough pyramid action for you, don’t fret. There’s an entire swag of other pyramids on the desert edge of Cairo all within day-tripping distance.

By far the most popular half-day trip is to Saqqara: Egypt’s largest archaeological site, home to Pharaoh Zoser’s Step Pyramid and the location – in recent years – of regular headline-grabbing excavation finds. It’s easy to make an entire day of it and tag on Mit Rahina (ancient Memphis) and the nearby pyramid site of Dahshur as well.

To experience the very much alive and vibrant traditions of Egypt’s Coptic community, head north of Cairo to the monasteries of Wadi Natrun; it’s a particularly worthwhile Cairo side trip for those who don’t have time to duck south into the Eastern Desert to visit the Monastery of St Anthony. But if it’s ruins without the crowds you’re after for your day trip, lonely Tanis, deep in the Delta, can’t be beaten.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Dahshur

2 Deir Abu Makar

3 North Saqqara

4 Tanis

5 Wadi Natrun

SIGHTS

6 Abu Sir Pyramids

see 1 Bent Pyramid

see 1 Black Pyramid

7 Deir Al Baramouse

8 Deir Anba Bishoi

9 Deir El Sourian

10 Karanis

see 12 Mastaba of Al Faraun

11 Mit Rahina

see 6 Pyramid of Neferirkare

see 6 Pyramid of Nyuserra

see 12 Pyramid of Pepi II

see 6 Pyramid of Queen Khentkawes II

see 6 Pyramid of Raneferef

see 6 Pyramid of Sahure

see 1 Red Pyramid

12 South Saqqara




TOP TIP

These destinations are all best done by either hiring a taxi/private driver or taking a tour. Don’t expect every taxi driver to know exactly where to go. Many group tours only touch on the basics, so if you want to spend serious time exploring Saqqara, a private driver with/without a tour guide is a better idea.



Karanis

PTOLEMAIC CITY REMNANTS

Up for more lesser-seen ruins? If you’re heading to Fayoum, stop in at Karanis (Kom Aushim), on the Giza–Fayoum road, 63km south from Giza. This mud-brick city was founded by Ptolemy II’s mercenaries in the 3rd century BCE. Today little remains apart from half-buried crumbling walls and two Graeco-Roman temples. The larger temple is dedicated to local crocodile gods, Pnepheros and Petesouchos.

At the site entrance the Kom Aushim Museum collects together artefacts from Fayoum, in what was Lord Cromer’s field house, including a couple of the famed Graeco-Roman Fayoum Portraits. Karanis opens 9am to 4pm and entrance tickets are LE60.
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Tanis

PHARAONIC RUINS FAR FROM THE CROWDS

To ramble around ruins with not a tour bus in sight, head to Tanis, out in the Delta, on the outskirts of San Al Hagar. A visitor centre with a museum welcomes you into the site and does a good job of explaining its history while, out amid the slumping mounds, the scattered re-erected obelisks and statues of Pharaoh Psusennes I’s (reigned 1039–991 BCE) Temple of Amun surrounded by mighty mud-brick enclosure walls are incredibly atmospheric.

Called Djanet to the ancient Egyptians, Tanis’ mightiest era was during the Third Intermediate Period and Late Period. Psusennes I’s royal tomb and five others from the 21st dynasty were unearthed in 1939 and the burial goods found (in the Egyptian Museum) are one of the most spectacular treasure troves ever discovered in Egypt.

Ticket prices were LE25 when we visited but slated to rise to LE60 and entrance was from 9am to 4pm. Note that due to the lack of visitors, site guardians and security guards (who accompany you around the site) can be overzealous about baksheesh.
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TOP SIGHT
North Saqqara


Saqqara sits high above the Nile Valley’s cultivation area, spanning a 7km-stretch of the Western Desert. This vast necropolis was the final resting place for pharaohs, their royal court and sacred animals for more than 3500 years. The North Saqqara area contains the major monuments. Its Step Pyramid, finely carved and painted tombs, and catacombs for sacred bulls make for Cairo’s best day out.



[image: jpg]

Hypostyle hall | LEONID ANDRONOV/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


PRACTICALITIES

Scan this QR code for prices and opening hours.
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DON’T MISS

Step Pyramid

Mastaba of Ti

Tomb of Mereruka

Serapeum

Tomb of Kagemni

Tomb of Maya

Pyramid of Unas



Central Area

This is North Saqqara’s busiest and most-visited area and will take the most time. Explore it first (everything is within walking distance) before heading onto the rest of the site.

Step Pyramid of Zoser Complex

In the year c 2650 BCE, Pharaoh Zoser (reigned c 2667–2648 BCE) asked his chief architect Imhotep to build him a Step Pyramid. This is the world’s earliest stone monument and its significance cannot be overstated. Surrounding the 60m-high Step Pyramid was a vast funerary complex, all enclosed by a 1645m-long panelled limestone wall, part of which survives.

You enter the complex at the southeastern corner via a colonnaded corridor and broad hypostyle hall. Note the 40 ‘bundle-columns’ in the corridor, ribbed to resemble a bundle of palm or papyrus stems. As you pass through the half-open ka (attendant spirit) door, check out the stone ‘hinge’ near the bottom painted to resemble wood. These doors allowed the pharaoh’s ka to come and go at will. The hypostyle hall leads into the Great South Court, flanking the pyramid’s southern side.

You can currently access the pyramid’s interior through the southern entrance (LE100), where a wide, columned and atmospherically lit corridor tunnelled out during the 26th dynasty leads to a viewing platform that looks down into Zoser’s vaulted granite burial chamber and onto the top of his mammoth sarcophagus. If the northern entrance is open during your visit, you can explore the pyramid’s original maze of subterranean tunnels and chambers that run for nearly 6km through the rock.

Carry on around the Step Pyramid to its northern side. A stone serdab (small room containing a statue of the deceased to which offerings were presented) sits directly in front of the (closed) pyramid entrance. Look through the drilled holes in the serdab’s wall to come face-to-face with Zoser himself. The statue of Zoser inside is a copy; the original is in the Egyptian Museum. You can get great photos of the pyramid by scrambling up the low hill facing the western side.
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Pyramid of Unas

Stroll west from Zoser’s funerary complex to the Pyramid of Unas (reigned c 2375–2345 BCE), today not much more than an unassuming pile of loose blocks but once 43m high. Its interior marks the beginning of a significant development in funerary practices; for the first time the royal burial chamber was decorated.

A short, easy descent shaft deposits you down into the antechamber and burial chamber, their white alabaster-lined walls inscribed with blue hieroglyphs and the ceiling adorned with stars. These hieroglyphs are some of the earliest examples of the funerary inscriptions now known as the Pyramid Texts (later compiled into the Egyptian Book of the Dead), which were ‘spells’ to protect the soul of the deceased. Of the 283 separate phrases in Unas’ tomb, most were prayers and hymns and lists of items, such as food and clothing, the pharaoh would require in the afterlife.


THE STEP PYRAMID’S EASTERN SIDE

As you’re walking past the eastern side of the Step Pyramid, check out one of the earliest examples of tourist graffiti in the House of the South Court. It’s preserved behind perspex, just inside the building’s entrance. In 1232 BCE, nearly 1500 years after Zoser’s death, a treasury scribe recorded his admiration for Zoser in hieratic script while ‘on a pleasure trip west of Memphis’.




TOP TIPS

• Check at the ticket office to see which monuments are currently open, as this changes constantly. The site can be tricky to navigate due to how spread out it is. This means private transport is the easiest way to see it.

• If you’ve hired a taxi/private driver, remember you have to pay the Saqqara LE10 parking fee.

• If you can, reserve an entire day and see North Saqqara, Dahshur and Memphis together in one trip.

• There are toilets at the ticket office, at the car park for the Step Pyramid of Zoser complex and also in the car park for the Pyramid of Teti.



New Kingdom Tombs

A 300m walk west from the Pyramid of Unas complex are the New Kingdom Tombs. You’ll likely have them to yourself as most visitors don’t bother visiting, which is a mistake. The Tomb of Maya (Tutankhamun’s treasurer), with its wall reliefs depicting Maya, his wife and the god Osiris, all painted with a dominant yellow pigment, are a Saqqara highlight.

The other officially open site here is the Tomb of Horemheb (Tutankhamun’s general), where the site guardian will point out the delicate reliefs of Horemheb interrogating foreign prisoners in the courtyard.

The site guardian will probably offer to open various other tombs for extra baksheesh.


Imhotep Museum

If open (it was shut for restoration during our visit), the Imhotep Museum, near the Saqqara entrance, displays some of the site’s best finds. It’s framed as a tribute to the architect Imhotep who served Pharaoh Zoser and is credited with creating ancient Egypt’s first comprehensive vision of stone architecture. The installation of turquoise faience tiles, from inside Zoser’s pyramid, and Imhotep’s solid wood coffin are two of the most striking pieces.



Northwest Area

The Tomb of Akhethotep and Ptahhotep is signposted about halfway along the road from the Step Pyramid car park and the parking area for the Serapeum. You can easily walk between the Serapeum and the Mastaba of Ti.

Serapeum

This subterranean warren of tombs is dedicated to the sacred Apis bulls. Walking through the tunnels past the enormous granite coffins, which weigh up to 80 tonnes each, it’s impossible not to be impressed by the sheer effort put into it.

These cult animals were mummified in Memphis then carried here to be entombed within the galleries. At the end of one tunnel you can walk down into a burial chamber to get a closer look at one of the mammoth stone sarcophaguses.

Mastaba of Ti

This private tomb of Ti – overseer of the Abu Sir pyramids during the 5th dynasty – is not only the finest example of Old Kingdom art but also one of our main sources of knowledge about life in Old Kingdom Egypt.

The detailed scenes of daily life covering the walls include people farming, preparing food, fishing, building boats, dancing, trading and avoiding crocodiles. Their images are accompanied by chattering hieroglyphic dialogue, all no doubt familiar to Ti during his career as a royal overseer: ‘Hurry up, the herdsman’s coming’, ‘Don’t make so much noise!’, ‘Pay up – it’s cheap!’

Ti and his wife Neferhetpes (a priestess) appear throughout the tomb alongside the scenes.

Northeast Area

This clutch of tombs is centred around the Pyramid of Teti.

Tomb of Mereruka

A maze of rooms greets you in this huge 6th-dynasty tomb, owned by Mereruka, who was vizier to Pharaoh Teti. The reliefs throughout are exquisitely detailed but it’s the columned burial chamber with its preserved painted reliefs, overlooked by a statue of Mereruka, that’s considered the tomb’s highlight.
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Tomb of Kagemni

On the friezes inside look for catfish and eels thriving in the Nile, cows being milked and men feeding puppies. The most vivid scenes detail a crocodile and hippo fighting and a row of vigorous dancers and acrobats. Kagemni was chief justice under Pharaoh Teti.

Pyramid of Teti

Today this pyramid, built for Teti, first pharaoh of the 6th century (reigned c 2345–2323 BCE), looks more like a humble mound but if you take the short descent shaft into the burial chamber you can peer at his basalt sarcophagus and the walls decorated with some of the Pyramid Texts.


TOMB OF AKHETHOTEP & PTAHHOTEP

On the way to the Serapeum, stop by the Tombs of Akhethotep and his son Ptahhotep, who were senior royal officials during the reigns of Djedkare (c 2414–2375 BCE) and Unus at the end of the 5th dynasty.

There are two burial chambers, two chapels and a pillared hall to see but it’s in Ptahhotep’s section that you should linger. Here, note the detailed portrayal of a wide range of animals from lions and hedgehogs to the domesticated cattle and fowl that were brought as offerings to the deceased. Ptahhotep himself is portrayed resplendent in a panther-skin robe inhaling perfume from a jar.





Early Christian Heritage of Wadi Natrun

COPTIC CHRISTIAN HEARTLAND

In the valley of Wadi Natrun four monasteries, with roots stretching back to the 4th century, allow you a glimpse into Coptic heritage as well as its thriving contemporary culture.

Start at Deir Anba Bishoi, founded by St Bishoi in 340. The complimentary monk-led tours here take you into areas you wouldn’t be able to access otherwise. Tours take in the refectory, the fortress (where the monks sheltered from Bedouin raids in the 9th century), the fortress roof, with views over the monastery’s palm-shaded gardens, and the church with its fresco fragments.

About 500m northwest is Deir El Sourian, established around the cave where St Bishoi lived. Inside, the Church of the Virgin holds 11th-century wall paintings and older icons with the eyes scratched out, including one saint in a distinctly Pharaonic-looking robe.

To the southwest is Deir Abu Makar (St Macarius Monastery), famous as the monastery where most Coptic popes have hailed from. The tours led by the monks here are excellent and visit the stark monk cells, the fortress and the main Church of St Macarius with its domed roof and 7th-century cherub fresco in one corner. In the nave, peer through a trapdoor into the crypt, discovered during restoration work, where the monks found relics claimed to be of St John the Baptist.

Wadi Natrun is 110km northwest from central Cairo, on the desert side of the Cairo–Alexandria Hwy, which roughly separates the Western Desert and the Delta’s green fields. The monasteries are free to visit but donations are appreciated.
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Deir Al Baramouse

If you have time, add Deir Al Baramouse into your day trip. It’s about 12km northwest from Deir Anba Bishoi. The restored medieval fortress here isn’t open to the public but you can visit the serene, well-cared-for garden, a restored millstone and the monastery’s Church of the Virgin Mary, which holds remnants of 13th-century frescoes.

The compound was once isolated due to a bad road but is now a thriving religious centre with six modern churches and over 100 monks.



MORE IN CAIRO OUTSKIRTS

Egypt’s Greatest Pyramid Interior Scramble

INSIDE DAHSHUR’S PYRAMIDS

If the interiors of Giza’s Pyramids seemed a bit tame, an adventure awaits at Dahshur. This pyramid field, 10km south of Saqqara, is where you get to clamber, bent double, sometimes on hands and knees, into the belly of a pyramid.

Your knees will wobble and your thighs won’t thank you the next day but if you make it all the way to the top burial chamber of the Bent Pyramid (many people turn back halfway through) you’ve completed what has to be the most thrilling pyramid experience of them all. It goes without saying that anyone with mobility issues, particularly knee problems, or claustrophobia, should give the Bent Pyramid a miss.

Dahshur was once home to 11 4th- and 12th-dynasty pyramids although only the two Old Kingdom ones, built by Pharaoh Sneferu (reigned c 2613–2589 BCE), father of Khufu, remain intact. Head to the easier Red Pyramid first. This is the world’s oldest true pyramid, Sneferu’s architects having learned from their experiences building the deformed Bent Pyramid and adjusted their angle to a gentler 43 degrees.

First, walk up the 125 steps to the pyramid entrance and then crouch to head down the 63m-long shaft, which deposits you into two stunning 12m-high corbel-ceilinged antechambers, before ascending up a short flight of stairs into the 15m-high corbelled burial chamber. Make sure to check out the charcoal graffiti left by 19th-century British explorers along the way.

Now you’re ready for the Bent Pyramid. This was Sneferu’s first attempt to create a smooth-sided pyramid. His architects began with the steep angle and inward-leaning courses of stone they used to create step pyramids, and when this began to show signs of stress and instability around halfway up its eventual 105m height, they reduced the angle from 54 degrees to 43 degrees.

Climb up the metal staircase attached to the side of the pyramid to the entrance. If it’s winter and you’re wearing a jacket, sweater or scarf, leave them here with the site guardians (you’ll thank us later) then bend yourself into the steep corridor shaft to descend 74m. Take time to catch your breath when you get to the bottom because now you’re heading up – first up one narrow, very steep, flight of stairs into the 12m-high lower burial chamber, and then up a sturdy scaffolding structure of metal staircases to near the top of the chamber.

Here comes the difficult part. At the top of the staircase is an entrance into a tunnel. If you’re tall it’s easier to tackle this bit by admitting defeat and crawling through it on your hands and knees. Shorter people should be able to manage getting through most of it using a crouched-down shuffle. Prepare to get dusty and sweaty either way.

Exiting the tunnel you arrive in the Bent Pyramid’s higher burial chamber, which retains its original ancient scaffolding of great cedar beams to counteract internal instability. It usually takes a few minutes after the elation of making it to the finish line for you to realise that the only way out is back the way you came.

Entrance for Dahshur, including the pyramid interiors, is LE60 (students LE30) plus LE10 for car parking (which you’ll pay if you came independently with a private driver/taxi).
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Dahshur’s Other Pyramids

The collapsed mud-brick Black Pyramid you can spy to the east of the Bent and Red pyramids was built by Middle Kingdom Pharaoh, Amenemhat III (reigned c 1855–1808 BCE), who is also responsible for the Pyramid of Hawara and Medinat Madi in Al Fayoum. A number of funerary artefacts that had been left behind by tomb robbers were discovered inside the pyramid’s maze of corridors and rooms (now closed to the public) by archaeologists in 1993.

There is a small subsidiary pyramid just to the south of the Bent Pyramid and to the east, about halfway to the Black Pyramid, are the ruins of Sneferu’s valley temple.



WHERE TO SLEEP AROUND SAQQARA

Seror Guesthouse

Homely guesthouse with great views over the Abu Sir pyramids and lots of communal lounging space. $

Sunset Guesthouse Abu Sir

Friendly and well run with simple rooms that have knock-out vistas of the Abu Sir pyramids. $

Sakkara Inn

More terrace pyramid views (though further away) from this larger guesthouse, slightly nearer to Saqqara. $


Exploring South Saqqara

For most visitors, the multiple pyramids and tombs of North Saqqara are enough but if you’re a dedicated pyramid fan, a trip to the Old Kingdom tombs and collapsed pyramids of South Saqqara is a worthwhile add-on.

The Mastaba of Al Faraun, the unusual funerary complex of short-lived 4th-dynasty Pharaoh Shepseskaf (reigned c 2503–2498 BCE), is the most southern of the structures. Inside his rectangular tomb, head down the 21m-long passage to the vaulted burial chamber.

Of the four collapsed pyramids here, the 52m-high Pyramid of Pepi II is the most prominent. This 6th-dynasty pharaoh’s 94-year reign (c 2278–2184 BCE) was probably the longest in Egyptian history.



CRAFT SHOPPING BETWEEN SAQQARA & GIZA

Wissa Wassef Art Centre

This mud-brick complex of artisan studios, designed by Ramses Wissa Wassef (and winner of an Aga Khan Prize for its traditional architecture) is where local weavers create detailed, high-quality tapestry work depicting Egyptian rural scenes in the Wissa Wassef centre’s distinctive style. It’s located on the Saqqara road and open 10am to 5pm from Tuesday to Sunday.

Horse Riding to the Abu Sir Pyramids

A SCENIC DESERT AND PYRAMIDS HACK

The desert surrounding the Abu Sir pyramids is perfect for desert hacks and an atmospheric way to experience the desolate scenery of this lesser-visited site with its slumping 5th-dynasty pyramids. Set out into the desert from the date-palm edge of the Nile’s cultivation area in the late afternoon to approach the pyramids in the softer light.

When you arrive at Abu Sir, the Pyramid of Sahure (reigned c 2487–2475 BCE) is the most complete and worthwhile to explore. If you’re allowed inside by the site guardian (you’ll need to pay baksheesh), you can clamber down a 75m-long corridor before crawling 2m on your stomach to reach the burial chamber.

Head south by horse to pass first the Pyramid of Nyuserra (reigned c 2445–2421 BCE), the most dilapidated of the group, and then the Pyramid of Neferirkare, third pharaoh of the 5th dynasty (reigned c 2475–2455 BCE) and Sahure’s father. What you’re looking at is only the core of the original structure. The outer casing has been stripped away, reducing its height from 72m to today’s 45m. The last two structures in this pyramid field are the badly ruined Pyramid of Queen Khentkawes II (Neferirkare’s wife) and the unfinished Pyramid of Raneferef (also called Neferefre; reigned c 2448–2445 BCE), completed only as a mastaba.

If you time it right you can watch the sun sinking over these crumbled ruins as you ride back.

KFB Stables (kfbstables.net), near the Abu Sir entrance, organises horse riding here as well as longer rides around Saqqara and all the way to Giza. They are great with younger visitors and more nervous riders, and will match steeds to your level of experience.
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The Remnants of Memphis

The only surviving remnant of Memphis is the open-air museum of Mit Rahina, 4.5km southeast from Saqqara. The garden here displays statuary and stone blocks unearthed from Egypt’s ancient capital. It’s built around a colossal fallen statue of Ramses II. Its position, on its back, gives you an opportunity to inspect the carving up-close. Its twin is the statue that stood in Cairo’s Midan Ramses until 2006 when it was moved to stand guard at the GEM.

Other highlights here include a New Kingdom alabaster sphinx, two more statues of Ramses II and the huge stone beds on which the sacred Apis bulls were mummified before being placed in the Serapeum of Saqqara. Mit Rahina is open 8am to 4pm and tickets are LE80 (students LE30).



EATING IN THE SAQQARA AREA

Pack a picnic and enough water before heading out on a day trip encompassing Saqqara, Memphis (Mit Rahina) and Dahshur, as there is little in the way of recommendable places to eat in the area. There are basic roadside ahwas you can stop at on the access road leading to Saqqara, and also directly opposite the entrance to Mit Rahina.





NORTHERN NILE VALLEY
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THE NILE WITHOUT THE TOURIST CROWDS


Take a slower pace and discover the Pharaonic riches and early-Christian heritage in the stretch of Egypt most visitors miss.
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Luxor may steal all the thunder but the northern Nile Valley rewards those who take their time heading south. This region has played a fundamental role throughout Egypt’s history. Two of the Pharaonic era’s most fêted temple complexes sit in Abydos and Dendara. Minya is prime base for visiting both the Middle Kingdom tombs of Beni Hasan and the remnants of Pharaoh Akhenaten’s ill-fated city. The Red Monastery – one of Coptic Christianity’s finest artistic achievements – lies just outside of Sohag, while the Fayoum region’s clutch of pyramids and ruins begin to look like youngsters compared to the journey into geological deep time at Wadi Al Hitan.

Between the key cities much of this region remains agricultural: the narrow thread of green fields, hemmed in by rocky desert escarpment on both sides. Severe economic hardship and limited opportunities, compounded by an exploding population, have dogged this region for decades and since the Islamic insurrection of the 1990s, sporadic outbreaks of social unrest, and the resulting security crackdowns, still occur. The situation won’t improve until the underlying issues – poverty and thwarted hopes – are addressed.

Because of the security situation, travel restrictions can make some areas of the northern Nile Valley a more challenging destination to visit. Those who come though will find the rewards of travelling in this less-touristed region compensates for the extra effort, and inconveniences, it entails.
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THE MAIN AREAS

AL FAYOUM

Ancient whales and laidback village life.

MINYA

Base for visiting Pharaonic-era riches.

QENA

Home to the Temple of Dendara.

SOHAG

Monasteries and historic sites.



Find Your Way


Commonly referred to as ‘Middle Egypt’, the northern Nile Valley follows the Nile as it meanders in leisurely curves for over 600km between Cairo and Luxor.
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Plan Your Time


Independent travellers tend to concentrate on Minya and/or Fayoum (from Cairo) and Qena (from Luxor) rather than doing a sweep down the region as security regulations are less of a hassle in these areas.
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Pressed for Time

• If you’re fighting the clock, you can visit Dendara in Qena and the Temple of Seti I at Abydos all in one long day from Luxor on a tour or with a private driver.

• Another idea if you can only dip your toe in the region is to concentrate on Fayoum, just a two-hour drive from Cairo. With two nights in Tunis you could fit in the major sights including Wadi Al Hitan and, if you have private transport, then do a sweep of the pyramids of Meidum, Hawara and Al Lahun on the third day on your way back to Cairo.




Historic Highlights in Four Days

• On day one base yourself in Minya and hire a driver to visit the Beni Hasan Tombs and Tell Al Amarna on a day trip. On your second day head to Sohag and visit the Tombs of Hawawish after arriving in town. Start your third day with the Red Monastery and White Monastery, then move on south to admire the finely carved reliefs of Abydos before finishing the day in Qena.

• On your last day beeline direct to the temple at Dendara in the morning. If you’re moving on to Luxor afterwards, this leaves plenty of time to get into town by mid-afternoon.




A Seven-Day Meander up the Nile

• With more time, add in Fayoum then spend two nights in Minya to tour the Fraser Tombs and Tuna Al Gebel as well as the more famous tombs at Tell Al Amarna and Beni Hasan. Include a night in Asyut and head to Deir Al Muharraq and the Tombs of Mir on a day trip before continuing to Sohag to spend a night and visit the nearby monasteries and Pharaonic sites.

• On your last day get up super early to knock off Abydos and Dendara on the same day. After which, you can decide whether to overnight in Qena or head straight to Luxor.



Seasonal Highlights

Only the most dedicated sightseer traipses around ruins in peak summer heat. Come between October and April if you can.

FEBRUARY

The Moulid of Abdel Rehim Al Qenawi is celebrated in Qena on the 14th of the Islamic month of Sha’ban (in February during 2024–26).
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APRIL

Egypt’s spring festival, Sham An Nessim, is celebrated in style in Minya, Asyut, Sohag and Qena.
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JUNE

Deir Al Muharraq’s 10-day festival to observe the monastery’s consecration attracts tens of thousands of pilgrims.
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AUGUST

Pilgrims arrive in their thousands at Deir Al Adhra to commemorate the Feast of the Assumption on the 22nd.
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OCTOBER

Along the Nile Valley, October’s soft light makes this the perfect month to travel for keen photographers.
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NOVEMBER

Local ceramics and other handicrafts are centre stage at the Tunis Village Festival usually held either late October or early November.
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DECEMBER

At Qasr Qarun, in the Fayoum, sunlight strikes the temple’s sanctuary in perfect alignment at sunrise on the 21st.
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AL FAYOUM
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Fresh air, lush farmland, desert vistas; two hours drive from Cairo, the Fayoum’s backwater rhythms are guaranteed to lower your blood pressure. A favourite weekend haunt for Cairenes, it remains surprisingly under the radar with foreign visitors.

South of Lake Qarun, this fertile basin unfurls in a farming plot patchwork of wheat, calendula and cabbages. Sunflowers sway in the breeze and water buffalo lounge in the shade of date palms. Often called an oasis, the Fayoum technically isn’t as it’s watered not by springs but by the Nile via capillary canals, some dating back to the Middle Kingdom when cultivation here first ramped up. The region is studded with remnants harking back to this ancient heyday but also sits on the doorstep of a wild sweep of desert punctuated with rock outcrops and desert lakes and, most famously, where prehistoric whale skeletons lie amid orange sand.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Wadi Al Hitan

SIGHTS

2 Dimeh El Sabaa

3 Fayoum Pottery School

4 Gebel Qatrani Open-Air Museum

5 Lake Qarun

6 Magic Lake

7 Mandara Village

8 Medinat Madi

9 Nazla

10 Pyramid of Al Lahun

11 Pyramid of Hawara

12 Pyramid of Meidum

13 Qarun Protected Area

14 Qasr El Sagha

15 Qasr Qarun

see 1 Wadi Al Hitan Fossil & Climate Change Museum

16 Wadi Rayyan Protected Area




TOP TIP

Tunis village, on Fayoum’s western edge, is where most visitors base themselves and do day trips from. Medinat Al Fayoum, 47km east, is Fayoum’s city and the only transport hub. Fayoum’s pyramids are to the southeast while the entrance into the desert area is 10km south from Tunis.



The Pottery Village of Tunis

AN ARTY RURAL HIDEAWAY

Think of Tunis village as your decompression chamber after time spent in Cairo. Bougainvillea tumbles over walls, narrow squiggles of alleys lead to boutique hotels in stone-cut villas, and pottery workshops displaying the wares of local artists are scattered along the main road. Exceedingly brushed-up in comparison to much of Egypt’s agricultural heartland (and a favoured weekend-home destination for wealthy Cairenes with a bohemian streak), it could be considered rural-Egypt-lite but that doesn’t mean, while strolling about, you won’t have to manoeuvre around a cow munching clover on the side of the street or a tuk-tuk speeding full tilt down a dirt lane.

The village’s ceramic heritage, for which it is now famous, is a modern invention that began in the 1980s when Swiss ceramist Evelyne Porret, who died in 2021, settled here and began teaching locals pottery skills. The mud-brick compound of Fayoum Pottery School, which Porret set up, should be your first port of call on a meander down the main road (named Sharia Evelyne Porret) of the village. It still teaches ceramic skills to local adults and children, and has a gallery-shop displaying students’ wares that offers pottery lessons to visitors. If you’re travelling with children, this is a great opportunity to let them get a bit messy and learn to throw a pot.

Afterwards wander down the lane to browse the individual workshop-galleries of generations of Porret’s students, many of whom create work in the distinctive Fayoum-style that has evolved, featuring whimsical designs focused on the natural landscape. Of particular note for keen ceramic art fans, check out the workshops of Rawiya Abdel-Qader, Mahmoud Yousef, Abdul Sattar and Gihed Haider.
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Nazla Village

While Tunis’ ceramic tradition is contemporary, in the village of Nazla (around 28km southeast of Tunis) the seventh generation of a pottery family continue to create bulbous bokla (urns used to keep water cold) and shallow sahfa (dough-preparing dishes) alongside other utensils used for centuries in Egypt. This pottery style, handcrafted by hammering into shape with a handle-shaped mould and then smoothed using a curved wooden implement called a tara, is now a dying art form.

The potters of Nazla have a workshop compound on the bank of the Youssef Canal (where they get their clay from) in Nazla. On-site there’s a small visitor centre, made completely from their pots, displaying information on the heritage of this craft and opportunities to see the potters at work.



WHERE TO EAT IN TUNIS

Sit El Bait

Home cooking with mahshi (stuffed vegetables), fiteer (sweet and savoury flaky pastries) and grilled pigeon. $$

Kom El Dikka Restaurant

You’re here for their farm-to-table succulent roasted duck but there are pigeon and chicken dishes too. $$

Ibis Restaurant

International favourites served in a serene garden setting with dining views out to Lake Qarun. $$

A Trip Back to the Eocene at Wadi Al Hitan

ANCIENT WHALES AMID DESERT SANDS

This Unesco-listed desert area (and part of the larger Wadi Rayyan Protected Area; entrance US$5), surrounded by low tawny cliffs and punctuated by rock formations sculpted by water and wind, is one of the most important fossil sites in the world. Walking the 3km trail, along which many fossils are displayed where they were found, is an experience in witnessing, and trying to get your mind to function in, the mind-boggling numbers needed to understand deep time.

From the visitor centre, the walking track weaves between fossil sites dating from the Eocene epoch, which 40-odd million years ago would have been on the seabed of the shallow Tethys Sea. The best-preserved and largest number of Archaeoceti (primitive whales) ever discovered have been found here, including more than 400 basilosaurus and dorodontus (both rather fierce water predators) skeletons that clearly show the evolution of land-based mammals into sea-going ones as they have vestigial front and back legs.

The 17 fossils left in situ are largely intact and look bizarrely out of place with their curved backbones poking out of the surrounding sand. Walk up to the panoramic point at the furthest end of the trail for views across the entire expanse of Wadi Al Hitan.

Afterwards head back to the visitor centre to visit the Fossil & Climate Change Museum, which does a good job of explaining the geological history and nature of the area aided by a short documentary and a series of excellent information boards. The museum’s crowning exhibit is the 18m-long complete skeleton of a Basilosaurus isis whale that was unearthed here.

Entrance to Wadi Al Hitan is US$10.
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The Desert Lakes of Wadi Rayyan

The other famous sites in Wadi Rayyan are its three artificial desert lakes created in the 1960s to hold agricultural water overspill. Connected by canal, water from the Upper Lake tumbles into the Lower Lake via a series of low cascades, creating Egypt’s only waterfalls.

It’s a popular weekend day-tripping destination for Cairenes, with a landscaped walkway around the falls and a visitor centre. If you’ve seen waterfalls before, you mightn’t be particularly impressed but a stop here is included on most Wadi Al Hitan itineraries.

A little further on, Magic Lake is surrounded by low dunes and most tours visit for sunset. For panoramic photos of the lakes area, climb up rocky Gebel Al Modawara, which is along the road between the lakes.



Deeper Into the Desert: Qarun Protected Area

FAYOUM’S NORTHERN DESERT

Fayoum’s other desert is the Qarun Protected Area (entrance US$5) on the northern shore of Lake Qarun, encompassing both little-visited ancient sites and stark natural landscapes that make a good day-long loop by 4WD.

The northwest edge of the lake is a geological wonderland with a field of large concretions (spherical rocks) sitting along the shoreline and, further west, wind-whittled rock formations.

The Qarun area’s two major archaeological sites are located above the northeast shoreline. Qasr El Sagha is a small Middle Kingdom temple that once sat on Lake Qarun’s shore before the waters receded. It’s connected to Qarun’s basalt quarries of Widan El Faras, mined from the Old Kingdom onwards – basalt rocks from here can be seen on the eastern side of Giza’s Great Pyramid – by scant but still visible remnants of the oldest paved road in the world, made of basalt and petrified wood.

The more impressive historic site in the area is Dimeh El Sabaa, situated on a high mound so that the jagged-teeth chunks of its mud-brick walls loom above the desert plain as you approach. This is the excavated temple-complex area of the Ptolemaic city of Soknopaiou Nesos where the crocodile god Sobek was worshipped. While here, make sure to walk out of the temple-complex’s gates along the remarkably well-preserved processional way that led to the lake.

Further north, is Gebel Qatrani Open-Air Museum amid a petrified-forest area. Here you can walk a short trail dotted with huge petrified tree trunks and small fossils of the animals that roamed here 30-odd million years ago, during the Oligocene era, when the desert you are standing in was a tropical forest.

WHERE TO STAY IN TUNIS

Khazfista

A family-run guesthouse with three simple rooms in a garden of sunflowers, and a pottery workshop. $

Zad El Mosafer

This long-running budget favourite now offers upgraded, newer rooms as well, slap in the centre of town. $

Barefoot in Tunis

Three self-catering ‘tiny houses’, packed with quirky boho style, in a shady garden. $$

Tunis Lakeview

This villa sleeps up to 8 but even with 4 is often a midrange steal with its pool and terrace views. $$

Lazib Inn

High-class boutique frippery complete with individually styled suite-style rooms, pool and manicured garden. $$$

Tzila Lodge

Rustic-chic rooms in neutral tones, utilising plenty of natural elements into the design plus a pool. $$$


The Western Edge of Wadi Rayyan Protected Area

The basic Fayoum desert areas tour itinerary offered by most hotels in Tunis covers Wadi Rayyan’s desert lakes and Wadi Al Hitan but there’s a lot more to see.

In Wadi Rayyan Protected Area, after visiting Wadi Al Hitan head first to Gebel Montharida, the huge sandstone rock formation you can spy from Wadi Al Hitan’s entrance gate, sprouting out from the desert plain in the distance.

From there turn west to drive across low yellow dunes to points with panoramic views out to a rocky ridgetop called Qasr Arab, due to its resemblance to a hilltop castle, and down to the low Hadiya depression where the sand is speckled with acacias and date palms.



Ancient Fayoum

FAYOUM’S PHARAONIC HERITAGE

With all the desert scenery and deep-time history, don’t forget that Fayoum, with its fertile agricultural land, is rich in human heritage as well.

During the Middle Kingdom’s 12th dynasty, Fayoum had its heyday under Amenemhat III (reigned c 1855–1808 BCE), who built the city of Gia now known as Medinat Madi (Arabic for ‘City of the Past’). Its small temple – one of the only Middle Kingdom temples to have survived in Egypt – was dedicated to the crocodile god Sobek and cobra goddess Renenutet. You reach the temple via a later Ptolemaic-era processional avenue, flanked by rather friendly, looking lion statues and sphinxes.

The ruins, on the southeast edge of the fertile basin, are a bit of a slog to get to, accessed either by a track heading east from the Wadi Rayyan lakes or by skinny roads, sided by farming plots and villages, running south from Tunis (either way you need a 4WD). If you enjoy atmospheric, lonely ruins, though, it’s worth the long drive out to these crumbling remains.

Amenemhat III was quite the inventive builder and man before his time. As well as building some of Fayoum’s irrigation canal network and the Pyramid of Hawara with its legendary, lost-to-history labyrinth, he seems to have also invented a type of sand windsurfing (check out the replica of his sailing cart in Medinat Madi’s little museum).

For an easier-to-access temple, head to Qasr Qarun, near the southwest shore of Lake Qarun, built in 4 BCE, and all that remains of the Ptolemaic city of Dionysias. Climb up to the temple’s roof for panoramic views.


WATERWHEELS
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Mahmoud Kamel is a Fayoum tour guide and founder of Explore Fayoum tours. fayoumegypt.com, @explorefayoum

Mandara Village

There used to be over 200 waterwheels in Fayoum but today there are only about 20 left, most having been replaced by gasoline-fed irrigation pumps. One of the easiest places to see working waterwheels in action is Mandara village where three 6m-high waterwheels sit in the canal beside the main road.

Although we don’t know exactly when water-driven waterwheels were introduced into Fayoum, they have been in use since the Mohammed Ali era. They are a sustainable way of irrigating farming fields, with one 6m-high waterwheel able to irrigate an area of fields roughly between 60 to 80 feddans (a feddan is 0.42 of a hectare) in size.



FAYOUM TOUR SPECIALISTS

Fayoum’s only specialist tour guide, Mahmoud Kamel, runs tours for anyone who wants to delve deeper into the area, including itineraries covering Qarun Protected Area and the western edge of Wadi Rayyan, pottery workshops and many of Fayoum’s lesser-known ancient sites. His Wadi Al Hitan tours are also highly recommended. Book him through fayoumegypt.com.

Fayoum’s Pyramid Circuit

EXPLORE EGYPT’S LESSER-SEEN PYRAMIDS

Make sure you’re wearing sturdy shoes. You’re about to do some stair-clambering. Head to the Old Kingdom Pyramid of Meidum first, 45km northeast from Medinat Al Fayoum. It was commissioned by Pharaoh Huni (reigned c 2637–2613 BCE) but built by his son Pharaoh Sneferu. The pyramid began as an eight-sided structure, with the steps later filled in to form the shell. Sometime after completion the pyramid’s weight caused the sides to collapse and today only the core stands. Inside, clamber down the 75m-long corridor and then up a series of short, steep staircases to the empty burial chamber. Afterwards, the site guardian will guide you to the large mastaba tomb of some of Sneferu’s family just to the north.

From here, move 33km southwest to the lumpen remnant of the Middle Kingdom Pyramid of Al Lahun, built by Pharaoh Sesostris II (reigned c 1880–1874 BCE). The pyramid interior was opened to the public in 2019 and you get to head deep under the surface to explore the series of tunnels, with bats flitting overhead, wrapping around the tomb chamber.

Another 16km west, back towards Medinat Al Fayoum, you arrive at the Pyramid of Hawara. The mud-brick core of this Middle Kingdom pyramid sits on the north side of the Bahr Yusuf (Yusuf Canal) that connects Fayoum to the Nile. It was built by Amenemhat III and once connected to a famed, long-gone temple Herodotus described as a 3000-room labyrinth.

Tickets for each pyramid are LE60. The easiest way to knock off all three pyramids in one swoop is to hire a driver for a half-day-or-so circuit. If you’re travelling between Minya and Cairo with a private driver, these three make for good stops along the way.
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Fayoum Information

The Fayoum Tourist Information Office, in the centre of downtown Medinat Al Fayoum, on Midan Qarun, has an excellent free map and book about Fayoum’s historic and natural sights.

If you come into Fayoum with a tour, or private-travel-company transport, on a day trip from Cairo, it is likely you’ll end up with a police escort accompanying you. Tours and private trips starting from Tunis though are less likely to be escorted, so we recommend staying in Tunis.

Officially, you’re supposed to have special permission to visit the desert area in the far west of Wadi Rayyan Protected Area and Dimeh El Sabaa in Qarun Protected Area but a Tunis-based guide or driver can usually get you there unlike a Cairo-based tour.




Getting Around

Medinat Al Fayoum (Fayoum City) is the only transport hub with regular microbuses zipping to Cairo from Sharia Gamal Abdel Nasser, downtown. The train station (nearby, on the same road) has one train to Alexandria, via Cairo, daily. A taxi from Medinat Al Fayoum to Tunis costs around LE250.

Many of the sights in the Fayoum area can only be accessed by 4WD so most visitors hire a driver. All the hotels in Tunis offer day tours and can arrange local drivers.





MINYA
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On the boundary between Upper and Lower Egypt, this provincial capital, with its wide Nile-front Corniche and hem of sugar-cane fields, is a friendly base for exploring a swag of historic sites. The scatter of dilapidated early-20th-century buildings dotted around town hark back to a bygone era when Minya was the heart of Egypt’s cotton industry.

Over recent decades Minya has suffered from occasional outbreaks of social unrest, which has kept foreign visitors away. The government sent tanks to suppress an Islamist insurgency here during the 1990s and again in 2013 to quell pro-Muslim Brotherhood protests. Local security tightened again in 2017 and 2018, following two deadly attacks on Coptic visitors travelling to a desert monastery, crushing the local tourism industry again. In 2023 though, travellers were venturing back to discover this Nileside city.
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TOP TIP

There’s not a huge amount to do in town, but thanks to its location, one exceptionally on-the-ball hotel, and a police force currently content to allow you to wander around town unescorted, this is the best base for independent travellers to do day trips from the sites between Beni Suef and Asyut.



Nile Front in Minya

THE DOMED TOMBS OF MINYA’S EAST BANK

About 7km southeast from central Minya, the dome-topped tombs of Zawiyyet Al Mayyiteen (Place of the Dead) spread for 4km across the Nile bank and climb up the escarpment beyond. If you’re allowed, take the main path through the cemetery to the highest point for photos of the domes rolling in waves below.

There’s another entrance at the cemetery’s southern end where you can see a squat remnant of a 4th-dynasty step pyramid and, if you trudge up the cliff path, check out the decoration fragments inside the New Kingdom tomb of royal scribe Nefersekheru.

The Road to Gebel At Teir

A SCENIC NILESIDE JOURNEY

Perched atop Gebel At Teir (Bird Mountain) escarpment, Deir Al Adhra (Monastery of the Virgin) is a Christian pilgrimage site where, Coptic tradition believes, the Holy family rested during their journey through Egypt. The first cave-chapel built here in the 4th century is ascribed to Helena, mother of Emperor Constantine.

Unless you’re on a pilgrimage, the chapel is of minor interest but the vista across the date-palm-studded countryside and the Nile from Gebel At Teir is enough of a reason to stop. The 22km drive from Minya, along the village road that hugs the Nile’s east bank, provides a snapshot of rural life with fields, peppered with pockets of sugar cane and sunflowers, running all the way up to the escarpment’s foot.

Along the way you can visit the Fraser Tombs (entrance LE40; open 8am to 4pm), cut into the cliff face. This warren of Old Kingdom tombs was carved out for high officials of the 6th and 7th dynasties. In the Tomb of Nikaankh, where the statues are best preserved, note the statues of Nikaankh and his wife holding hands.


BEST MINYA AREA HOTELS

Omar El-Khayam Hotel

Just off the Nile-front Corniche in central Minya, this hotel is the softest landing in Middle Egypt a visitor could wish for. Powerful showers! A kettle! A minibar stocked with complimentary snacks! Staff go out of their way to help and can organise day trips. $$

Holy Family Hotel

Perched on Gebel At Teir’s cliff, take in the view of the quilt of green fields below from your room’s balcony or from the rooftop terrace (with pool). There’s little to do – and police will shadow you whenever you step outside the hotel, which you’ll likely find annoying – but if you have private transport, that Nile Valley vista makes this an interesting overnight stop. $$




Getting Around

In Minya city itself, at the time of research, foreign visitors were left alone and could wander and explore at will within the town.

Minya train station has trains running north (to Cairo) and south (to Asyut, Sohag, Qena, Luxor etc). You can only buy tickets on the day (about an hour before the train) at these middle-route stations and will probably only be allowed to buy tickets for the ‘Spanish’ and ‘VIP’ train services.






Beyond Minya
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Middle Egypt’s richest area of archaeological pickings.


The countryside between Minya and Asyut should be catnip for history lovers. The delicately detailed tomb paintings of Beni Hasan showcase how rich and powerful the nomarchs (local governors) of this area had become by the Middle Kingdom while, a nudge further south, you can explore more cliffside tombs above the site where New Kingdom Pharaoh Akhenaten chose to turn ancient Egypt’s religious traditions on their head and build his doomed city.

These two most famous sites only scratch the surface of the historical riches to be found here, yet you’ll hardly encounter another visitor at most of them. If you found the hordes of tour buses a bit much at Luxor or Giza, head here to experience tombs and ruins with no crowd in sight.
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TOP TIP

Hiring a private driver/taxi is the easiest exploring option. Even if foreign travellers were allowed on local microbuses (they’re not), site locations make public transport unworkable in many cases.



Exploring the Tombs of Beni Hasan

PAINTED TOMBS OF THE ORYX NOMARCHS

For a different take on Egypt’s Pharaonic tombs don’t miss the necropolis of Beni Hasan where, in the Middle Kingdom, the local governors of the Oryx nome, and their hangers-on, had their tombs chiselled out of the high cliffs overlooking the patchwork of fields below. The decoration inside is far more focused on depicting day-to-day details than in Egypt’s regal tombs, providing a contrast to Pharaonic pomp and bling and a glimpse of provincial life in ancient Egypt (even if the tombs themselves are still those of the elites).

The basic rest house at the entrance serves tea and coffee and sometimes has cold drinks for sale (though don’t count on that), plus there’s a clean toilet. Entrance is LE60 (students LE30) and you’ll be accompanied by the site guardian with the tomb keys and one of the site’s policemen. A tip is usually expected from both at the end of your visit.

The entire necropolis, burrowed into the limestone ridge, includes over 800 tombs. The four open tombs date from the 11th and 12th dynasties (c 2135–1795 BCE).

After trudging up the stairs to the ridge, allow your eyes to adjust from the sun’s glare as you enter the papyrus-columned Tomb of Khety (No 17), who inherited the governorship of Oryx from his father Baqet. The back (east) wall is decorated with Beni Hasan’s famed wrestling scenes. Here you can see 122 wrestling pairs, each one in a different position. On the left-hand (north) wall there are hunting scenes, female acrobats, weavers and people playing board games while the right-hand (south) wall shows winemakers and sports.

Move on across the ridge now to the Tomb of Baqet III (No 15), who was Khety’s father. Again, the far (east) wall here is covered with wrestlers. The different positions of the 220 pairs are easy for you to make out because the figures of each pair have been painted a different colour: one red, one brown. In the right-hand (south) corner of the far wall, by the tomb’s false door, you’ll spy monkeys and baboons while on the left-hand (north) wall there’s an array of scenes displaying daily activities including hunting, fishing, agricultural work, sandal-making, potters and tax collection.

The next two open tombs are further along the ridge. The Tomb of Khnumhotep (No 3), the 12th-dynasty Oryx governor during Pharaoh Senusret II’s reign, has a columned-portico entrance. Turn your attention to the left-hand (north) wall as you enter to admire the trade delegation scene. Also on this wall you can see people harvesting and a scribe recording the bounty of the harvest. On the back (east) wall, check out the large wall painting of Khnumhotep spearing a fish.

The Tomb of Amenemhat (No 2), also governor under Senusret II, is the last tomb in the set and considered the finest of the lot. You’ll spot all manner of day-to-day activities on the walls under the yellow-and-red chequerboard ceiling. Farmers, potters, fishers and carpenters appear on the entrance (west) wall while Beni Hasan’s wrestling scenes are again displayed on the back (east) wall.

Beni Hasan is easy to combine as part of a day trip from Minya taking in Tuna Al Gebel or Tell Al Amarna.
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Middle Egypt’s Security Measures

The area between Beni Suef and Qena is tricky for independent travellers to navigate due to strict – bordering on the absurd in some places – security measures. For first-time Egypt visitors, it can be best to organise your travel in this area with a local tour company, or with a private driver, to cut down on the hassle you have to deal with.

The Asyut and Sohag areas were suffering the brunt of these measures during our most recent visit. However you decide to travel, bring your patience to deal with the police and remember, you’re only having to put up with these measures for a few days; the people of Middle Egypt have to live with an overbearing police presence daily.



WHERE TO STAY AROUND MINYA

Queen Isis Floating Hotel

This now-docked Nile cruiser has small rooms and can be noisy with wedding parties. $$

Horus Resort

This resort has a pool, Nile-front restaurant terrace and retro time-warp decor. $$

Grand Aton

Minya’s grandest hotel has a superb Nile-front garden location but severely overpriced rooms. $$$



TOP SIGHT
Tell Al Amarna


Oh Akhenaten! Misfit monotheist who just wanted everyone to worship the sun or megalomaniac cult leader on a major power trip? The jury may still be out on this 18th-dynasty New Kingdom pharaoh but you can visit the tombs (and scant city remains) of the short-lived city he created to picture how he shook ancient Egypt’s culture and beliefs to their core as no other pharaoh – before or after – ever dared.
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PRACTICALITIES

North/south tombs LE60 (students LE30)

Royal tombs LE40 (students LE20)

Open 8am-4pm




DID YOU KNOW?

Akhenaten’s (reigned c 1352–1336 BCE) city Akhetaten (‘Horizon of the Sun’; today’s Tell Al Amarna) was capital of Egypt for less than 15 years and completely abandoned around a decade after the pharaoh’s death.



Northern Group Tombs

This group of tombs, built for elite members of Akhenaten’s city, is cut high into a cliff ridge. There were four tombs open for visiting on our most recent visit.

After climbing up the stairs, head to the Tomb of Ahmose (No 3) who held the lofty title of ‘True Scribe of the King. Fan-Bearer on the King’s Right Hand’. A lot of the interior was left unfinished, which allows you to see the different artistic stages.

Next on the ridge is the Tomb of Meryre (No 4), who was High Priest of the Aten. Look on the left-hand wall of the chamber to see a procession carrying Meryre to see the royal couple and then the right-hand wall where Akhenaten and Nefertiti are depicted on their way to the Great Temple of Aten.

The nearby Tomb of Penthu (No 5) holds simpler decorations but on the left-hand wall check out the scene of the royal family at the Great Temple of Aten. Penthu was the chief physician and a royal scribe.

Afterwards, one of the site’s policemen will escort you across the ridge to the Tomb of Panehsy (No 6) where you can spot Nefertiti driving her chariot and, if you look on the left wall of the passage between the chambers, Panehsy himself is depicted as a fat, old man.

Southern Group Tombs

A low cliff about 8km south is home to the Southern Group tombs where you can see the well-preserved scenes depicting the day-to-day duties of Akhenaten’s chief of police inside the Tomb of Mahu (No 9). You can spot Mahu escorting prisoners and going to the Great Temple of Aten.

The Tomb of Ay (No 25) is noted as being Tell Al Amarna’s best. Ay and his wife Tiye were bigwigs in Akhenaten’s court. He was the pharaoh’s vizier and Tiye was Nefertiti’s wet nurse. (After Akhenaten’s son Tutankhamun died, Ay went on to rule as pharaoh himself). Take in the wall reliefs of Ay receiving rewards from Akhenaten, and Ay and Tiye worshipping the sun.
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Royal Tomb of Akhenaten

Drive the dramatic, cliff-rimmed road into the Royal Valley (Wadi Darb Al Malek) to visit the Royal Tomb of Akhenaten. This valley was where Akhenaten’s royal city saw the sun rise each day and where he planned to be buried. If you’ve bought the separate ticket to visit this tomb, you’ll probably pick up the site guardian on the road along the way and he’ll need your driver to stop just before the site so he can start up the tomb’s generator.

The tomb warren here is huge, with passages leading to separate chambers, but little remains of the wall reliefs as they were painted on plaster and much has fallen off so it’s probably only worth visiting if you’re seriously into the Amarna period. In the large right-hand burial chamber, note the rectangular outline on the floor. This once held the chamber’s sarcophagus, which is now in Cairo’s Egyptian Museum (having been repatriated from Germany).


CENTRAL CITY RUINS

If you’re really into the history of Akhenaten’s reign, stop at the Central City Ruins, which hold the (very scant) remnants of the palace and the Great Temple of Aten complex that contained a sanctuary and a 190m Long Temple divided into six courts. Most Tell Al Amarna visitors don’t stop here though so make sure to tell your driver you want to visit them.




TOP TIPS

• Nasser, at the site entrance rest house (which serves tea and has cold drinks for sale), is a fount of information on the site and can be hired as a guide for the lesser-visited city ruins.

• Even if the security situation allowed for it, getting to Tell Al Amarna by public transport would be tricky and the site is extensive, which means it’s impossible to tackle on foot. The easiest way to visit is with a taxi/private driver from Minya.

• Be sure to specify which areas you want to visit or your driver may refuse to go to the more far-flung sites.






Rise of the Nomarchs

In ancient Egypt a province is called a nome and the governor of a nome is a nomarch. During the 5th dynasty the role of nomarch became hereditary and this rise of a provincial upper class was a factor in the collapse of centralised power that ended the Old Kingdom and ushered in the First Intermediate Period (c 2160–2025 BCE), where nomarchs may have still paid lip service to whoever had been proclaimed pharaoh but in reality reigned over their nome autonomously.

The local sway of many nomarchs carried over into the Middle Kingdom and the Beni Hasan tombs of the ‘Great Overlords of the Oryx Nome’ are one of the best surviving examples of the power some governors wielded over their own fiefdoms.



WHERE TO EAT IN MINYA

Orkeed

Nile views with traditional Egyptian meals including pigeon, molokhiyya (garlicky leaf soup) and kebabs. $$

Cezar Cafe

Contemporary cafe just off the Nile Corniche serving snacks, desserts and decent coffee. $

Bondokah

Meaty favourites including good-value kofta and kebab plates plus tagens (stews) and molokhiyya. $

The Tombs of Hermopolis at Tuna Al Gebel

A GRAECO-ROMAN NECROPOLIS

West of the town of Mallawi (pronounced Mala-wee, not Ma-lah-wi like the country; it means curvy in Arabic), the archaeological site of Tuna Al Gebel makes for a good add-on to day trips south from Minya focused on Beni Hasan or Tell Al Amarna. Entrance is LE60 (students LE30).

Tuna Al Gebel was the necropolis of the city of Hermopolis (ancient Khemenu; capital of the 15th Upper Egyptian nome) and there are two free-standing tombs plus an underground catacomb where mummified ibis and baboons were buried.

The Tomb of Petosiris (a high priest of Thoth) here offers you a fascinating look at the mashup of artistic styles that occurred in ancient Egypt’s late period, during the reign of Nectanebo II when Greek and Persian influences merged with traditional ancient Egyptian religious tomb art. Check out the finely preserved reliefs of agricultural work and the deceased being given offerings.

Just behind that tomb is the Tomb of Isadora, which is plain, small and sparse but contains the woman’s mummy in situ. Isadora was a wealthy woman who drowned in the Nile during the reign of Antoninus Pius (138–161 CE).

Afterwards, the site’s policeman will walk you to the entrance of the subterranean catacomb galleries. Wear decent walking shoes because the stairs leading down to the catacombs can be slippery with sand. After coming down the stairs, veer into the first chamber, where there’s an impressive shrine dedicated to the baboon god, before walking through the empty galleries. If you climb down the (very steep) ladder steps to the catacomb’s lowest level you can see the sarcophagus of the only human who was buried here.
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Check Out Smaller Finds at the Mallawi Museum

In Mallawi itself, the small Mallawi Museum (tickets LE60; students LE30) aims to provide some context for the wealth of archaeological sites that sit in the surrounding countryside. Information boards in the museum and the exhibits also highlight daily life for the regular inhabitants of ancient Egypt rather than focusing on the Pharaohs and royal elites. Check out the Talatat blocks in the central hall, from Tell Al Amarna, engraved with scenes of stonemasons cutting stone and carpenters making furniture.

The Mallawi Museum was looted during an outbreak of local violence in 2013 and although a vast number of artefacts from the museum’s collection were stolen, many have since been repatriated and are on display again.



WHERE TO STAY & EAT IN ASYUT

Abou Shakra Restaurant

Friendly service and all of Egypt’s classic grilled-meat plates, with an English menu to boot. $$

Assiutel Hotel

Clean, old-fashioned (and ridiculously overpriced) rooms but still the most convenient hotel in Asyut. $$$

Watania Palace Hotel

Asyut’s one resort-style hotel, with bland, tired facilities but friendly staff and a decent location. $$$

Delving into the Asyut Area

DAY-TRIPPING AROUND ASYUT

The countryside surrounding the provincial centre of Asyut, where donkey carts still hold up traffic on the city roads, is home to two important Coptic sites and a group of rarely visited tombs that can be easily covered together on a day trip.

Despite being within easy sight of the Nile Valley’s green slash, there’s a desolate feel to the barren escarpment holding the Tombs of Mir (62km northwest from Asyut), which the Old and Middle Kingdom nomarchs of Cusae chose for their necropolis. Only three tombs are usually open but if you’re interested in the artistic process of tomb decoration, they’re a fascinating counterpoint to other tomb sites. In the unfinished Tomb 4 you can see the original uncoloured grids of hunting and agriculture scenes that were never filled in, while Tomb 5 contains lively butchery and farming scenes. Tickets are LE40.

Deir Al Muharraq (Burnt Monastery), 10km southeast from the tombs, is one of Egypt’s most important Coptic sites as it was here, according to Coptic tradition, that the Holy Family lived for six months and 10 days (their longest sojourn during their flight into Egypt). The monastery complex is huge and nearly always busy with pilgrims. After entering through the main gate, turn right and enter through the secondary gate, following the signs to the ‘ancient church’.

Afterwards head 11km southwest from Asyut to Dirunka where the Convent of the Holy Virgin (Deir Dirunka) is built into a cliff, around a cave-chapel that Coptic tradition states was the last place the Holy Family stayed in Egypt. Around 50 monks and nuns live here and a monk will usually tour you around.


Staying in Asyut

Asyut would be a great base on a journey along the Nile except for two pressing problems: the hotels are wildly overpriced for the facilities they offer, and the police are not only overly strict and not used to dealing with independent foreign travellers, but can also be very disorganised.

If you do decide to stay the night as an independent traveller, particularly if you’re a solo female, expect the police to sometimes try to stop you from leaving the hotel to do necessary things such as going to an ATM, a grocery shop or a restaurant. This can all put something of a dampener on your Asyut experience, which is a terrible shame because if you manage to get out and about within Asyut town, you’ll find it a friendly place with a buzzing local cafe scene.




Getting Around

Foreign travellers are not allowed to use local microbus transport in this area, which means the train is the only viable public transport option between Minya and Asyut. At either train station the police may insist on waiting with you on the platform until your train arrives.

If you’re heading out on day trips into the countryside surrounding Minya – north or south – the police will insist on providing a mandatory escort (as a nice change from further south, while we were in Minya, this consisted of just one man who travelled in the same car rather than a separate police vehicle).





QENA
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This provincial capital of mid-rise concrete blocks sits on a huge bend of the Nile. It doesn’t look like much at first but it’s got one big trick up its sleeve.

Across the river is the temple complex at Dendara, one of Egypt’s most iconic buildings. Due to the fact it remains largely intact, there are few better places to experience how entering a temple in ancient times would have felt like; under its great stone roof, gazing up at its massive Hathor-headed columns, entering its dark chambers, all carved with coloured hieroglyphs.

Most people visit Dendara as a tour from Luxor but if you overnight in Qena, you can beat the day-trippers and have the place pretty much to yourself. Qena is also the place to be on the 14th of the Islamic month of Sha’ban when the city’s 12th-century patron saint Abdel Rehim Al Qenawi is celebrated.
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TOP TIP

A taxi from Qena to Dendara shouldn’t cost more than LE50. You don’t need it to wait. The tourist police at Dendara (who, at the time of research, weren’t allowing you to walk from the temple back into town) will call a taxi for you.





TOP SIGHT
Dendara


The multiyear (still-ongoing) restoration of the walls, ceilings and columns inside Dendara’s Temple of Hathor allows you to see Pharaonic temple decoration as it would have originally looked – vivaciously coloured and crackling with energy. Don’t miss a visit here. At the moment, there is nowhere else in the country where ancient Egypt’s artistry feels so alive.
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PRACTICALITIES

Scan this QR code for prices and opening hours.
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DON’T MISS

Ceiling paintings of sky goddess Nut

Western stairway reliefs

Osiris and Isis scenes on the roof

Reliefs in the crypt

Cleopatra and Caesarion relief

Mammisi of Nectanebo I



Dendara’s Front Enclosure

You enter the complex’s courtyard through the towering gateway standing amid the remnants of Dendara’s mud-brick walls. The temple is built on a slight incline so it rises up in front of you.

On the right-hand side of the courtyard, in front of the Temple of Hathor, you can see two mammisi (birth houses). These buildings celebrated divine birth, both of the young gods and the pharaohs themselves. The first one, next to the enclosure wall, was built during the Roman era and the decoration you see inside was completed during Emperor Trajan’s reign (98–117 CE).

The one nearest to the temple is older, built by the 30th-dynasty pharaoh Nectanebo I (380–362 BCE), while the interior’s decoration was later added by the Ptolemies. Between the mammisi you can see the remnants of a 5th-century Coptic basilica.
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Entering the Temple of Hathor

From the temple’s entrance you walk straight into the outer hypostyle hall built by Roman emperor Tiberius. Note how the entrance’s first six Hathor columns have all four sides adorned with Hathor’s head (though some have been defaced by Christians) and how the hall’s walls are carved with scenes of Tiberius and his successors presenting offerings to the Egyptian gods: the message here is the continuity of tradition even under foreign rule.

Now look up. The reliefs covering the Hathor-head columns and the colours of the ceiling’s intricate and highly detailed zodiac relief scenes, with their vibrant blue backgrounds, have all been restored. Walk to the far-eastern aisle of the hall to crane your neck to see the ceiling’s image of Nut the sky goddess swallowing the sun disc.

Inner Hypostyle Hall

From the outer hypostyle hall you enter the older portion of the temple, built by the Ptolemies. Dendara was an administrative and religious centre as early as the 6th dynasty but the Temple of Hathor itself dates from the very end of the Pharaonic period, which explains its level of preservation. This section of the temple was undergoing conservation work on our last visit and you could see the conservators at work cleaning the walls and restoring the colours on reliefs.

The inner hypostyle hall is studded with Hathor columns and the walls are carved with scenes of royal ceremonials including the founding of the temple, but notice the blank cartouches in the reliefs. These reveal much about the political instability of late Ptolemaic times – with such a rapid turnover of pharaohs, the stonemasons seem to have been reluctant to carve the names of those who might not be in the job for long.

You can’t really blame them. Things got so rocky in 80 BC that after 19 days of co-rule, Ptolemy IV had his wife (and stepmother) Berenice III murdered due to her popularity. Unfortunately for him that didn’t work in his favour and he was murdered by the citizens of Alexandria soon after in revenge.


THE DENDARA ZODIAC

The sandstone bas-relief known as the Dendara Zodiac is one of the best-preserved constellation maps of the stars we have of the ancient world’s night sky. It depicts the observable stars and planets, a solar and lunar eclipse and signs of the zodiac. The alignment of the celestial bodies (which would only occur once in 1000 years) allowed historians to date the bas-relief to 50 BCE.




TOP TIPS

• Tour buses begin shuttling in from Luxor at around 8.45am. If you can get here by 7.30am you, and the handful of other early risers, get to enjoy the huge temple at its eerie, quiet best.

• If you didn’t buy a panoramic roof-terrace access ticket at the ticket office but once on the roof decide you’d like to head up, the roof site guardian will usually unlock the gate for a tip.

• If you’re going to be here for a while, bring enough water to last. The only refreshments available are in the cafe in the tourist bazaar, which you can only get to by walking through the exit.



Sanctuary

From the inner hypostyle hall, walk through the small hall of offerings and turn west into the Chapel of the New Year, home both to the staircase leading down to one of the temple’s three crypts, with its narrow passages covered in reliefs, and also to the vibrant sky goddess Nut painting that covers the chapel’s ceiling.

The crypt is kept locked but one of the site guardians will offer to unlock it for you so you can clamber down the steep staircase and squeeze your way along the corridor to examine the carvings.

The temple’s Hathor statue was stored in the crypt beneath the temple and brought out for the New Year Festival, which fell in July, coinciding with the rising of the Nile. It was carried up from the crypt into this chapel, where it rested with statues of other gods, before being taken onto the roof.
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The goddess hathor

Hathor was ancient Egypt’s goddess of fertility, beauty, music and love, and the centre of her worship was at Dendara. She was depicted either with a cow head (as in the Hathor-headed columns inside Dendara), or as a woman wearing a sun disc between cattle horns as a headdress.



Heading up onto the Temple Roof

To follow the New-Year-ritual’s path, climb the western stairway, decorated with scenes from the procession, up to the roof.

Once there, head to the open-air kiosk in the southwest corner where the gods awaited the first reviving rays of the sun god Ra on New Year’s Day. The statues were later taken down the eastern staircase, which is decorated with this scene (the eastern staircase was not open during our visit).

Before you head back down the western staircase explore the roof’s two suites of rooms, both covered with scenes of the revival of Osiris by his sister-wife Isis. In the north-eastern suite look up to see the plaster cast of the Dendara Zodiac on the ceiling. The original of this famous astronomical bas-relief was blasted from the ceiling and carted off by the French in the 18th century and now resides inside the Louvre in Paris.

The temple’s panoramic roof terrace, which allows you out onto the highest section of the roof, at the front of the temple (accessed by a staircase leading up from the roof), was reopened to the public in 2021 and is worth the extra ticket if you want to get an overview of the complex with all the outer buildings surrounded by its remnants of mud-brick walls from above.
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Around the Temple of Hathor

After exiting the Temple of Hathor, walk around its eastern wall. Along the top section of the wall check out the lion-headed gargoyles that stud the exterior. They were used to cope with the occasional rainfall. All the exterior walls are covered with carved reliefs of the pharaohs paying homage to the gods.

Head to the rear (south) wall to see the relief of Cleopatra standing with Caesarion (her son by Julius Caesar) near the southwest corner. Directly opposite this relief is the little Temple of Isis built by Cleopatra’s great rival Octavian (Emperor Augustus). You can get great photos of the Temple of Hathor’s southern wall by standing in the Temple of Isis’ portico.

From here, trace your way back to the temple’s front along its western wall. You’ll pass the deep, empty, sacred lake – with date palms sprouting from its bed, which supplied the temple’s water – and the mud-brick foundations of the sanatorium where the ill came to seek a cure from the goddess Hathor.


Staying overnight at qena

If you want to get to the temple bright and early it’s worthwhile bedding down for one night in Qena.

Grand Hotel Qena

The obvious choice because its clean, bland (though noisy) rooms are within easy walking distance from Qena train station, right in the centre. $

Royal Hotel

Good-sized, clean rooms and the decent breakfast and friendly staff are plus points, but its location is less convenient than the Grand. $

Basma Hotel

A resort with a pool, restaurant and decor from the 1980s. Hideously overpriced but you can’t argue with the Nile-front location. $$$







SOHAG
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Sohag is a sprawl of a provincial city, alongside the Nile, that can seem like an overgrown village at times. Even near the centre, agricultural plots still break up the sprouts of mid-rise apartment buildings and the too-narrow roads are forever traffic-jammed by rumbling produce trucks, zippy tuk-tuks and clopping horse-and-carts. On the river’s eastern bank, Sohag’s satellite town of Akhmim sits on the site of ancient Ipu (also known as Khent-Min and later Panopolis during Graeco-Roman times), dedicated to the fertility god Min and a major weaving centre during antiquity.

This is one of Egypt’s major Coptic Christian areas and most Sohag visitors will limit their time here to visiting the Red Monastery – Egypt’s most spectacular church – just out of town. It’s worthwhile though to squeeze in some other nearby sites such as the Tombs of Hawawish and, if you’re interested in modern architecture, Basuna Mosque as well.
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TOP TIP

Most of Sohag’s accommodation is on the Nile Corniche Rd or a couple of roads back, around Sohag train station. Sohag’s museum (the only properly in-town sight) is on the eastern bank, just north of Akhmim Bridge. The Red and White Monasteries are 11km and 8km east of the centre, respectively.



Sohag’s Monasteries: A Masterclass in Coptic Art

ANCIENT COPTIC ARTISTRY REVEALED

Prepare to be dazzled when you step into the Red Monastery (Deir Al Ahmar), one of late antiquity’s most remarkable surviving buildings.

Inside the monastery’s Sanctuary of St Bishoi and St Bigol you come face-to-face with a frenzy of design. The triple apses surrounding the altar are crowned with frescoed semi-domes and the ornamented stonework below, with its multiple niches and columns, is completely covered with colourful geometric decorative patterns and paintings of monks, bishops and saints.

The sanctuary dates from 500 CE and most of the paintings from the 6th and 7th centuries. Outside the sanctuary, the column-aisled, open-air courtyard was once the church’s nave. The walls here offer a strange and beautiful jumble of large, ornate crosses and decorative roundels that were painted during the medieval era.

If you’re wondering, the astonishing state of preservation, particularly in the sanctuary, is thanks first to a brick wall (which from the 18th century covered the apse area to prevent its collapse and inadvertently protected the paintings up to its removal in 1909), and secondly to a painstaking 10-year restoration project carried out by Italian conservators completed in 2012.

The White Monastery, on the same road, 3km south of the Red Monastery, back towards Sohag, has a much plainer sanctuary though the interior incorporates columns from earlier buildings and there are 12th-century frescoes painted on the semi-domes. The monastery was founded in roughly 400 CE by St Shenouda and gets its name from the Pharaonic temple limestone that was used to build it.

Entry is free to both monasteries and they’re open from approximately 7am to dusk. Take your shoes off before entering the sanctuaries.
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SMALLER SOHAG SIGHTS

Sohag Museum

It won’t take you longer than 20 minutes or so to look around, but its carefully chosen pieces offer a more rounded approach to exploring Egypt’s past than usual, offering context on day-to-day life in ancient Egypt and how some rituals and traditions from the Pharaonic era are still practised today. It’s open 9am to 4pm and tickets are LE60 (students LE30).

Statue of Meret Amun

An excavation pit in the centre of Akhmim (6km east of central Sohag) holds the 11m-high statue of Meret Amun, daughter of Ramses II, wife of Amenhotep and priestess of the Temple of Min. It’s the largest statue of this queen found in Egypt. Entrance is LE40 (students: LE20) and the site is open 8am to 4pm.



WHERE TO SLEEP & EAT IN SOHAG

Diamond Azur Hotel

Brilliant breakfast spread, English-speaking staff, and comfy, well-maintained rooms (some come with a balcony). $$

Abo Sleem Restaurant

Popular, family-friendly restaurant serving kofta feasts, crispy sambousek (samosa-like parcels) and tasty soups. $

Abu Salah Restaurant

Locally known for its grilled meat with succulent chicken shish kebabs and mixed grills plus molokhiyya. $

Delving into Sohag’s History

VISITING SOHAG’S OLD KINGDOM TOMBS

Head 15km east from Sohag to the craggy escarpment home to the Tombs of Hawawish, opened to the public in 2021. Get here early to beat the heat and make sure you’re ready to tackle some serious stairs.

This was ancient Akhmim’s necropolis and there are over 800 tombs dating from the Old Kingdom and First Intermediate Period, chiselled high up into the cliff face here (only four – 22, 43, 24 and 26 – are open for viewing).

The tomb paintings are badly damaged but Tomb 26 in particular is worth the uphill trudge with its wall scenes of acrobats, farming and fishing and a still-vivid coloured wheat-harvesting panel. Entrance is LE60 (students LE30) and opening hours are 7am to 4pm.

A Sohag Side Trip for Modern Architecture Fans

AN AWARD-WINNING CONTEMPORARY MOSQUE

In Basuna village, 18km north of Sohag, you’ll find one of Egypt’s most innovative religious buildings. The Basuna Mosque, built by architect Waleed Arafa in 2019, rises up proudly in the town centre; its contemporary lines, a synthesis of sustainable architectural practices and Islamic principles, offer a new, thoroughly local approach to mosque design.

Inside, the airy prayer-hall’s tranquillity is preserved by the near-absence of windows in the sandstone facade, which cocoons the interior from noise, dust and heat outside. Look up to see how natural light and ventilation is provided through the ingenious roof design (which also collects rainwater for use), then note how the mihrab’s ‘cube-on-cube’ design (an architectural interpretation of Ahmed Moustafa’s The Cube of Cubes artwork, representing the 99 names of Allah) is echoed in the block pattern of the dome above and the twisted minaret outside.

Plan a visit between 9am and 11am or 1pm and 3pm to avoid prayer times.


BASUNA MOSQUE
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Waleed Arafa is the architect of the Basuna Mosque and founder of Dar Arafa Architecture. @dar_arafa_architecture

In creating the Basuna Mosque I wanted the design to provide a connection with the few remaining examples of Basuna’s traditional architecture and restore pride in this heritage. I also wanted to re-establish the original all-inclusive purpose of a mosque in the community, not used only as a place for prayer but functioning inclusively where everyone no matter their gender or religion feels welcome. The incorporation of the multi-purpose hall on the lower-ground floor introduces a community centre space, which can be used for vocational and education classes and medical clinics, benefitting all rather than the mosque being used only for a few hours each day.




Getting Around

Most Sohag taxi drivers are more than willing to be hired for day trips around the Sohag area. Expect a police escort when you head out sightseeing and expect it to be disorganised, so bring along your patience. One way to help counter it holding up plans is to relay your next day’s itinerary to the policeman stationed at the hotel and, fingers crossed, he’ll relay that to his boss (don’t count on this working though).






Beyond Sohag
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Home to Abydos and the Temple of Seti I; one of ancient Egypt’s most renowned sites.


This section of the northern Nile Valley, between Sohag and Qena, is visited by more foreign travellers than anywhere else in Middle Egypt because it lays claim to one of ancient Egypt’s most famous sites.

The Temple of Seti I at Abydos is home to some of the most delicately detailed, preserved wall reliefs you will see in the country, but Abydos itself was the major cult centre for Osiris throughout the Pharaonic era and was utilised for more than 4500 years as a necropolis from the pre-dynastic era right through to the Christian period (c 4000 BCE–600 CE). The most common way to visit is on a day trip from Luxor (incorporating a visit to Dendara as well).
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TOP TIP

If you start early enough from Sohag, you can easily take in visits to both the Red and White Monasteries, as well as Abydos on the same day.





TOP SIGHT
Temple of Seti I at Abydos


This great limestone structure is the work of Seti I (reigned c 1294–1279 BCE) and his son Ramses II (reigned c 1279–1213 BCE). The painted carvings adorning the walls in the older (Seti I) section of the temple are among the finest, highest quality and well preserved you will see in Egypt. It’s a magnificent spectacle of New Kingdom artistry that never fails to impress.
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PRACTICALITIES

Ticket LE100 (students LE50)

Open 7am–5pm, last entry at 4pm




DID YOU KNOW?

Built less than 50 years after the Amarna ‘heresy’ (when Pharaoh Akhenaten broke with tradition by creating a new religion and artistic style), this temple is a clear attempt to revive the old ways.



Temple of Seti I Entrance

As you walk from the visitor centre, across and up the open courtyards built by Ramses II, the long, bulky and column-lined portico of the Temple of Seti I rises up before you.

The portico was also built by Ramses II and you can see him slaughtering Asians and worshipping Osiris on the reliefs here. You enter the temple through the portico’s central doorway, originally just one of the seven doorways that led into the First Hypostyle Hall.

Hypostyle Halls

In the First Hypostyle Hall you’re still in the younger part of the temple, added by Ramses II. It’s studded with bulbous, relief-inscribed columns and walls depicting the pharaoh preparing the temple building and making offerings to the gods.

From here, walk into the Second Hypostyle Hall behind, which was the last temple section Seti I decorated (though he died before work was completed). The finely detailed, colourful reliefs in this older temple are regarded as some of the New Kingdom’s greatest artistic achievements.

On the rear right-hand wall admire the scene showing Seti I standing in front of a shrine to Osiris upon which sits the god himself. Standing in front of him are the goddesses Maat, Renpet, Isis, Nephthys and Amentet, while below is a frieze of Hapi, the Nile god.

Sanctuaries

Sanctuaries for each of the seven gods the temple is dedicated to (from left to right: Horus, Isis, Osiris, Amun-Ra, Ra-Horakhty, Ptah and a deified Seti I) are at the rear of the Second Hypostyle Hall.

From the Osiris chapel you can access a further set of inner chambers dedicated to the god, while if you instead turn left from the sanctuaries you enter a a series of rooms carved with reliefs depicting the mysteries of Osiris including a scene with Isis, portrayed as a bird, hovering above a mummified Osiris.


TEMPLE OF RAMSES II

If it’s open, head northwest from Seti I’s temple to see the roofless Temple of Ramses II. It holds sanctuaries for each god Ramses II considered important including Osiris, Amun-Ra, Thoth, Min, the deified Seti I and Ramses II as well.

The reliefs still retain a significant amount of colour, clearly seen on figures of priests, offering bearers and the pharaoh anointing the gods’ statues.



Gallery of the Kings

From the Osiris rooms head left into the temple’s famous Gallery of the Kings, where the walls show Seti I, his eldest son (the future Ramses II) and a list of the pharaohs who proceeded them. Afterwards, head up the stairs that lead outside to the Osireion at the back of the temple.

Osireion

Directly behind the Temple of Seti I you find this weird structure, unique in Egypt and still baffling for Egyptologists. The building is closed to visitors, making inspection of the funerary and ritual texts carved on its walls impossible, but you can look down on it from outside the rear of Seti I’s temple.

Originally the Osireion was thought to be an Old Kingdom construction, on account of the great blocks of granite, but it’s now been dated to Seti I’s reign. It’s usually interpreted as a cenotaph to Seti I, as Osiris and its design is believed to be based on the rock-cut tombs in the Valley of the Kings. If you were allowed to enter, inside you’d walk down a 420ft subterranean passage to a 10-columned burial chamber surrounded by water channels to simulate an island.


TOP TIPS

• The bulk of the big tour coaches tend to visit from mid-morning to mid-afternoon, so before 10.30am or after 3pm are the quieter times to visit.

• If you want to stay the night, there are two places near the temple in Abydos village (also called Al Araba Al Madfuna).

• Flower of Life Guesthouse is a cosy, family-run place with simple rooms, wholesome breakfasts and a friendly welcome. $

• House of Life Guesthouse is a mid-rise complex, around 750m up the road from the ruins, which may have gone a bit over-the-top with their mock-Pharaonic decor but has a pool and comfortable, well-maintained rooms. $$









LUXOR
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WHERE THE LIVING HONOUR THE DEAD


Famed for its magnificent temples and tombs, Luxor, since the time of Thebes, has been less about death than life…and the hope of extending it.
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The wonders of Luxor need little introduction. Clustered around the Nile, the magnificent ancient temples of the east bank and the exquisite tombs of the west bank represent one of the most dense clusters of antiquities in the world and have justly been attracting visitors for centuries. So complex is the ancient narrative here that it could take a lifetime to fathom it – and for the Egyptologist, who can be seen at work digging and sifting through the grains of the past around ancient Thebes, it’s a lifetime of hope weighed against uncertain reward. In a sense it was the same for the ancient Egyptians who invested mightily in the afterlife with, of course, no promise of success.

For many of today’s visitors, on punishing itineraries that press them around more monuments in two days than it’s reasonable to absorb in a lifetime, the focus similarly falls squarely both on the past and on the future, dominated by the next stop of the tour. Pincered between the two, there’s no space left for the present.

There is an antidote, though, in the much-underrated activity of sitting still. All along the banks of the Nile there are sanctuaries of shade, delivering steaming glasses of mint tea and offering the chance to watch modern Luxor go about its business. How else to notice the snake charmer scoop his companion out of its bag to wave it menacingly at a boater? How else to notice the sun glancing off a temple facade, church dome and communications mast or the wind filling the sails of a felucca (Egyptian sailing boat) between ferries lumbering upstream?

The Luxor day is a soundscape of activity: outboard motors, peeping cars, calls to prayer, wailing love songs and modern rap, the tap-tapping of chisel on stone in a continuity of masonry skills that dates back thousands of years. Sparrows and bulbuls join in the chatter of competing harmony and discord as two grey herons and a squadron of ibis flap along to check out the action and vendors shout, ‘Welcome to Luxor!’

[image: jpg]

Memorial Temple of Hatshepsut | UNAI HUIZI PHOTOGRAPHY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


THE MAIN AREAS

EAST BANK

Luxor’s beating heart, flanked by temples.

GEZIRA

Sleepy rim of west bank monuments.

VALLEY OF THE KINGS

Magnificent tombs buried in the mountains.

VALLEY OF THE QUEENS

Tombs rivalling those of the kings.

WEST BANK TEMPLES

Assorted antiquities between Nile and mountains.

THE WIDER NECROPOLIS

Where current digs unearth daily treasures.



Find Your Way


Luxor is defined by the Nile. Once separating the living from the dead, this great river still divides the modern city of the east bank from its more rural twin on the west bank. Shuttling between the two is a flotilla of boats, making it feasible to sample both in a day.
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Plan Your Days


Share your time between the east bank’s temples, bazaars, hotels and nightlife, and the west bank’s tombs and rural quiet. And don’t forget the bit in between – the Nile is Luxor’s lifeblood!
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DAY 1

Morning

• Begin the day on the east bank with an early-morning visit to magnificent Karnak, picking up a Luxor Pass at the ticket office. Tour the 2-sq-km complex of ancient temples, pausing for shai balnaana (mint tea) beside the Sacred Lake. Stroll back to the centre of town along the Corniche, stopping for lunch at a Nile-side restaurant.

Afternoon

• Piece together the full glory of Karnak with a visit to Luxor Museum, which houses the treasures found in the Theban temples.

Evening

• Board a felucca in late afternoon and watch the sun set behind the Theban mountains.




DAY 2

Morning

• Spend the day on the west bank, greeted by the great seated Colossi of Memnon. Enjoy the early-morning light tracing the hieroglyphics of the Ramesseum and contemplate the nature of mortality among the fallen masonry, as poets of old.

Afternoon

• Have a local lunch before calling in at Carter’s House. Share the thrill of the archaeologist’s find by visiting the Valley of the Kings.

Evening

• Beat a retreat via the memorial temple of Medinat Habu, turned golden at sunset, and reflect on the day at a riverside restaurant.




DAY 3

Morning

• With an eye now for detail, head to the Valley of the Queens and its exquisite tomb decorations. Pause at the Workmen’s Village to see how royal tomb artisans were honoured in death and then admire the Memorial Temple of Hatshepsut, a monument to their skills.

Afternoon

• Sit and enjoy Theban tranquillity before heading back over the river. Pick mid-afternoon to explore graceful Luxor Temple before following in Pharaonic footsteps along the 3km Avenue of Sphinxes.

Evening

• Shop for souvenirs while waiting for Karnak’s Sound and Light Show, and end with a tour of modern Luxor by barouche.



You’ll also want to...

Escape the crowds at lesser-known sites, gain an aerial view of Thebes, hone novice pottery skills and cycle around the Nile’s green fringe.

ESCAPE THE CROWDS

Guardians unlock lesser-known tombs and, for a small tip, explain what makes each special.
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RIDE A BALLOON

Just after dawn hot-air balloons rise above the west bank antiquities, offering a basket-side view of Thebes and the desert.
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THROW A POT

Keeping an age-old tradition alive, west bank potters share their skills at the wheel with those keen to mould clay.
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ARRIVE BY TRAIN, LEAVE BY BOAT

Don’t fly in and out of Luxor: it’s likely to be more memorable arriving on the overnight train and leaving on a cruise upstream.
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LEARN ABOUT MUMMIES

The Mummification Museum offers a touching experience, including the remains of revered animals.
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WATCH ARCHAEOLOGISTS AT WORK

All around the west bank archaeologists continue to unearth important finds.
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GO SHOPPING

Bartering for goods can be fun, whether a melon at the weekly vegetable market, paper from a workshop or hand-loomed cotton from the bazaar.
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EAST BANK

LUXOR’S BEATING HEART, FLANKED BY TEMPLES


Stroll the Corniche of Luxor’s east bank at sunset – when golden rays float across the Nile and dust the lotus pillars of Luxor Temple – and it’s obvious how the city earned its sobriquet as the greatest open-air museum in the world. Graced with ancient temples and two superb museums, the east bank is a treasure trove of remarkable sights.

Although the east bank has expanded away from the Nile, it has kept its small-town ambience, as felt along the Avenue of Sphinxes, connecting the Temple of Luxor with Karnak. Pedestrianised, this newly restored ancient thoroughfare orientates Luxor’s two main sites of antiquity.

With so much to explore from the past, it’s easy to overlook the present, but bazaars, a prominent church and functioning mosques combine to make the east bank a vibrant traveller’s destination. Sit beside the Nile during the sunset prayer and it’s a hard place to leave.
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TOP TIP

Visiting multiple sights over several days and want to avoid lengthy queues? A Luxor Pass, purchasable only from Karnak and the Valley of the Kings, is valid for five days and covers all archaeological sites. Payable in US dollars only (passport photograph required), it’s cost-effective when the exchange rate is favourable and saves planning which tickets to buy on the west bank each day.




A Monumental Find

Walk through Luxor Temple from Ramses II’s impressive 24m-high pylon flanked by a pink-granite obelisk, and you journey back in time. It’s a passage almost charted in column capitals, with closed lotus buds in the Great Court of Ramses II, open papyrus gracing the Colonnade and soaring double rows of papyrus-bundles in the Sun Court of Amenhotep III. In 1989 workers found 26 beautiful statues here, buried by priests in Roman times. Sixteen of these are in Luxor Museum including an exquisite rendering of the temple builder himself, kilted and muscular Amenhotep III.



The Temple of Luxor

A TEMPLE THAT GAVE A TOWN ITS NAME

Stroll along the Corniche at sunset, or trot through town by horse carriage at night, and your eye is drawn irresistibly towards a lotus-pillared apparition that appears so weightless in its grace and beauty, it almost floats magically above the ground it occupies. This is Luxor Temple and, for many, it’s likely to be the first of the ancient Egyptian antiquities encountered on a visit to the city. So intrinsic is this temple to the character of the place that it even gave the city its modern name, as a corruption of the Arabic ‘Al Uqsur’ (The Fortifications).

Built by New Kingdom pharaohs Amenhotep III (1390–1352 BCE) and Ramses II (1279–1213 BCE), this splendid complex came alive once a year during the inundation of the Nile. Stand at the foot of the Avenue of Sphinxes, by the temple’s entrance, and you can picture the spectacle of the statues of Amun, Mut and Khonsu being brought in procession from Karnak to be reunited here as part of the Opet celebrations – festivities captured in relief in the magnificent Colonnade of Amenhotep III in the temple precinct.

The complex has had a complicated history including as an ipet (harem) and private quarters of the god Amun; as a building project of Tutankhamun, Ramses II and Alexander the Great; and as a fort under the Romans. In the 14th century a mosque was built in an interior court for local sheikh (holy man) Abu Al Haggag; it’s now all that remains of a village on this site.


A TALE OF TWO TEMPLES

Encountered the Temple of Ramses III, occupying a corner of Karnak’s Great Court? Impressive though it is, this represents a scaled-down version of the pharaoh’s Memorial Temple across the Nile at Medinat Habu, a highlight of the west bank.





TOP SIGHT
Karnak


Within view of the Nile, Karnak is a spectacular complex of decorated temples, protected behind massive, monumental gateways (pylons). Conceived, constructed and expanded by many great pharaohs over 1500 years in honour of their gods, Karnak – known to the ancients as Ipet-Sut (Most Esteemed of Places) – was Egypt’s most significant place of worship. Today it’s a highlight of a Luxor visit.
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PRACTICALITIES

Scan this QR code for prices and opening hours.
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DON’T MISS

View from the first pylon

Great Hypostyle Hall

Obelisk of Hatshepsut

Sanctuary of Amun

Sacred Lake

Open-Air Museum

Sound and Light Show



Amun Temple Enclosure

Imagine the wealth involved in owning 421,000 cattle, 65 cities, 83 ships and 276,400 hectares of agricultural land, worked by 81,000 people. This all belonged to the Amun Temple at the height of its power, when the princes of Thebes ruled all Egypt. They worshiped the local god Amun-Ra and the temple, the biggest in Karnak, was built as his dwelling place on earth, flanked by those of his wife Mut and their son Khonsu (aka Khons). Although sacked by Assyrians and Persians, this magnificent edifice was considered a wonder even in ancient times and remains inspiring in scale and complexity.

First Pylon

Karnak is entered via a ramp above the quay where sacred barques, for transporting the triad of gods during Opet festivals, once moored. From here the first pylon looms majestically over a processional avenue of ram-headed sphinxes. Built like other such gateways to suggest desert escarpment incised by a river, this unfinished masterpiece frames the sunrise and sunset and hints at the splendours spread along the east–west access beyond, each signalled by a pylon of its own.

Great Court

The first pylon leads into a large open court with three chapels for the sacred barques. Opposite lies the Temple of Ramses III – a miniature version of Medinat Habu. Three pharaohs contributed to the second pylon, including Ramses II, who is represented as giant red-granite statues flanking the gateway.

Great Hypostyle Hall

The second pylon opens into one of the wonders of Karnak – a forest of 134 columns, filling an enormous, 5500-sq-m hall. Each column resembles papyrus, which the ancients believed surrounded the primeval mound on which life was first created. Suggestive of a Nile swamp, they were designed to stand in water during the summer inundation.

Inner Temple

The third and fourth pylons lead to another hypostyle hall and the magnificent 30m-high Obelisk of Hatshepsut. One of a pair (the other, by the Sacred Lake, is truncated), it’s the tallest in Egypt. Its tip was originally covered in electrum (a commonly used alloy of gold and silver).

Sanctuary of Amun

Beyond the ruined fifth pylon and small sixth pylon, with their columns of lotus and papyrus (symbols of Upper and Lower Egypt) and colossi of Amun and goddess Amunet, lies the sacred Sanctuary of Amun. Destroyed by Persians and rebuilt by Greeks, its Middle Kingdom Court is famous for the Wall of Records, a tally of tribute exacted from devotees of Amun. Of interest here, too, is the Great Festival Hall of Tuthmosis III, with columns imitating tent poles, referencing the military pharaoh’s life under canvas, and the Botanical ‘Gardens’ – a vestibule depicting flora and fauna from Tuthmosis’ campaigns abroad.

Secondary Axis

Not to be overlooked is Karnak’s north–south access, punctuated by the seventh pylon (where thousands of discarded statues were discovered in 1903); well-preserved eighth pylon, built by Queen Hatshepsut; the ninth pylon, giving access to the Temple of Khonsu; and the 10th pylon, near the Temple of Mut. Three beautiful chapels (white, red and alabaster) make the Open-Air Museum worth an extra fee.

Karnak’s Sacred Lake

A highlight of Karnak is the Sacred Lake, where, according to Herodotus, the priests of Amun bathed nightly and twice daily for ritual purity. Flanking the lake is the Fallen Obelisk of Hatshepsut, only the top half of which remains, showing the queen’s coronation. Those so-inclined walk seven times clockwise around a giant scarab on a plinth here in the hope of it bringing good luck.


TOP TIPS

• For the best photographs, visit after 3pm when the giant pylons turn to gold…

• …or go early – the site opens at 6am and tour groups arrive after breakfast.

• Wear comfortable shoes and a hat; bring water as refreshments are limited.

• Have tea in the cafe by the Sacred Lake; with its pretty garden and spectacular view, it’s the perfect place to pause.

• Visit Karnak more than once to absorb the details.

• Approach Karnak via the Avenue of Sphinx from the ‘Southern Sanctuary’ (Temple of Luxor) to orient Luxor’s two great sights.

• Visit remote Temple of Mut, by Karnak’s 10th pylon; chances are you’ll have it to yourself.

• Join the crowds for the Sound and Light Show when Karnak is lit to perfection.





Visiting Luxor Museum

MONA LISA IN STONE

Look up ‘graywacke’ and you’ll learn that this sandstone is seldom used for sculpture because it’s hard to carve and fractures easily. Remarkable, then, that it was chosen to fashion the most exquisite statue in Egyptian antiquity, namely the youthful image of Tuthmosis III. Found in the Temple of Karnak, this statute alone warrants a visit to Luxor Museum. The sculpture (exhibited on a spot-lit dais near the entrance) depicts the young king shorn at the knees but confident of eternity, his false beard tipped towards the future. The miracle of the piece, though, is its profile. The high cheekbones, aquiline nose and kohl-rimmed eyes are as perfectly formed as any classical beauty but with a hint of a smile caught fleetingly when seen in the round.

In addition to this Mona Lisa of stone, there’s the alabaster statue of Amenhotep, embraced by a grinning crocodile god; finds from Tutankhamun’s tomb; two royal mummies sensitively displayed; and hundreds of statuettes from the Shabti find of 2019. But it’s the details that leave the biggest impression – flies of valour cast in gold; heads of human, hawk, baboon and jackal peeping over a box of Canopic jars; the spare flesh of a leaning-over scribe (Amenhotep) described in grey granite or the sandstone whiskers of Sekhmet, goddess of war.

Best of all are the architects’ tools (right angle carved from a single piece of wood and cubit rod of schist). Recognisable by today’s builders, they bridge the span of ages.
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Fair Trade

Clustered around Luxor Temple are shops selling souvenirs, books and maps. The Aboudi Bookshop & Coffeeshop is one such establishment. Selling English-language books on the region for more than a century, this family business is the obvious place to read up about ancient gods and pharaohs.

Before spending all your money in the neighbouring El Souk (tourist bazaar), walk a few paces north to the Fair Trade Centre. Here, purchasing crafts from NGO-supported village projects ensures that money reaches the maker, helping to keep traditional skills alive.



Strolling Along Luxor’s Corniche

A WALK BY THE NILE

If walking the Avenue of Sphinxes has given you a taste for city hikes, then consider making it a round trip by returning along the Corniche. The 3.5km-long stretch of broad pavement is almost like a park, tree-lined in part, edged with bulrushes and scented with jasmine, pink oleander and flowering lantana attractive to butterflies. Passing close to Luxor Museum and the Museum of Mummification, the Corniche offers plenty of places to stop, including tea shops overlooking the Nile. Popular with families in the evening, this elegant promenade allows a gentle return to the hustle and bustle of downtown.
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Walking the Avenue of Sphinxes

TAKING SHANKS’ PONY

There’s bound to be a moment in your east bank experience when the unsolicited approaches of taxi driver and horse-carriage owner, felucca captain and ferryboater make you long for Shanks’ pony. The good news for would-be walkers is that, thanks to the Avenue of Sphinxes, it’s possible to stride along a 3km artery through the centre of town entirely free of vehicles.

Built and elaborated upon by four of Upper Egypt’s great pharaohs, this broad esplanade was once flanked either side by ram’s-headed sphinxes (the plinths of which remain) and was constructed as a processional way between Karnak and the Temple of Luxor.

Signboards describe the splendour of the annual Opet celebrations that followed this route and document the avenue’s recently completed excavations. As many houses and a busy bazaar were demolished in the process of restoration, the project was not without its critics. For the visitor it offers a tranquil stroll, shaded seating, features such as wine presses, and (if walking north) arrival at the seldom-visited Temple of Mut by the 10th pylon at Karnak.
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MORE IN LUXOR’S EAST BANK

Visiting the Mummification Museum

ALAS POOR YORICK

Somewhere on Luxor’s west bank, two visitors peer into a recess in the hillside and stare into the darkness. A tomb guardian senses their interest in the unopened spaces that honeycomb the hillside – a locked grill here, a blocked-up entry way there – and whispers conspiratorially, ‘There are still mummies here you know’. Perhaps the visitors had suspected as much but suddenly their footsteps become prickled with the inherited sense of trespass and they pick their way quietly and respectfully down the slope to the exit. It was an ‘Alas, poor Yorick’ moment – the imagined image of a wrapped body, no name, no fanfare, forgotten by history but reminding each of his or her own mortality.

Perhaps it’s moments like those that persuaded the ancients to reimagine their own fate and the Egyptians, of course, were masters in extending their sense of self beyond the grave. Visit the Mummification Museum on the east bank and the rituals involved in trying to cheat death are comprehensively described. It’s only a small museum but it charts the process from the sprinkling of water, the smearing of resins to preserve the skin and the extrapolation of innards (brain, heart, liver and intestine) to the wrapping in bandages.

The tools used to scoop brain from skull, or prise heart from chest cavity, the brush to remove lingering pieces of tissue before being dispatched to the relevant Canopic jar, show a level of sophistication in anatomy and surgery that may come as some surprise. Perhaps more surprising still is how poignant it is to see the leathered feet of the wizened dead – whether of human being, cat or crocodile. It’s a hard heart that can look at the tiny, wrapped mummy of a baby crocodile and not grieve just a little for its untimely death.
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ANIMAL CARE IN EGYPT

Riding in a horse-drawn carriage is considered by many as a highlight of a Luxor trip. These east bank ‘barouches’ are dressed with colourful upholstery, dangle with various charms and have pictures of loved ones tucked behind the hay – spare fuel for a hard day’s work. While some of the horses and donkeys that trot around Luxor’s street are in good condition, some are not and it’s more worrying than highlight to witness their maltreatment.

Opened in 2000 by a British-run charity, ACE provides free treatment for these working animals in a hospital and welfare centre that caters to 200 animals a day. Crucially, ACE (which welcomes volunteers and donations) also provides education for local children, instilling a love for animals.



WELL-LOCATED EAST BANK HOTELS

Bob Marley Peace Hotel

Something of an east bank institution, this backpacker favourite is within walking distance of the train station. $

Nefertiti Hotel

With west bank views from the rooftop terrace, this well-run hotel is close to the centre of town. $$

Iberotel

A short stroll from Luxor Temple, this perfectly located hotel has full Nile views and attractive waterfront grounds. $$

Felucca Ride on the Nile

SAILING UPSTREAM

Forget the temple or the tomb. The most defining feature of Luxor is the Nile, that body of lumbering water that cuts the city in two. Once, this portion of the world’s longest river separated living from dead; today, it divides urban from rural. But the river, with space and character all its own, is more than just a border between banks, and no visit to Luxor is complete without having engaged with it. You can cross by bridge (6km south) or by ferry, or charter a motorboat from the Corniche. To sense the soul of the river, though, you have to sail by felucca.

These graceful boats have sailed the Nile for centuries. Similar to the barques illustrated on the walls of the Temple of Hatshepsut, but now sporting bright-coloured sheets rather than the linen sails of yore, feluccas are still used to transport goods along the river and an afternoon’s ride upstream has become intrinsic to a Luxor visit.

Most boat owners offer a three-hour return ride from the Temple of Luxor jetty to Banana Island but, given the dismal condition of animals on view there, this is best avoided. It’s better to opt instead for a sunset tour. With the afternoon wind bulging the sails and dragging the wooden boats across the water at speed, it’s a thrilling experience. Cutting from bank to bank on the return, these elegant vessels offer the perfect opportunity to spot birdlife – ibis flying in formation, kingfishers skimming the water and egrets that roost together in their hundreds – or to watch the age-old rhythms of the riverbank as donkeys graze on Nile islands and fishers in leaky boats stalk perch. As the sun sets, the water becomes an abstract canvas of light and colour, reflecting the sails of 100 feluccas vying to be first back to base.


BEST BOATING FROM LUXOR

Felucca Monaliza

Spend five days sailing upstream to Edfu with Captain Ali (+20 106 248 0567), enjoying simple fare in lovely company. $

Meroe

The Meroe, a perfect replica of a 19th-century, two-mast dahabiyya (houseboat), combines antique charm with modern convenience. $$$

M/S Sudan

You can stay in the Agatha Christie suite of this Thomas Cook steamer, built in 1885 and used as a film set for Death on the Nile. $$

M/S Sun Boat III

Egyptologists keep guests informed during cruises aboard this beautiful exclusive retreat run by Sanctuary. $$$



FINDING HELP WITH ACTIVITIES

Aladin Tours

This helpful agency in the Nefertiti Hotel arranges sightseeing tours of Luxor and boat trips.

Sky One Airsports

This company organises airborne shows and activities all over Egypt, including paramotor events above the Nile at Luxor.

Travel Choice Egypt

Formerly Thomas Cook, next to Winter Palace Hotel, the agency here still offers currency services and tours.

Sleeper Class

TRAVELLING BY TRAIN TO LUXOR

Unless catering for the very heavy sleeper, there can’t be a less likely label for the first few carriages of the current train from Cairo to Luxor than ‘sleeping cars’. The possibility of sleep is severely compromised by a litany of challenges, commencing with the adrenaline rush of the boarding process. Arriving early (depending on which estimation of arrival you work with), the train barely stops before it begins honking for departure, inching along the platform while passengers jog alongside looking for an opportunity to board.

Service 86 is certainly no Orient Express, with all pretence of silver service departing earlier than the train itself. In fact, the wagons have barely changed since the first train departed for Luxor from Cairo’s Misr station in 1898. It’s true the warm hospitality of each wagon guard partly compensates, bringing hot food wrapped in foil, making the bed with spotless linen and promising to wake you up an hour before arrival. The sheer certainty that this is unlikely to happen, though, together with the noise of the dilapidated track and the anticipation of derailing (especially given the service’s less than enviable record in recent decades), means it takes more than a feathered pillow to lull the imagination to sleep.

But somehow sleep happens anyway and, just as dawn arrives, a polite knock on the door is perfectly timed for the sprint along the corridor before the train continues to Aswan. A pair of art-deco wings belonging to the vulture goddess, Nekhbet, spread generously over the grand entrance of Luxor station and a donkey cart trots peacefully by and, as so often happens in Egypt, you wonder why you ever doubted the happy dreams.


TALGO TRAINS

Cautious of Egypt’s ageing rolling stock? A new Cairo–Luxor train is soon due to run on Sundays, Tuesdays and Thursdays. It’s scheduled to leave Misr station in Cairo at 10.50pm, making stops at Giza, Asyut, Sohag and Qena, before arriving in Luxor at 8.40am.



Karnak’s Sound & Light Show

CUE LIGHTS, SOUND AND ACTION

A palm tree is spotlit stage right, the ram-headed sphinxes foot-lit stage left; there’s the hint of the massive Pharaonic pylon looming out of the darkness ahead as backdrop. Tonight’s 100 tourists wait in the wings for the show to begin. They make impatient extras, stamping the ground in the winter chill for their walk-on part.

Suddenly music swells, the gateway is flooded in light and a theatrical voice intones the words of Seti I, with an accent belonging to 1972 when the original soundtrack was recorded. Instead of the intended gasps of awe, the media-savvy crowd yawns, chats and glances at mobiles, wondering perhaps where to eat when the show is over.

So has the famous ‘son et lumière’ of Karnak that so delighted its audiences 50 years ago outlived its power to amaze? The number of shows running in different languages each night suggests not, but it largely depends on the mindset of each visitor. For those interested in the history of the temple, the commentary communicates the key facts effectively. It’s a must, too, for those wanting to experience the majesty of the temple complex illuminated at night. It’s also a winner for those susceptible to the magic of performance. Those willing to take the imaginative leap of faith into the world of the ancients will swear they heard Ramses II whisper through the labyrinthine corridors and saw Queen Nefertiti reflected in the Sacred Lake.
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Traditional Festival

The town’s biggest traditional festival is the Moulid of Abu Al Haggag, a raucous five-day carnival in honour of the nearest thing Luxor has to a patron saint, a 13th-century Sufi leader, Yusuf Abu Al Haggag. It takes place around Luxor Temple in the middle of Sha’aban, the month before Ramadan.




BRIEF HISTORY OF THEBES

Struggling with 4000 years of Luxor history? Here’s an A–Z crammer.

Amun: Local god of Thebes, the ancient city encompassed by modern Luxor.

Luxor: Derived from 7th-century Arabic name ‘Al Uqsur’, meaning ‘The Fortifications’.

Middle Kingdom (2055–1650 BCE): Period when Thebes was capital of reunified Egypt.

New Kingdom (1550–1069 BCE): Heyday of Thebes as religious capital, especially under Amenhotep III.

Solar God (Aten): Worshipped as single deity by Amenhotep III’s iconoclastic son, Akhenaten (1352–1336 BCE).

Tutankhamun: Young pharaoh (1336–1327 BCE) known for intact tomb who restored priesthood after Akhenaten.

Valley of the Kings: Royal necropolis including burial site of Ramses II (1279–1213 BCE) responsible for Karnak’s hypostyle hall.

Waset: Ancient name for Thebes.



WHERE TO EAT EGYPTIAN FOOD IN THE EAST BANK

Koshari Alzaeem

This local chain sells delicious kushari (noodles, rice and onion combined with tomato sauce), Egypt’s fast food. $

Sofra

Charmingly antiquated with tiled floors and chandeliers, this local favourite serves delicious Egyptian classics. $$

Gerda’s Garden

The German–Egyptian couple at this homely bistro prepare Egyptian specials including grilled pigeon. $$

WHERE TO SIT FOR SUNDOWNERS IN THE EAST BANK

Winter Palace Hotel

Just entering the grand foyer of this famous hotel is an experience equal to sipping cocktails in the piano bar. $$$

Cilantro

Pausing for a coffee here has two advantages: the coffee is good and it’s right on the Nile. $$

Nefertiti Hotel

For a grand view of Luxor Temple at sunset and a floodlit west bank, this is the perfect spot for sundowners. $



GEZIRA

SLEEPY RIM OF WEST BANK MONUMENTS


A short ferry ride from the modern east bank, the west bank appears to belong to a different city. From the jetty, fertile Nile floodplains stretch inland, farmed by the fellaheen (farmers) who compete to grow the most tomatoes, the tallest sugarcane and cabbages of epic proportions.

Beyond the plain rise the Theban mountains. Barren and austere, they mark the limit of Luxor, beyond which the desert rolls inexorably westward. It’s at this junction between desert and sown that the ancient Egyptians built their city of the dead, with grand memorial temples and tombs tunnelled into the hillsides. Site of royal burials since 2100 BCE, this vast necropolis continues to be a place of scholarly exploration and discovery.

Gateway to these antiquities is the town of Gezira. With friendly Nile-side hotels, restaurants overlooking temple masonry and quiet lanes perfect for cycling, Gezira makes a tranquil alternative base to the east bank.
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TOP TIP

Plan your itinerary before queuing up at the tiny Antiquities Inspectorate Ticket Office (6am–4.30pm) near Medinat Habu. All tickets except for Hatshepsut’s temple, Assasif tombs, Valley of the Kings and Valley of the Queens, which have their own offices, are bought here, valid only for the day of purchase. Not all tombs open daily.




The Whistling Statues

Although we now know the colossi depict the pharaoh Amenhotep III, Graeco-Roman visitors attributed them to Memnon, the legendary African king slain by Achilles during the Trojan War. These early tourists came to listen to the northern statue whistling at sunrise, greeting his mother Eos, the goddess of dawn, who grieved her son’s untimely death with tears of dew. More prosaically, the whistling is attributed to a crack after the 27 BCE earthquake. Septimius Severus (193–211 CE) repaired the damage in the 3rd century CE, silencing the statue forever.



A Dawn Visit to the Colossi of Memnon

GIANTS OF ANTIQUITY

The average weight of an adult African elephant is around 2 tonnes. Imagine, then, 500 elephants stacked together and you have some idea of the weight of each of the Colossi of Memnon soaring above the plain on the west bank in Luxor. These magnificent monuments, cut from a single block of stone, appear to guard the gateway to Thebes, the burial site of the ancient Egyptians. In fact, they were designed to sit at the entrance of the great funerary temple of Amenhotep III. Time has not been kind, though, to what was once the largest such temple in all Egypt, with only a scattering of fallen or excavated masonry visible beyond these seated giants.

Described on a stele, now on display in the Egyptian Museum in Cairo, as being built from ‘white sandstone, with gold throughout, a floor covered with silver, and doors covered with electrum’, the temple must have been a splendid sight. Although precious metals have not been among the finds thus far, it’s easy to picture the majesty of the temple given its remaining footprint in the site beyond the figures.

Many dawn visitors, for whom the colossi are a first indication of the antiquities to come, take a quick photo and leave, but it’s worth lingering a while at the feet of the 18m faceless figures. As the sun comes up, these east-facing figures appear to stretch into the warmth of the day and, for those with a good imagination, they may just whistle!
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Visiting the Theban Community Library

PRECIOUS RESOURCE

Fathoming antiquity in Luxor is rather like unbinding a mummy – the more history you unwrap, the more layers of complexity you discover. Thankfully, however, there’s help at hand in the form of the Theban Community Library. This collection of more than 3500 books on Egyptology, together with topics useful to the local community, provides a key resource for archaeologists, a knowledge base for local guides and tomb guardians, and a pop-in centre for tourists. It also caters for youngsters, who explore their ancient heritage on local school trips.

The library was the inspiration of Professor Kent Weeks, founder of the ambitious Theban Mapping Project (TMP), the maps of which are kept at the library’s new rural premises in Gezira. With the library expanding, floor by floor, and with the addition of computers to aid those without access to the internet, the centre continues to require the financial support of donors, if only to allow for the continued free lending of books and services.

It’s worth visiting the library if only to bump into the infectiously energetic Professor Weeks. Asked why he continues to visit Luxor each year even in semi-retirement, he says it’s because Thebes is in his blood. If time doesn’t allow, then look up the TMP website (thebanmappingproject .com) instead: if this superb resource doesn’t help in solving your Egyptological problem, you may just have stumbled on a PhD project!
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Theban Mapping Project

Commenced in 1978, the TMP (overseen by the American Research Center in Egypt in partnership with the American University in Cairo Egyptology Department and the Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities) set out to map and photograph every temple and tomb in the west bank necropolis. This has resulted in major archaeological finds, such as tomb KV5 in 1998, and tangible conservation measures of the Theban sites.

The TMP has even influenced agriculture, helping to reduce water-intensive sugarcane crops, and was responsible for introducing ballooning as part of the project’s surveying mandate.




Ballooning Logistics

Despite the slightly chaotic appearance, Luxor ballooning is carefully regulated and involves licensed ‘pilots’, traveller manifests and approvals by the Civil Aviation Authority. In fact, the whole experience is a triumph of grassroots logistics.

Passengers are collected from their hotel before dawn, given breakfast aboard the ferry (if coming from the east bank), conveyed by minibus from quayside to launch site and marshalled towards a balloon.

There’s quite a bit of waiting involved, which seems random but is in fact carefully choreographed to ensure all balloons (30 or more) have time and space to launch safely. Flights last about 40 minutes from 5am to 7am daily, weather conditions permitting.



MORE IN GEZIRA

Ballooning over Luxor’s West Bank

HEAVEN BOUND

A nervous flyer? Sceptical a basket will hold the weight of a dozen fellow tourists? Concerned about past reports of calamity? If you take a leap of faith and decide to go ballooning anyway, it’s likely to be a memorable experience.

The excitement begins at the launch site, as the great hulks come alive from their listless piles on the ground, the air thick with the noise of generators fanning hot air, and dragon blasts of fire bringing heat to a chilly morning. Then there’s the command to board: the ground crew holds the beast at bay while the wires that suspend the basket are clamped in place and suddenly, as a puff of breath on a dandelion, the balloons disperse.

After the drama of departure, the flight is almost an afterthought. Then suddenly, as the balloon floats towards the heavens, the rising sun picks out the gems of antiquity – the Colossi, the Ramesseum, the Temple of Hatshepsut – and sinks them back into the grander scale of the Nile, flanking fields of fertile green and the great Western Desert beyond.

With no steerage, pilots must manoeuvre into a landing site downwind, as close to the ground crew as the wind allows, while missing villagers and their galloping donkeys. Feeling slightly drunk with the taste of heaven (or at least inner ear sensitivity), passengers watch as the balloon deflates back into inanimate sheets of cloth before returning, unceremoniously by minibus, to the land of the living.

Luxor Stables

RIDING THE WEST BANK

One lovely way to engage with the west bank is to enjoy it on horseback. With a collection of beautiful, well-loved Arabian horses, Luxor Stables (contactable via WhatsApp +20 100 504 8558) has been established for many a year and the owner is proud of his certification of animal welfare. With bread cooked by family members at the back of the family home in Gezira, and donkeys and camels also part of the menagerie, the stables offer more than just a trek around the paddock. As well as designing tours and camping trips, Luxor Stables also organises five-day family holidays, where kids can muck out the stables, groom the horses and ride every day while their folks have the use of an apartment.

HOW TO GO BALLOONING IN LUXOR

Magic Horizon

A reliable balloon operator offering a service that, as their website states, is ‘not just hot air’.

Salam Balloons

Collecting passengers from either side of the Nile before dawn, it delivers on its promise of reliability.

Alaska Balloon

Luxor’s balloon operators offer similar services but Alaska (the local nickname for Luxor) has a fine reputation.

Reviving ‘New’ Gurna

ARCHITECT HASSAN FATHY’S VISION

If you’re walking between the ferry and the Antiquities Office, you may like to see how New Gurna is progressing. A traditional mud-brick village, designed by famous Egyptian architect Hassan Fathy, was built here between 1946 and 1952 to rehouse the inhabitants of Old Gurna, who used to live above the Tombs of the Nobles until they were evicted to help preserve the antiquities there. Despite their elegance and practicality, the residences were never a hit with the intended occupants, who preferred to continue in their old houses, selling artefacts (of questionable origin) to tourists. Left languishing ever since, New Gurna has recently been given a new lease of life, with the souq, bearing Fathy’s signature domes and vaults, spruced up for future tourism and some houses converted into boutique hotel rooms.
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BEST ROOMS WITH A VIEW

Al Moudira

Wake up to the sounds of rural Egypt in this gorgeous, Arabesque retreat with hammam (bathhouse), international head chef and palm-shaded pool. $$$

Beit Sabée

Enjoy home-cooked fare on the rooftop terrace of this friendly, family-run hotel with unsurpassed views of Medinat Habu. $$

Marsam Hotel

Open your window onto green fields at this historic hotel from the 1920s, a favourite with archaeologists. Former guests include Howard Carter. $



WHERE TO STAY IN GEZIRA

El Mesala Hotel

Roll off the ferry and onto the porch of this friendly, family-run hotel with Nile-view rooms and terrace. $$

Cleopatra Hotel

Sit on the terrace of this hotel and you soon get the measure of the rural west bank. $

Nile Valley Hotel

Cool off in the pool of this attractive, well-run hotel, owned by a Dutch-Egyptian couple. $$



VALLEY OF THE KINGS

MAGNIFICENT TOMBS BURIED IN THE MOUNTAINS


As a major World Heritage Site, the arid Valley of the Kings is isolated but seldom quiet. Perhaps it was ever thus as workers chiselled their way through rock, building ‘The Place of Truth’ for New Kingdom (1550–1069 BCE) pharaohs over 500 years. Despite theft, flood and mass tourism, the magnificently painted royal tombs burrowing into the cliffs are undeniable west bank treasures.

Fair warning: a visit can be hot and tiring, compounded by fellow visitors elbowing through narrow tomb corridors, or frustrating the queues behind. All are united, though, in a common desire to engage with antiquity. But how, without a PhD in Egyptology or knowledgeable guide, to do so…?

Heading for further-flung tombs for a sense of discovery, reading signboards for tomb highlights and learning image basics (a king wears sandals, a god does not; one cartouche denotes a noble, two a king) helps. Each tomb is a book of the dead legible to those who know the vocabulary.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Tomb of Ramses VI (KV 9)

2 Tomb of Tutankhamun (KV 62)

SIGHTS

3 Tomb of Ramses III (KV 11)

4 Tomb of Ramses IV (KV 2)

5 Tomb of Ramses VII (KV 1)

6 Tomb of Seti I (KV17)

7 Tomb of Tuthmosis III (KV 34)




TOP TIP

If you hire a bike (easy from the riverbank in Gezira), save your pedal power for pottering around the gorgeous rural reaches of the Nile, rather than slogging it out to the Valley of the Kings. The approach road to the tombs slopes uphill and tends to be hot and busy with passing coaches.



Visitors Centre

GATEWAY TO THE VALLEY OF KINGS

A visit to the Valley of the Kings starts at the visitors centre, north of the entrance; purchase tickets (including the Luxor Pass) here. A large model of the valley shows the depth of tombs, giving an idea of the effort involved in accessing them. It’s worth watching the TV documentary featuring the newsreel of Howard Carter clearing treasures from the tomb of Tutankhamun, setting the scene for the visit ahead. Save your energies for scaling tomb corridors by taking the electric buggy from here to the site entrance.
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Numbering of Tombs

ORIENTING THE VALLEY

Before heading down the first open tomb you find, gain a sense of the whole valley by getting to grips with the ways the tombs are numbered. This is not, as you may expect, by age, significance or even discovery. British Egyptologist Sir John Gardner Wilkinson was the first to number the tombs in 1821 and began by labelling the 21 tombs known at the time in sequence, starting from those closest to the entrance of the valley and working southward. Named ‘KV’ (for Kings’ Valley) and ‘WV’ (for West Valley), the same nomenclature is used today, with newly discovered tombs simply added sequentially.
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Visiting KV1 and Prior Visitors

GRAFFITI HUNTING

Crowded all day, forget having the Valley of the Kings to yourself. Instead, enjoy the sense of shared experience. With the right mindset, it may amplify your own. Besides, you’re in good company. While the last pharaoh was buried here 3000 years ago, the tombs have attracted visitors for millennia – some welcome, others less so.

Robbers rifled older tombs even as new ones were being built, leading to sophisticated methods of concealment or entry. Ancient Greeks and Romans graffitied their names while medieval hermits moved in. Visit the Ramesside tombs KV1 and KV2, and you’ll see Coptic crosses inscribed near the entrance. KV2, with its beautiful goddess Nut ceiling, was even used as a hotel by 18th- and 19th-century visitors.

Tomb of Seti I

A TOMB MOST MAGNIFICENT

Some 70 years after Tutankhamun’s death, the reign of Seti I (1291–1278 BCE) saw a flourishing of the arts. Known for his temple in Abydos and hypostyle hall at Karnak, this son of Ramses I was also responsible for the most impressive tomb in Thebes. Cut 137m into the rock, it is decorated from entrance to burial chamber, where an astronomical ceiling decorated with constellations, calendar and stars was the first of its kind. Discovered by Giovanni Belzoni in 1817, the tomb suffered from his copying technique. Still magnificent with images from ancient texts, including the Litany of Ra and the Book of the Dead, it’s well worth the extra fee.
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Tomb of Tutankhamun

A TOMB MOST MODEST

Neither of the first two tombs in the Valley of the Kings are representative. And nor is KV62, arguably the most famous tomb in all Egypt. Belonging to Tutankhamun, this small tomb, overlooked by tomb robbers and archaeologists alike until Howard Carter’s epic discovery in 1922, was noteworthy for being almost completely intact, with most of the burial paraphernalia undisturbed. With the treasure now in museums, only the sarcophagus and the gilded wooden coffin containing the young pharaoh’s mummy remain in situ.

Apart from its contents, KV62 as a tomb is modest in every way. Most tombs have an entry way, followed by three corridors, each punctuated with a gateway, at the bottom of which is the burial chamber where a stone sarcophagus would once have protected the owner’s mummified body. Tutankhamun, like Ramses IV and Ramses VII, died young, though, and was hastily buried in a makeshift space adapted for the purpose.

There’s speculation that the find of the century, Queen Nefertiti’s tomb, may lie beyond the current end of KV62...
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Tombs of the Ramesside

RELIGIOUS AND SECULAR

To the casual eye, tomb paintings may appear unfathomable, but visit a few and two key themes emerge. There’s the king at prayer giving offerings to the gods, and there are descriptions of the underworld as explained in ancient texts such as the Book of the Dead. The ancient Egyptians believed that Ra was the god of the living who journeyed across the night sky to be reunited with Osiris, the god of the dead. Tombs in the Ramesside period, such as that of Ramses VI (KV9), show this night journey being conducted within the body of sky goddess Nut, who embodies the sky, swallowing the sun at dusk and giving birth to it each dawn. Not all paintings were religious in nature though: look for the blind harpists in the tomb of Ramses III (1184–1153 BCE), last of the great warrior pharaohs, among secular scenes of pottery, weaponry and boats in the side chambers.
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Tomb of Tuthmosis III (KV 34)

HIDDEN DEPTHS

Referred to as ‘the Napoleon of ancient Egypt’, Tuthmosis III (1479–1425 BCE) was a warrior of repute. He was also a pioneer, and his tomb, at the most southern reach of the Valley of the Kings, is extraordinary in the ingenuity of its design. Reached via a steep staircase rising 20m above the valley floor, the tomb was located in the most inaccessible place above a deep ravine, with nonaligned passages and fake doors designed to mislead robbers. Decorating the oval burial chamber of this early tomb, the linear drawings appear unsophisticated compared with later tomb decoration, but the sense of adventure of discovering the tomb’s hidden depths and the view of the whole site that the entrance affords make it one of the valley’s most popular.
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MORE IN THE VALLEY OF THE KINGS

Hiking to the Tomb of Ay

MONKEY BUSINESS

In peak periods the Valley of the Kings can feel intense. One excellent way to change the pace is seeking out lesser-known tombs and a visit to Ay’s burial site may fit the bill.

The tomb is reached via West Valley, otherwise known as Wadi Al Gurud (Valley of the Monkeys), a 2km walk from the ticket office. So few visitors make it along the track that the tomb guard may need summoning to open the gate. The walk, slightly uphill, is part of the charm, with cliffs opening into an amphitheatre of honey-coloured rock in striking contrast with the blue sky above. Archaeologists have begun hopeful excavations here, with some success, but the valley is mostly reclaimed by nature – a vulture here, a beetle there and the odd lizard basking in the sun.

The tomb itself is modest, but its unadorned passage opens into a large burial chamber with an almost perfectly preserved sarcophagus. With a wall of 12 baboons (one for each hour of the night and giving the valley its Arabic name), it resembles Tutankhamun’s burial chamber but with the beautiful addition of Ay hunting hippopotamus and fishing in the marshes.

The comparison is a fair one as Ay’s reign (1327–1323 BCE) was similarly short and succeeded that of his more famous predecessor. There’s even speculation that Ay’s burial place was planned for Tutankhamun, whose untimely death led to a more hasty construction in the main valley. For now, Ay seems to have the better bargain – his spirit left in peace in the absolute silence of his tomb.

Visiting Howard Carter’s House

WONDERFUL THINGS

Climb to Howard Carter’s House late in the day when the crowds have left and you’ll find it an intimate experience. Weary, dusty and with the sense you wanted to do more than time, energy or money allowed, you may come close to empathising with the British Egyptologist when six seasons of tireless digging threw up little more than a bone or a pottery shard.

Enter the house and you’ll see the hook on the hall where Carter hung his hat; there’s his bed with a mosquito net, where he probably slumped, disconcerted by the lack of progress. Here’s the dining room of simple furniture where he regrouped his thoughts and the photographic studio where he toiled nightly to capture his findings. His spirit seems to linger in the two paintings on the wall, but mostly it bleeds out into the air of Thebes as the sun sets on the Valley of the Kings, rekindling hope for the next day.

Wander through the garden (a new addition since the centenary of Carter’s finds in 2022) and you can visit a faithful replica of King Tutankhamun’s Tomb. Feel Carter’s heartbeat as you descend the ramp and glimpse the sarcophagus of the young king. Carter earned the right, with his patron Carnarvon, to peer into the tomb after its discovery. Asked what he could see, he answered, ‘Wonderful things!’ Chances are, without the crush of visitors behind you, you’ll feel the exaltation of discovery here, too.
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TOMB TIPS
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Aged eight, Professor Kent Weeks wanted to be an Egyptologist and, as instigator of the Theban Mapping Project (TMP), he’s the most celebrated Egyptologist of today. He shares his top tomb tips with us.

Download the TMP website (kv5.com) to your mobile phone for free, comprehensive guides to individual Kings Valley tombs.

Spend the extra fee for KV9, the lesser-visited tomb of Ramses V/VI, with beautiful, well-preserved decoration.

Bring a guidebook and torch to fully appreciate the Tombs of the Nobles, showcasing domestic scenes.

The tomb of Nefertari, although expensive, is the Queens Valley masterpiece.

Visit Howard Carter’s House for a faithful facsimile, and cheaper experience, of Tutankhamun’s tomb.



WHERE TO EAT ON THE WEST BANK

Al Gezira Hotel

Popular with resident archaeologists, this rooftop restaurant serves Egyptian fare with Nile views. $$

Marsam Restaurant

The tree-covered courtyard makes for a relaxing lunch at this historic hotel near the Ramesseum. $

Paris Restaurant

With a terrace view of the Colossi, the Paris Restaurant serves delicious home-cooked fare. $


Protecting the Tombs for Posterity

For 2000 years, the Theban necropolis has been attracting visitors. Mass tourism, however, is a relatively new phenomenon. In 1869 Thomas Cook conducted his first excursion to Egypt for British tourists. The discovery of Tutankhamun’s Tomb in 1922 further piqued curiosity and tourist numbers have risen steadily ever since.

Post-COVID-19, Luxor is once again experiencing a tourism boom, begging the question: how much attention can the tombs withstand? Exhalation and perspiration have taken their toll, resulting in some being opened only in rotation and a restriction to visiting only three tombs per day (except with the Luxor Pass). The solution may lie in building replicas, such as the tomb of Tutankhamun at Carter’s House.



WHERE TO HIRE A BIKE IN LUXOR

Mohammed Setohe Bike Rental

A short walk from the ferry landing, this bike rental has well-serviced bikes.

Marsam Hotel

Near the Ramesseum, avoiding the need to cycle through Gezira, this hotel rents bikes to nonresidents.

Go Luxor Tours

For those who’d like to cycle without the hassle of self-navigation, this company offers five hours of the west bank.



VALLEY OF THE QUEENS

TOMBS RIVALLING THOSE OF THE KINGS


Pressed to visit just one site on the west bank, it would be hard to choose between the Valley of the Kings, at the northern end of the Theban mountains, and the Valley of the Queens to the south. While the former has the most famous tombs, arguably the most beautiful is that belonging to Nefertari, one of the five wives of Ramses II.

Only four of the 75 tombs are open for viewing but the area has other attractions. About 1km towards the Valley of the Queens a road climbs to a small, beautifully proportioned Ptolemaic-era temple. Its name, Deir Al Medina, is often used to refer to the neighbouring Workmen’s Village too. This complex of houses and burial sites belonged to the artisans of the royal tombs. Applying skills honed on the necropolis of their patrons to their own last resting places, some of the tombs here, topped by mud-brick pyramids, rival those of royalty.
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TOP TIP

It’s easy to tell that there’s something special about the tombs here. Being able to identify exactly what, though, is challenging. Studying the highlights illustrated outside each tomb offers a quick solution but hiring an expert (at the ticket office) to guide you through the exquisite works of art is a better bet.



Princely Tombs

TOMBS OF KHAEMWASET AND AMUNHERKHEPSHEF

As the name implies the Valley of the Queens is the burial place of royal women...except that it isn’t. Well, not exclusively. Two of the main tombs on view, those of Amunherkhepshef and Khaemwaset, belong to two sons of Ramses III who died young. Look for sidelocks of hair signifying the youths as they are touchingly introduced by their father to the gods. Among the four tombs currently open to the public in the valley, these are some of the most beautifully executed.

Tomb Building

HUMBLE ORIGINS

Wondering why the 19th- and 20th-dynasty tombs in the Valley of the Queens were cut into rock? Tombs evolved from a desire to distinguish the ‘elite’ from the ‘commoner’. Differentiated at first by a mound of sand heaped over a desert grave, the mound developed around 3100 BCE into a benchlike structure (a mastaba); this in turn evolved into a pyramid.

With their massive footprint, pyramids proved impractical in some locations; entombment in the cliffs provided a more secure option. Initially consisting of a single chamber, the tombs at Thebes developed into the complex structures seen today under the pharaohs of the New Kingdom (1550–1069 BCE).
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Tomb of Nefertari

A LABOUR OF LOVE

Walk into the Tomb of Nefertari and you’ll find yourself under the night sky with its canopy of golden stars. Beside you, the graceful figure of Nefertari, known as the ‘Most Beautiful of Them’, is hypnotic in a transparent white gown and golden headdress, trailing a pair of vulture feathers.

Built for his favourite queen by the New Kingdom pharaoh Ramses II, this magnificent tomb is a tribute to Nefertari’s beauty and, in its exquisite reliefs, decidedly a labour of love. Time has been unkind to the queen, with only knees remaining of her mummified body beside a few fragments of a pink-granite sarcophagus, but the overwhelming impression of this tomb (charged for individually) is of youth and beauty.
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Iconic images in Workers’ Tombs

FAMOUS & FORGOTTEN

Their owners may have been forgotten, but the tombs at Deir Al Medina have become almost as famous as those of royalty, thanks to some celebrated images. At the one-room Tomb of Inherka, look for a cat (sun god Ra) killing a snake (evil serpent Apophis) under a sacred tree.

Like Inherka, Peshedu was a 19th-dynasty servant in the Place of Truth in the Valley of the Kings; his tomb depicts him praying under a palm tree beside a lake. Similarly iconic, in the nearby tomb of sculptor Ipuy, who worked in the time of Ramses II, are scenes of farming, hunting and a garden of flowers and fruit trees.
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Deir Al Medina

VISITING THE WORKER’S VILLAGE

Designed to resemble the underworld, the complex corridors and burial chambers of royalty were highly ambitious engineering projects. The craftspeople and officials responsible for these building feats lived in Deir Al Medina, next to a temple dedicated to Hathor, the goddess of pleasure and love, and Maat, the goddess of truth. Measuring just 10m by 15m, and built between 221 and 116 BCE, this temple was converted into a Coptic monastery (deir in Arabic), lending the area its name. Coptic crosses overlay the hieroglyphics on many of the temple walls.

The Deir Al Medina craftsmen worked a 10-day week with two days off to visit family. While labouring on the royal tombs, they stayed in small stone houses, the footprint of which can be seen, straddling the pass between the Valley of the Kings and the Valley of the Queens. Many craftsmen were buried here in beautifully decorated tombs of their own. The access to these tombs is steep but the effort rewarding.
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Ostraca and the Tomb of Artist Sennedgem

LIBRARY OF CLAY

Sennedgem’s tomb is an artistic triumph – its owner was a 19th-dynasty artist working under the reigns of Seti I and Ramses II, and he applied his talent to his own two-chamber tomb. Particularly fine is the treatment of Osiris with crook and flail, and there are scenes of him farming with his wife and being mummified.

The tomb is interesting for another reason – a giant ostracon (pottery shard used for writing upon) is inscribed with the story of Sinuhe. Ninety-one ostraca were found dumped in a dried-up well, beyond the workers’ village. Normally small fragments, ostraca have huge historical significance, documenting on clay details of daily life, from medical treatments (including magic and prayer) to water-carrying arrangements.

MORE IN THE VALLEY OF THE QUEENS

Tomb of Queen Titi

FEMALE RULE

Pause before the gods in the Tomb of Queen Titi (the fourth of those open to view in the Valley of the Queens) and you quickly get a sense of the importance of royal women in ancient Egypt. Protected by a jackal and a lion, two monkeys, and a monkey with a bow, this queen is referred to as a royal wife, mother and daughter.

But women in ancient Egypt were not just wives, mothers and daughters, they were also powerful rulers. In fact, it was common practice that they were appointed regent on the death of a related pharaoh and were buried with full royal honours. In each dynasty a woman ruled for at least some period of time as ‘King’s Mother’, and some of the most famous women in history ruled after their husband’s death.

Hatshepsut, for example, assumed the throne after husband and half-brother Tuthmosis II died. As pharaoh, her reign (1473–1458 BCE) was one of peace and growth. But not everyone approved of female rule, it seems. Hatshepsut’s image was defaced on her death, and many queens chose to often be depicted as men, including Nefertari, wife of rebel pharaoh Akhenaten. Seti II’s wife and self-proclaimed pharaoh, Tawosret, is even buried in the Valley of the Kings.

One thousand years later, aged just 17, Cleopatra VII came to the throne in 51 BCE. Allying herself with Rome by marriage to Julius Caesar, she valiantly tried to keep Egypt independent – just like its female rulers.
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Darker Side of Beauty

Hatshepsut, the powerful rebel queen, was loved by some and loathed by others. And if ‘loathe’ seems too strong a word, take any image of the queen throughout her memorial temple complex and you’ll see that she has been systematically defaced. The act of her overshadowed co-regent (who also happened to be her stepson, son-in-law and nephew), Tuthmosis III, the despoliation speaks volumes not just of family intrigue but of prejudice too, towards a woman occupying the throne of kings.



WHERE TO FIND CAFES IN LUXOR

Pure Coffee

Able to rustle up a proper cappuccino, this small cafe is in the heart of Gezira.

Wannas Art Café

In a boutique-style space, this vegetarian cafe is an attractive venue for a drink.

Cafe & Restaurant Maratonga

Offering a delightful outdoor venue, this old favourite is in front of Medinat Habu.



WEST BANK TEMPLES

ASSORTED ANTIQUITIES BETWEEN NILE AND MOUNTAINS


With the Valley of the Kings headlining the west bank, many visitors naturally rush towards the tombs to the exclusion of all else. That’s a pity because some of the most atmospheric sites in Luxor lie at the edge of the fields, where plain meets mountain. Some tours include the magnificent Memorial Temple of Hatshepsut, stretched out elegantly along the foot of the mountains, and Ramses III’s elaborate memorial temple of Medinat Habu, but few bother with the Ramesseum or Temple of Seti I. Visit either and you’re likely to have at least part of the complex to yourself. Workshops dotted between temples promote traditional crafts. If the tranquil nature of this area appeals, then consider a night’s stay or a meal in one of the area’s rural retreats, many of which have rooftop terraces. It’s a great way to enjoy the Theban landscape after the crowds have left.
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TOP TIP

It’s all about the timing. Get it right, and some of your best memories are likely to come from wandering the treasures between Nile and necropolis. At dawn the Ramesseum sits under a halo of balloons; on Tuesdays, the Temple of Seti I is enlivened by neighbouring Talaat Souq; and at sunset, Medinat Habu basks in honey-coloured light.




BEST SIGHTS AT MEDINAT HABU

First Pylon

Renowned for its reliefs of Ramses III’s victory over the Libyans, identifiable wearing long robes and sporting sidelocks and beards.

First Pylon Relief

Grisly scene of scribes counting their enemies by severed hands and genitals.

Pharaoh’s Palace

To the south of the first court, with three rooms designated for the royal harem.

Window of Appearances

Where the pharaoh appeared to his subjects.

Second Pylon Relief

Ramses III presents prisoners of war to Amun and his vulture-goddess wife, Mut.



Medinat Habu

VISITING THE MEMORIAL TEMPLE OF RAMSES III

If you have time for only one temple visit on the west bank, make it Medinat Habu. For centuries the grand Memorial Temple of Ramses III, last of the great pharaohs, formed the economic hub of Thebes. Today, this magnificent site is half buried in leafy Kom Lolah village, where the management of market gardens is a world away from the glory days of high finance.

At its height, Medinat Habu encompassed temples, a royal palace, accommodation for priests, offices, stores and workshops, and evidence of this enterprise is scattered throughout the site. The whole complex is remarkably well preserved, with excavation first carried out here in 1859 and ongoing ever since.

Entering the two-storey Syrian Gate, modelled on a Syrian fortress, follow the wall to the left and climb the stairs to get an idea of the scale of the complex. After the demise of the Ptolemies (the last of the ancient Egyptian rulers before the arrival of the Romans), it became an important Christian centre, inhabited until the 9th century, when a plague is thought to have decimated the town. The remains of the medieval town gave the site its Arabic name (medina means ‘town’ or ‘city’) and mud-built houses can still be seen clinging to the enclosure walls today.

With its massive pylons, well-preserved reliefs of epic battles and location at the foot of the mountains, Medinat Habu is a wonderful place to get a sense of the grand design of the ancients. This is especially so at sunset when the orientation of the first pylon is such that it is bathed in golden light.

Ozymandias and the Ramesseum

DEAD BUT NOT FORGOTTEN

Entering the Ramesseum, the funerary temple of Ramses II, head past the three baboons (right of the entrance) to the bottom of the complex and look for a pair of feet. Shorn off at the ankles, they are so massive that by rights they should support the weight of a giant. In fact, they belong to the Colossus of Ramses II, known in antiquity by his Greek name ‘Ozymandias’. The statue’s forlornly crumpled form lies broken where it fell in three parts, the huge hulk of shoulder still visible in front of the 29 remaining columns of the hypostyle hall.

No one knows if it was the deliberate efforts of Persian king Cambyses, employing the elements of fire and water to crack the granite, or just the ravages of time. At any rate, in 1820 a British poet, Percy Bysshe Shelley, was sufficiently moved by images of its ruin to write a sonnet on human hubris in trying to attain immortality.

The irony of this is that it probably isn’t true. The great granite carving may now lie prone, but it’s still there, immortalising the memory of Ramses II and the Romantic poet who shares his limelight. Look up ‘Ozymandias’ on the internet, and there he is again, somewhat disingenuously represented as a pair of boots and an upright head, and even shown with a recent president of the USA superimposed. The subject of an episode in the cult TV series Breaking Bad, where the main character loses his empire, Ozymandias (aka Ramses II) has been kept alive, it seems, by contemporary culture.
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Measuring Up to the Past

So just how big was the Colossus of Ramses II, otherwise known as ‘Ozymandias’? Carved from a single block of granite, it was once the biggest statue in all Egypt. Here are its vital statistics:

Weight More than 1000 tonnes

Height 19m

Shoulder width 7m

Width of foot 1.25m

Index finger 1m

Identifying marks Pharaoh’s name in hieroglyphics on both upper arms



Memorial Temple of Hatshepsut

FIT FOR A QUEEN

Amid the massive, heavy-structured monuments of ancient Egyptian kings, one building stands out for its lightness of touch – the Memorial Temple of Hatshepsut. This stylish structure spreads across the bottom of the Theban cliffs like the outstretched wings of Nekhbet, the vulture goddess, and ascends the mountain in a series of three ramped terraces. Once graced with a fragrant garden, it was called Djeser-djeseru (Most Holy of Holies) and befitted a woman considered beautiful and gifted in her own time. Heavily restored over the years to give a sense of the original’s beauty, it is one of the most lovely buildings in all Egypt.

Designed by Senenmut, a courtier and possible lover of Hatshepsut, to face the Temple of Karnak, due east across the Nile, it broke with earlier traditions architecturally and in terms of religious iconography, as formerly only males were shown as the children of the sun god. Hatshepsut, in reliefs on the north colonnade of the middle terrace, is depicted as a boy at birth to avoid invoking the greater consternation of those who objected to a woman occupying the throne of kings.

Hatshepsut’s power piqued her rivals and her image is despoiled throughout the site, the mischief of Tuthmosis III, her overshadowed co-regent (who also happened to be her stepson, son-in-law and nephew). Dedicated to the god Amun, the temple also housed chapels for Anubis, god of the dead, and Hathor, goddess of the Theban necropolis.

[image: jpg]

Memorial Temple of Hatshepsut | NEBOJSA MARKOVIC/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


WHY I LOVE THE WEST BANK TEMPLES
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Jenny Walker, writer

A couple hold hands beside a temple relief: beyond their gaze, long slender fingers belonging to a pharaoh and his wife are clasped together forever. Nervous swallows at Medinat Habu twitch in flight; a falcon is nearby, carved in relief as Ra the Creator, giving life to Ramses III. Fifty young women pose on the steps of Queen Hatshepsut’s temple, queens of their own realm. A tour group laughs and the baboon-headed gods at the Ramesseum seem to smile with them.

This is what I love about the temple belt occupying the rim between east and west, fields and desert, life and burial – it’s full of stories that we, the living, use to make sense of our lot, now as in time memorial.



MORE IN WEST BANK TEMPLES

Shopping at Talaat Souq

SALAD DAYS

Every Tuesday morning, donkey carts and hay-laden lorries roll into the market ground at Talaat, piled high with the produce of local farms. If you think you’ve seen a big cabbage, think again, as some of the fattest brassicas in the Middle East are grown nearby, together with sweet onions and tomatoes, which are grown in the fields beside the Colossi.

Among the tables of leafy vegetables are baskets or sacks full of herbs. Some form of za’atar herb has apparently been grown in the area for millennia, with the remains of Thymbra spicata, a species used in za’atar preparations to this day, being found in the tomb of Tutankhamun. Across the Middle East, preparations for making za’atar (a mixture of crushed dried herbs, sesame seeds and sumac) is a family tradition handed down from mothers to daughters.

If you’re not averse to haggling, buy a bag from one of the stalls in the lane to the main road, and shop for a salad and some fruit – fresh dates in season make a great dessert. If you head for the Temple of Seti I opposite, you’re likely to find the perfect place for a picnic.
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Forgotten Temple of Seti I

If you’ve been overrun by eager shoppers at the Tuesday market in Talaat, pop across the road for a peaceful stroll under the palm trees of the temple opposite. Built for Seti I (responsible for the Temple of Abydos, Karnak’s hypostyle hall and the famous tomb in the Valley of the Kings), it was finished after the pharaoh’s death by his heavier-handed son. Recently restored after flood damage in 1994, it is seldom visited, which is a pity, given it has some beautiful reliefs. The walls of the columned portico on the west facade of the temple and the hypostyle court beyond are particularly finely decorated.



WHERE TO FIND CRAFT DEMONSTRATIONS IN LUXOR

Habiba Hand Weaving

Watch handlooms in action at this fair-trade, fixed-price showroom opposite the Colossi of Memnon.

Nefetary Papyrus Institute

See how papyrus is made at this workshop of fine paintings on the road towards the ticket office.

Abo El Hassan Alabaster Factory

Listen to work in progress at this factory without pressure to buy.



THE WIDER NECROPOLIS

WHERE CURRENT DIGS UNEARTH DAILY TREASURES


Standing wistfully on rubble above the Tombs of the Nobles, Abdullah whispers into the wind, ‘I used to live here’. The authorities may have moved Old Gurna inhabitants into new breezeblock accommodation, demolishing their picturesque houses in 2007 after decades of attempts, but clearly they haven’t extinguished the sense of home lingering on. A necropolis may seem an unlikely place to call home, but for all the talk of death on the west bank, Thebes has mostly been about life – feverishly creative artisanal life, grasping at the immortality of the Pharaonic vision.

Abdullah sighs as he recollects a family gathering here, a dispute with a neighbour there. ‘Life was simpler then,’ he says ruefully, ‘now it’s complicated with air-conditioning, water bills and internet’. Would he go back if chance allowed it? Straddling his motorbike, he nods in the direction of buried ancestors. ‘There’s no going back,’ he shouts as he races eastward in a ribbon of dust.
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TOP TIP

Rather than visiting all the tombs honeycombing the Theban hillside – an exercise that will exhaust your energies, as the paths are steep and the sun strong even in winter – try choosing one or two and studying them in detail. It’s the tiny gestures that speak volumes – the holding of hands, a hint of a smile, the tongue in cheek.



Tombs of Roy & Shuroy

RECENT FINDS

Beyond the Tombs of the Nobles, the necropolis stretches northward covering an area of more than 100 tombs of rulers and officials, dating largely from the 17th dynasty. It’s an area of ongoing excavation, and as recently as 2014 a royal tomb from the 11th dynasty was found here. Although most of the tombs have been badly plundered, the Tomb of Roy, with its magnificent ceiling, and Tomb of Shuroy, which includes some fascinating early sketches rather than completed paintings, have survived with their decorations largely intact.

Tombs of the Nobles

DAILY LIFE OF THE ANCIENTS

The royal tombs illustrate the complex belief systems of ancient Egypt, but for an inkling of daily life 3500 years ago, head to the 6th-dynasty Tombs of the Nobles. More funerary chapel than tomb, each burial site has an entry hall, passage and niche for the owner’s statue and is decorated with paintings (rather than reliefs), featuring a distinct white background. Numbering over 300, these tombs dot the steep, exposed hillside, and many have a delicate beauty. The Tomb of Nakht, with its famous images of a blind harpist and three dancers, hunting scenes and rural life, is beautifully preserved. Those of Menne and Amenemope (accessible on the same ticket) are also fascinating. The latter unusually has statues (of owner, wife and daughter) still in situ, and a sarcophagus abandoned after being excavated from a lower chamber.
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Tombs of Ramose, Userhet & Khaemhet

TESTIMONIALS AND TONSORIALS

Ramose, governor of Thebes under Amenhotep III and Akhenaten, is historically of great significance. Interestingly, his tomb depicts rare images of worship of the sun disc, which the heretic king Akhenaten introduced in place of the polytheism of his predecessors.

Burial was big business in Thebes and naturally attracted skills of all kinds including professional mourners...and barbers. Both appear among the paintings of the neighbouring Tomb of Userhet, together with gazelle hunting and wine making. The nearby tomb of Amenhotep III’s royal inspector of granaries and court scribe, Khaemhet, is interesting for the owner depicted as a sphinx.

Workshop Activities Beside the Necropolis

LEARNING A TRADE

Suddenly industrious, youngsters neighbouring the Nobles’ tombs start tapping rhythmically at rocks in front of them. On cue from the supervisor, they hollow and chisel, file and polish before exploding into a rendition of happy birthday. With any luck tourists filing into the showroom buy something – most don’t. Kitsch certainly, but practical in demonstrating how alabaster is made luminous, these workshops fulfil an essential function in supporting apprentices. It’s the same at nearby papyrus shops, where visitors learn how fibrous reed is crushed to make paper, and at handlooms opposite the Colossi. Once better known for linen, Egypt is now famous for cotton and buying a galabeya (robe) is part of the west bank experience.
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Visiting Remoter Tombs

TELLING TALES

The less-touristed tombs of the Theban dead offer a great opportunity to chat with the living. Each tomb is protected by a guardian whose job includes unlocking a tomb where necessary. In addition most guardians, reportedly earning less than a petrol pump attendant, consider it their duty to educate the visitor – partly hoping to supplement their meagre income and often in a genuine desire to share ‘their’ tomb’s best features.

With a torch in galabeya pocket, many of these guardians do a wonderful job of illuminating the tombs both literally and metaphorically. Some archaeologists protest at the quality of the information imparted but, unless you’re a scholar with a doctoral interest in Egyptology, that’s hardly the point. Inherent storytellers, these guardians narrate the scenes before you, following their tomb incumbent through the rituals of the dead as if reading from a book. Once hooked, you can check the details for yourself, but they will have fulfilled that very special role – unlocking the door to curiosity, after which you can navigate your own way through the labyrinths of history.
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MORE IN WIDER NECROPOLIS

Lessons at the Pottery Workshop

MADE OF CLAY

At digs around the Theban necropolis, shards of pot turn up so regularly that middens of baked clay have almost become a feature of the landscape. Look at these footnotes from the past, and you’ll see they vary in colour from burnt umber to terracotta; some have lips and ridges, others are worn smooth with use. Only a trained eye is likely to detect whether they date from decades ago, when the village here was occupied, or from centuries earlier as tomb contents found their way to the surface. Either way, the shards illustrate a continuity in working with clay that links ancient and modern.

The techniques involved in pottery-making have changed little over time. A lump of clay is pummelled to expel air and then worked into shape, dried and baked in a kiln to form a ‘biscuit’. This is then painted with cobalt, manganese and copper oxides and fired again to produce a permanent glaze that becomes intrinsic to the piece.

Reading about pottery-making is one thing but there’s nothing quite like trying it out in person – an experience offered at the Pottery Workshop beside the Ramesseum. The master potter operates the wheel and guides even the clumsiest of fingers through the elaborate techniques used to form different shapes – a sort of semaphore in clay, as complex as learning to play an instrument and requiring just as much sensitivity and expression.

The workshop supports apprentices and hopes to follow the success of internationally renowned potters from Tunis in Fayoum. With antique inspiration scattered across the hillsides opposite, this is no lame aim.
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BEST LESS-VISITED TOMBS

Tomb of Sennofer

Reach up in the tomb of the overseer of the Garden of Amun and you can almost pick the grapes depicted.

Tomb of Rekhmire

Enter this tomb for the unusual sensation of walking up towards a false door in the long, narrow central chamber.

Tomb of Neferronpet

Look in this treasury scribe’s tomb for a depiction of weighing gold – once and always a precious metal.

Tomb of Khonsu

For a bit of bird watching, check the ceiling of this First Prophet’s tomb, where ducks are flying around nests with eggs.



WHERE TO SHOP ON THE WEST BANK

Caravanserai

Near Medinat Habu, this family-run shop of hand-crafted items supports the earning potential of women.

Shop Sandouk

Near the ferry landing, this Aladdin’s Cave of attractive items includes rugs and brass trays.

Farouk Gallery

Not far from the Antiquities Inspectorate ticket office, this antiques shop sells 20th-century items.





SOUTHERN NILE VALLEY
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ORIGIN STORIES AND RIVER LIFE


The frontier land between two great ancient kingdoms – Egypt and Nubia – the southern Nile Valley straddles time, culture and history in dramatic desert surroundings.
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Nowhere is the Nile more beautiful than at Aswan – ancient trading outpost and guardian of Egypt’s southern gateway. While the river runs unimpeded 850km to Cairo, Aswan sits on the granite shelf of the First Cataract, where currents swirl around riverine islands and granite boulders. Impassable to boats, this barrier was for centuries the natural border between Egypt and Nubia, the powerful kingdom to the south that controlled trade from sub-Saharan Africa from whence came gold, ivory, slaves, carnelian, incense, dates and camels.

Such dramatic borderlands generate myth-making. Aswan and Elephantine Island are key elements of Egypt’s origin story when Abu was capital of the first Upper Egyptian province in 3000 BCE; here, too, resided Hapi, the hermaphrodite river god responsible for the inundation alongside Anukis, Setis and Khnum, the great ram-headed creation god of the cataract region.

Travel here catapults you through the ages much like those river rapids. At Al Kab researchers found the first hieroglyph (3250 BCE), while the last is at Philae (394 CE). At Kom Ombo sugar cane is processed in a plant that incorporates temple carvings, and Kordofan camel-herders still flock to Daraw’s market along the Forty Days Rd. And, south of Aswan, the immense High Dam rivals the engineering feat of the Great Pyramid, holding back the Nile’s flood waters. Travel by boat where you can and, at the end of the road, you’ll be rewarded by the epic temple of Ozymandias – Rameses II – at Abu Simbel.
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THE MAIN AREAS

LUXOR TO ASWAN

The Nile at its most picturesque.

ASWAN

Egypt’s strategically important southernmost city.

LOWER NUBIA & LAKE NASSER

An epic lake and ancient temples.

ABU SIMBEL

Egypt’s most famous monumental temple.



Find Your Way


Aswan is Egypt’s southernmost city. It is the main marketplace for trade between Egypt and Sudan (previously Nubia) and the end point for cruises along the Nile. You can get around easily by train, bus or car, but the coolest mode of transport is undoubtedly a boat.
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Plan Your Time


There are train, bus and plane connections between Luxor, Aswan and Abu Simbel. You can also hire a private car with a driver at reasonable cost. But the most inspiring way of seeing this glorious river valley is aboard a felucca, dahabiyya (houseboat) or sandal (sailing ship).
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If You Only Do One Thing

• The Nile between Luxor and Aswan is a vision of colour: just miles of lush green farms backed by the orange glow of the desert. A string of late Graeco-Roman temples, ancient tombs and historic quarries also line the riverbank at Esna, Edfu, Al Kab, Gebel Silsila and Kom Ombo. The best way to see them is aboard a traditional boat, either a luxurious dahabiyya from Luxor to Aswan or a sandal or felucca from Aswan to Luxor.

• Factor in an extra day or two at the beginning or end of the trip to enjoy Aswan’s laid-back charms and a trip to Abu Simbel.




A Week-Long Stay

• By car, you can visit the temples of Esna and Edfu on a day trip from Luxor to Aswan. Then settle down in a Nubian guesthouse on Aswan’s charming Elephantine Island and spend four days exploring Nubian life on the islands. Get out on the water for bird watching, visit the Graeco-Roman temple of Philae and wander the ruins of Abu and the Botanical Garden.

• Then hop over to the west bank to see the Tombs of the Nobles and camel ride to the Monastery of St Simeon before finishing up with an overnight felucca trip to Kom Ombo before heading back to Luxor.




If You Have More Time

• Spend an extra night or two at island-based Heissa Camp where you’ll wake up to views of the west bank’s golden mountains. Then spend the day kayaking or exploring nearby islets and hidden beaches in the reservoir between the Low and High Dam. At night you’ll eat delicious Nubian food and the owners can arrange an evening of Nubian music and dancing.

• Then head down to Abu Simbel on a four-night cruise aboard a small houseboat with Lake Nasser Adventures. En route you’ll stop at Egypt’s least-visited temples, camp on deserted beaches and watch flocks of pelicans framed by glowing sunsets before you glide up to the temples of Ramses II.



Seasonal Highlights

Temperatures regularly top 45ºC in summer. For sunny days and balmy nights travel in April, October and November. Winter is also pleasant, but nights can be cold aboard a boat.

FEBRUARY

The Festival of Abu Simbel on the 22nd marks the moment the sunlight strikes the figure of Ramses II in the inner sanctum.
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MARCH

The khamsin wind whips up sandstorms that can disrupt flights and prevent feluccas from sailing in Aswan.
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APRIL

The perfect weather for Nile cruising with daytime sunshine and warm evenings, which you can enjoy on deck.
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MAY

The best month for budget travellers. Rising temperatures mean thinning crowds, but the heat is still tolerable.
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AUGUST

Sweltering. Aswan is one of the hottest places on earth with summer temperatures regularly topping 48°C.
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OCTOBER

Harvest time brings lovely soft light on the Nile. Aswan hosts one of the largest date festivals in the country.

[image: jpg]

EBONYEG/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

DECEMBER

Peak season for Nile cruising so prices skyrocket, especially around Christmas and New Year. Evenings can be cold.
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LUXOR TO ASWAN
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The Nile south of Luxor is increasingly hemmed in by the Eastern Desert. The dramatic valley was once thought to be the domain of the vulture and crocodile gods, yet most of what you see here dates from the last period of ancient Egyptian history, when the country was ruled by the descendants of Alexander the Great’s Macedonian general, Ptolemy I (323–283 BCE).

The Ptolemies respected the country’s traditions and religion and ensured peaceful rule in Upper Egypt by erecting temples in honour of the local gods. Those at Esna, Edfu, Kom Ombo and Philae are as notable for their strategic locations as they are for their artistic and architectural merit. Besides the temples you can seek out Egypt’s first capital of Al Kab, the sacred quarry at Gebel Silsila, and the thriving camel market at Daraw. Sailing down the Nile here offers a glimpse into Egypt’s ancient past away from the tourist throng.
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TOP TIP

Most cruises starting from Luxor are a day or two longer than those starting from Aswan because they are sailing against the Nile’s strong current. If you want to spend longer in Luxor or are concerned about cost, start from Aswan and head north.




BEST DAHABIYYAS

Nour el Nil

A fleet of seven vintage-style dahabiyyas with eight to 10 cabins furnished in bohemian style.

Nile Dahabiyya Boats

A fleet of four smaller dahabiyyas with five to six cabins run by Luxor locals.

Dahabiya Nile Sailing

A fleet of five dahabiyyas and a broad range of three- to five-night itineraries.

La Flâneuse du Nil

A luxury dahabiyya retrofitted with an eco-friendly electrical power system.

Sanctuary Zein Nile Chateau

A 164ft luxury private charter with six cabins.



Cruising Between Luxor & Aswan

SAIL SOUTH LIKE A PHARAOH

The most romantic boat on the Nile is the double-masted dahabiyya, literally ‘the golden one’ for the gilding that once adorned the boats of the rich and the royal. Inscriptions on the tombs of pharaohs and nobles attest to the boat’s history and it has been the preferred mode of transport over the ages of everyone from aristocrats to archaeologists. Modern-Egyptian leaders King Farouk and President Sadat both had their own dahabiyyas.

These days a handful of companies, such as Nour el Nil, operate small fleets of dahabiyyas, so you can glide down the Nile from Luxor to Aswan (the long boats cannot navigate the locks north of Luxor) much as the pharaohs did. Built for comfort, each dahabiyya has between eight and 10 ensuite cabins decorated with vintage art, comfortable beds, brass lamps and large windows that sit just above the level of the water. Above the cabins is the shaded deck, which acts as an open-air drawing room and is furnished with divans, carpets and floor cushions. Guests while away the day here reading, playing cards and sharing communal meals sourced at local markets as they drift slowly down the palm-lined river.

A limited number of passengers ensures dahabiyyas remain intimate and the five-night itinerary from Luxor to Aswan is more memorable than any other cruise. Each morning there’s a fascinating tour of a string of smaller, less accessible Graeco-Roman temples at Esna, Edfu and Kom Ombo as well as a visit to the tombs at Al Kab (Egypt’s oldest capital) and the Gebel Silsila quarry where the pharaohs sourced sandstone for their temples and where cruise ships cannot dock.

The pace is leisurely and the small scale of the Ptolemaic temples (so-called because they were built by the Ptolemy pharaohs) allows you to linger on the details. Each reveals different stylistic developments and architectural features. At Esna, a forest of gorgeously frescoed columns sport traditional lotus and papyrus flowers. Edfu’s temple complex is the best preserved in Egypt and enables you to appreciate the complexity of the architecture, including secret passages and side rooms dedicated to activities such as creating incense. And at Kom Ombo, where the crocodile god Sobek was revered, you’ll find a museum full of immense mummified crocodiles.

Back on board, gliding close to the water, the dahabiyya immerses you in the life of the river. Your ears fill with the gentle slap of the water on the side of the boat while your view to right and left rests on neatly tended farms, birds freewheeling off the water and buffalo grazing docilely on grassy islands. At times the riparian scene seems absurdly biblical, particularly when you disembark on uninhabited islands for stunning sunset walks or delightful wild swims in the fast-running current.

At the end of the 240km journey, you glide into Aswan in the golden glow of sunset and dock beneath the new Aswan bridge. You could, of course, make the journey in less than four hours in a car, or in 36 hours by cruise ship, but you won’t take with you such unforgettable memories of this historic river.


BEST TOUR AGENCIES

Aswan Luxor Travel

Aswan local Mena Zaki is an engaging guide who leads enriching tours to Luxor, Aswan and the sites in between.

Osiris Tours

A luxury agency crafting bespoke tours with great guides who offer smart commentary on life in ancient and modern Egypt.

Nour el Nil

The travel arm of luxury dahabiyya company Nour el Nil can arrange tours around your cruise.

Aswan Individual

Waleed and his team offer great-value tours and/or private transport in and around Aswan.



BEST CRUISESHIP TOURS

MS Viking Osiris

The Osiris has 41 contemporary cabins, floor-to-ceiling windows and alfresco dining on the sundeck. $$

MS Sudan

A historic, 23-cabin cruiser built as part of Thomas Cook’s steamer fleet in 1885. $$$

MS Philae

Owned by luxury-brand Oberoi, the 22-cabin Philae is the best cruiser on the Nile. $$$

BEST CRUISE-SHIP TOURS

MS Mayflower

The Mayfair offers well-priced itineraries aboard a 56-cabin cruiser with glam Egyptian-style rooms. $$

MS Darakum

RRocking a retro ’70s vibe, the Darakum is comfortable rather than glamorous with good prices and service. $$

MS Sun Boat III

A 20-cabin cruiser inspired by the glamour of the 1920s. Offers a Luxor-Aswan-Luxor return itinerary. $$$

Downriver by Felucca

SAILING THE OLD WAY

No trip to the southern Nile Valley would be complete without an adventure in a felucca. This ancient fishing boat with its large lanteen sail has been in use by Nile fishers for centuries. Sailing in a felucca is an entirely different experience to being aboard a dahabiyya or a cruise ship. The felucca is a boat made for sailing, thus all trips start in Aswan and head northwards with the wind and the current.

Feluccas are fast and low, tacking from one side of the river to the other in perpetual motion. When the wind is up and the sail stretches to capacity against the creaking mast it is a thrilling experience. Watching the captain and crew deftly navigate is a lesson in an ancient art, while sleeping beneath the stars is an unforgettable experience.

That said, feluccas are working vessels and therefore frill-free. That means there are no cabins. Instead, passengers live, eat and sleep on a shaded deck. In winter it can get cold, so either bring a sleeping bag or check there are blankets aboard. There is also no plumbing, so toilet breaks are taken on the riverbank behind a screen. Needless to say, check the supply of toilet paper or bring your own, and a torch. A more upmarket version of a felucca is a sandal, which does have an on-board toilet.

The most popular felucca trips are to Kom Ombo (one night) or Edfu (two nights). Guests are then picked up by car and then driven to Luxor. A three-night trip to Esna is possible, but uncommon.


Felucca Tips

If you arrive by boat take a horse-drawn carriage from the dock (round trip LE50 plus tip).

Agree on the number of passengers beforehand and try and meet your fellow travellers.

Check what the price includes, especially with regard to food and water; 3L per day per person is a minimum.

Make sure your felucca has a sun shade and mosquito net.

Confirm your drop-off point before departure (some feluccas stop short of Edfu).

Don’t hand over your passport; a photocopy is sufficient to arrange the permit.

Bring a hat, sunscreen and insect repellent.

Wherever you stop, be sure to clean up after yourself. Burn all rubbish and bury bodily waste.

Only swim in fast-moving water as bilharzia is present in the Nile.
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WHERE TO HIRE A FELUCCA

Captain Safy

Well-run cruises with superb Nubian lunches. Half- and full-day sails available. (nubiansailing.com/NubianSailing.html)

JJ Jamaica

With over 30 years’ experience, Nori has and feluccas and one six-cabin sandal. (facebook.com/JJJamaicaFelucca/)

Aswan Individual

Waleed can arrange road tours and help you book felucca trips with Nubian captains. (aswan-individual.com/)


Egyptian Frescoes

Although we consider fresco to be an Italian Renaissance painting style, the fresco technique was invented in Egypt. In the Temple of Khnum you can see how they were executed. Limestone was covered with a gesso plaster (made of animal glue binder, chalk and white pigment) onto which natural pigments were applied. These pigments were sourced from minerals in the desert hills: red and yellow derived from ochre-containing iron oxides, with some reds from realgar (an arsenic sulphide). Blues and greens came from azurite and malachite, or hydrated copper chloride. Yellow was extracted from orpiment and black from carbon. As the cleaning of the frescoes at Esna reveal, the effect of the original colours is dazzling.



Exploring Charming Esna

LOCALLY LED SMALL-TOWN TOURS

Located 64km south of Luxor, Esna was an important stop on the Darb Al Arba’een camel-caravan route between Al Kharga, Edfu and Esna. Merchants headed here to the once-thriving Al Qīsāriyya Market, which unfolds for 1.5km beside the Nile. Its an atmospheric place, lined with traditional craft, spice and textile shops, interspersed with carved wooden doors from the Ottoman era when Esna reached its economic heyday.

While subsequent decades of relegation eroded Esna’s economic prosperity, they preserved much of its cultural heritage. And it is this that sustainable tourism initiative VISIT Esna (facebook .com/ Discover .Esna) hopes to re-centre at the heart of a new community-led tourism project. Newly trained local guides like Rehab Mokhtar now lead walking tours pointing out fanciful architecture and revealing engaging local stories.

En-route you’ll pass the Al-’Amriyya Minaret (built in 1087), which once did double-duty as a minaret and lighthouse. You’ll visit the Wakālat Al Jiddāwī, an 18th-century caravanserai, which VISIT Esna has recently restored along with 12 other historical sites. Then there’s Nāṣir Bakkūr’s ancient oil press, one of Egypt’s oldest, which he still hand cranks to produce traditional sesame and lettuce oil.

Further afield is the Monastery of the Martyrs, a 4th-century memorial, built by Emperor Constantine’s mother, Queen Helena, to commemorate Copts killed by the Romans; and the as-yet-unrestored country villas of King Farouk, which the project aims to renovate. The tours are excellent and Esna’s laid-back charm is worth a pause. It’s a place to connect genuinely with locals, visit a souq where craftspeople still practise their traditions, and get a glimpse of small-town Egyptian life.


REHAB’S WALKING TOURS
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Rehab Mokhtar is an archaeologist and guide with @discoveresna.

Of course Esna’s Temple of Khnum is incredible. I have worked on cleaning its frescoes since 2021, and even we are amazed by what we have uncovered. But travellers love our walks because of the living stories they hear. We usually start in the quissariat and visit the ancient oil press, the loom workshops and historic caravanserai before heading to the temple. Often it takes three or four hours as people want to explore and talk to locals. Afterwards, we sail across the river and lunch at the Italian Club. I’m so proud to be part of this project, sharing the stories of my home town.



Multicoloured Marvels in Esna’s Temple

CREATION MYTHS AND QUIET CHARM

The Temple of Khnum, the ram-headed creator god, sits in a 9m-deep pit in the centre of Esna. It was buried by 15 centuries of sand and silt until Auguste Mariette excavated the magnificent Roman-era hypostyle hall in the 19th century. To reach it, duck through the sleepy souq to arrive in an open area just 200m from the boat landing.

The temple was begun by Ptolemy VI Philometor (180–45 BCE) and was similar in size to the temples of Dendara and Edfu. The hypostyle was added by the Romans and is supported by 18 frescoed columns. Entering from the bright sunlight, it takes a moment for your eyes to adjust before you can fully appreciate the columns’ exuberant and unique designs. Some are topped with papyrus fans, others lotus buds and some have a Roman addition: grapes.

Archaeologists are still high up in the gloom cleaning a millennia’s worth of dirt from the ceiling, which is covered with lavish cosmological scenes. Here, on the right side as you enter, is the only original zodiac in Egypt’s Graeco-Roman temples over which arches the body of Nut, the sky goddess.

A relief of temple patron Ptolemy VI Philometor and 16 other Graeco-Roman pharaohs line the walls making respectful offerings to Esna’s gods: Khnum, Neith (his consort) and Heka, their son. Khnum, meanwhile, is depicted inside the front facade sitting at his potter’s wheel creating the first beings of the world. He is flanked by two hymns: the first a morning hymn to awaken him and the second a hymn of creation.
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Daraw Camel Market

Ten kilometres south of Kom Ombo is Daraw, one of the largest camel markets in Egypt. It’s been here for centuries, marking the end of the Darb Al Arba’een (Forty Days Road), the old caravan route from Omdurman in Sudan that herders trek to bring their camels to market. Sometimes there are as many as 2000 camels here and weekend trading (the market is only open Saturday and Sunday morning) is fast, furious and fascinating. This is no tourist show and no place for the squeamish. Traders here are quite friendly towards curious tourists, but be sure to wear sturdy shoes and conservative clothes.



WHERE TO SHOP, EAT & STAY IN ESNA & EDFU

Pr.Ba Concept Store

Part of an inspiring local initiative aimed at promoting Esna’s gorgeous heritage crafts. Fixed prices. $

El Massa

A comfortable hotel in Edfu with a rooftop restaurant serving Egyptian country cooking. $

Funduq Al-Shams

A country guesthouse popular with archaeologists set in sugarcane fields 16km north of Edfu. All inclusive. $$



TOP SIGHT
Temple of Horus, Edfu


Midway between Luxor and Aswan is the town of Edfu. It is the site of the magnificent Temple of Horus (the falcon god), the best-preserved temple of the ancient world. Built between 237 and 57 BCE by the Ptolemies, it is modelled on older Pharaonic designs. According to myth the temple marks the spot where Horus defeated his murderous uncle, Seth, to avenge the death of his father Osiris.
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PRACTICALITIES

Scan this QR code for prices and opening hours.
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DON’T MISS

Pylon carvings of Ptolemy XII smashing the skulls of his enemies

The granite statues of Horus at the Gateway

The perfume laboratory

Reliefs of the New Year Festival



Temple Architecture

The Egyptian name for a temple was het-netjer, which means ‘mansion of the god’. Here the god resided in the form of the statues of his temple, particularly the golden cult image (gold was considered to be the flesh of the gods), which was housed in the temple’s inner sanctum. The temple surrounding the god’s image was a model of the world. The walls were decorated with plants and animals representing the earth, the columns were trees and the ceiling was covered in stars to mirror the cosmos.

The Pylon (Gateway)

By the 4th century the Edfu Temple had fallen into disuse following Theodosius I’s edict banning non-Christian worship within the Roman Empire in 391 CE. As elsewhere many of the temple’s carved reliefs were defaced, houses crowded into the temple grounds and the temple filled up with sand, silt and rubbish. By 1798, when a French expedition identified the temple, only the tops of the two 36m-high pylon towers – carved with images of the pharaoh smiting his enemies – were visible. Excavations started in 1860 led by French Egyptologist Auguste Mariette.

Court of Offerings

In ancient times the public was not permitted into the temple but could gather only in the great forecourt just inside the pylon. It is surrounded by 32 columns decorated with palms, lotus and papyrus. The walls, too, are covered with reliefs including the ‘Feast of the Beautiful Meeting’ just inside the entrance, which shows Horus greeting his consort Hathor who resided at Dendara. Her statue visited Edfu each year during the annual fertility celebrations.

The Hypostyle Halls

The outer hypostyle hall is decorated with reliefs of Pharaoh Ptolomy III Euergetes. One shows him laying the foundation stone of the temple while another shows him and his wife Cleopatra and a long line of local gods bringing offerings to Horus, Hathor and their son Harsomtus, the three principal gods of Edfu.

Small chambers sit either side of these two columned halls. One housed the temple library, another was the vestry for robes, and the most interesting – in the inner hypostyle – was a laboratory decorated with reliefs depicting the ingredients and recipes used to create temple perfumes and incense. Edfu’s incredibly extensive hieroglyphs have revealed many of the mysteries about ancient Egyptian religion and life.

Offering Chamber

The next chamber was where the royal priesthood made offerings of food, flowers, wine, clothing and jewellery on behalf of the pharaoh. In return for this, the god granted the pharaoh health, plentiful harvests and victory over his enemies. On the west side 242 steps lead up to the roof (closed to visitors) and are lined with scenes from the New Year festival when the priests carried the statue of Horus up to the rooftop to be renewed by the sun.

Inner Sanctuary

The smallest room in the complex is the Inner Sanctuary. You’ll notice the clever narrowing of the halls – decreasing in height and width – that bring you to this point and create a great sense of perspective and drama. Here at the heart of the temple upon the polished granite altar the golden statue of Horus once stood. In front of it is a replica wooden barque that would have held a golden statue of Hathor on festival days.


TOP TIPS

• A car and driver from Luxor to Edfu costs LE1200 to LE1400.

• The train station is on the east bank of the Nile.

• If you arrive by boat take a horse-drawn carriage from the dock (round trip LE50 plus tip).




HORUS: THE FATHER OF PHARAOHS

In Egyptian mythology Horus was the god of kingship and pharaohs traced their lineage to him. He was the son of Osiris and Isis, two of the nine primeval gods of Egypt. Born after the murder of his father by his uncle Seth, Horus became Seth’s rival as heir to the throne. Protected by his mother, Horus defeated Seth and restored maat – cosmic order. This victory led to the resurrection of Osiris who was the first being to be ritually mummified by Isis. This myth was integral to ancient Egyptian concepts of kingship and succession, order and disorder. As the representative of Horus on earth, it was the people’s duty to protect, love and respect the pharaoh to maintain the proper order of the universe.







TOP SIGHT
Temple of Kom Ombo


Kom Ombo was originally known as Pa-Sobek (Land of Sobek) in honour of the crocodile god, Sobek, who was believed to reside here beside his fellow crocodiles who basked on this bend of the Nile in ancient times. One of the Nile Valley’s most scenically sited temples, Kom Ombo is unique in being dedicated to two gods: Sobek and Haroeris, his brother, otherwise known as Horus the Elder.
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PRACTICALITIES

Scan this QR code for prices and opening hours.
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DON’T MISS

Well-preserved carvings of Sobek on the columns in the Hypostyle Hall

The Festival Calendar

Cartouche of Early Surgical Instruments

Crocodile Museum

View of the Nile through temple ruins



Kom Ombo

Set picturesquely on the east bank of the Nile, Kom Ombo was an important military base and trading centre in the Ptolemaic period (332 BCE–395 CE). It became capital of the first Upper Egyptian province during the reign of Ptolemy VI Philometor (180–145 BCE), father of the famous Cleopatra VII who built the temple. Gold, ivory and elephants – needed for the Ptolemaic war with the elephant-mounted Seleucids – were traded here between Nubia and Egypt. Many Nubians still call Kom Ombo home, having relocated here when their homelands were flooded by the creation of Lake Nasser.

The Twin Temple

Although an earlier New Kingdom temple stood here, the present structure dates from the Ptolemaic period and is unique in its design. Dedicated to two gods it has two perfectly symmetrical parallel temples with twin entrances, hypostyle halls and two separate sanctuaries. The eastern temple (on the right) is dedicated to the crocodile-god Sobek. He was the god of fertility and creator of the world. He resided here with Hathor, his consort and the goddess of fertility, and their son the moon god, Khonsu. Meanwhile, the western temple was dedicated to the god Haroeris (Horus the Elder; so-called after his conquest of Seth), his companion Tasenetnefret (a form of Hathor) and their son Panebtawy, the ‘Lord of the Two Lands’ (Upper and Lower Egypt).

The Hypostyle Halls

The ruined outer and inner hypostyle halls sport 10 columns, each decorated with beautiful carvings of the various temple gods and capitals of lotus leaves. Reliefs on the remaining walls show typical images glorifying the pharaoh. In the outer hall on the right-hand side Ptolemy XII is crowned by Nekhbet, the vulture goddess, while in the inner hall Haroeris presents Ptolemy VIII Euergetes with a curved weapon representing the sword of victory while his sister-wife Cleopatra II looks on. More interesting though are the smaller carvings, one of which depicts a woman giving birth, and another of an ancient Egyptian festival calendar with dates and rituals meticulously recorded.

The Inner Sanctuaries

From the inner hypostyle three antechambers, each with double entrances, lead to the sanctuaries of Sobek and Haroeris. The now-ruined chambers on either side would have been used to store priests’ vestments and liturgical papyri. The walls of the sanctuaries are now one or two courses high, exposing a secret passage in between. It is theorised that this enabled the priests to listen to the petitions of pilgrims and answer them unseen, creating the impression of the cult statue miraculously answering the prayers of the devoted.

Crocodile Museum

As you exit the temple you will pass the Crocodile Museum. This small museum is well worth a visit for its fascinating collection of 22 mummified crocodiles and various sculptures, stelae and votive offerings associated with the Sobek’s cult. Live crocodiles were worshipped in Upper Egypt and the Kom Ombo priests cared for some in a pool near the temple. When a crocodile died it was believed that the soul of the god transferred to another crocodile and the dead crocodile was ritually mummified. The mummies in the museum – some over 4m long – come from the Middle Kingdom necropolis of El Shutb about 2km south of Kom Ombo. A model tomb and some still carefully wrapped crocodile mummies demonstrate how the animals were buried in pottery coffins.


EARLY SURGERY

The outer passage, which runs around the temple walls, is unusual. On the outside (northern) wall is a scene depicting what appears to be early surgical instruments including scalpels, saws, forceps, specula, scissors, and medicine bottles. At the time Egyptian medicine was almost certainly the most advanced in the world. The oldest known medical document is the so-called ‘Edwin Smith surgical papyrus’ dating from 1600 BCE (believed to be a copy of an even older text), which lists 48 injury cases and effective treatments for them – without any mention of magic.




TOP TIPS

• The temple is on the east bank of the River Nile.

• A private car from Luxor to both Edfu and Kom Ombo will cost LE1600.

• The train station is 3.5km from the temple.

• There are toilets at the ticket office.

• The museum is air-conditioned, a blessing in summer.

• Between the temple and the Nile is a cafeteria with a large garden.

• There are no hotels in Kom Ombo.





Quarrying for Eternity

SACRED QUARRIES IN A LUNAR LANDSCAPE

Few visitors stop at the dramatic sandstone gorge of Gebel Silsila, which marks the narrowest point of the Nile. It also marks a change in the bedrock of Egypt from limestone to sandstone, which, although it was harder to work, had greater inherent strength that allowed for monumental temples. Thus, the surrounding hillsides were heavily quarried from the New Kingdom to the Roman era, when men hand-cut huge blocks of stone and floated them down the river to Luxor to be used in the building of temples such as Karnak, Luxor, Dendera, Esna and Edfu.

The most attractive monuments are on the west bank, where the rocks are carved with inscriptions and small shrines, most notably the Speos of Horemheb, a modest rock-cut shrine dedicated to King Horemheb (reigned 1319–1292 BCE) and seven deities. Smaller shrines to Seti I, Ramses II, Merenptah and some 30 other officials in charge of the quarry also dot the hillsides.

But it is the quarry itself that is the main attraction. Wander through it and you’ll see clear masons’ marks sheering away the side of the cliff face with extraordinary precision. Look out for foot holes, rope holes and postholes that would have supported scaffolding so they could work at heights of 40m. Pictorial graffiti, hieroglyphic and hieratic inscriptions give clues as to how the massive blocks were extracted, moved down ramps and onto boats so they could be floated away during the flood. A guide is a good idea here.

At the southern end of the site is a massive pillar of rock known as the Capstan, so called because locals believe there was once a chain – silsila in Arabic – that ran from the east to the west bank.


Getting Around

Trains serve Esna but are not that convenient as the station is on the east (opposite) bank of the Nile to the town centre and the temple. Kabout (pick-up trucks) and microbuses shuttle between the two. The kabout station is by the canal and the microbus station is a block further north. The best way to get to Esna is on a tour, by car or boat, from Luxor or Aswan. The temple is 200m from the boat dock through the souq.





ASWAN
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Aswan’s history was always going to be different. However much Theban, Macedonian or Roman rulers in the north may have wanted to ignore the south, they dared not neglect this strategic border town. The settlement on Elephantine Island dates back to at least 3000 BCE. Named Abu (Ivory) after the trade that flourished here, it was a natural fortress positioned just below the First Cataract, one of six sets of rapids between Aswan and Khartoum.

In subsequent eras Aswan was a place of exile, a military hub for colonial troops, and one of the earliest tourist destinations in the world thanks to Thomas Cook’s Nile tours, which began in 1869. Today Aswan continues to thrive as a trading post, university town and tourist destination. There is a large Nubian community here, the pace is unhurried and the views of the Nile framed by the desert are truly enchanting. It’s the perfect place to kick back and relax.
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SIGHTS

1 Elephantine Island

2 Monastery of St Simeon

3 Nubia Museum

4 Old Cataract Hotel

5 Seheyl Island

6 Tombs of the Nobles

SHOPPING

7 Saria as-Souq




TOP TIP

Aswan’s sights are spread out mostly to the south and west. The souq cuts right through the centre of town, parallel to the Nile. The Nubia Museum is within walking distance of downtown (just) but all other sights require transport or a short boat trip.




RESTAURANTS WITH A VIEW

Nubian Dreams

A terraced restaurant on Elephantine Island serving Nubian tagines, jerk chicken and cardamom coffee with views of Aswan. $

Panorama

Set atop the Mövenpick’s ugly tower is one of Aswan’s best restaurants serving North African cuisine with 360-degree views. $$$

Solaih Nubian Restaurant

Overlooking Philae Temple, Solaih serves Nubian grandmother recipes cooked in an open fire. $$

Kafana Restaurant

Sit beside the water on the quiet western side of Elephantine Island and tuck into kofta and homemade camel tagine. $



Exploring Downtown Aswan

SOAKING UP THE SOUQ

Aswan’s Corniche runs for 3km along the east bank of the Nile from Feryal Garden to the Engineers Club next to the marina. Promenading here at sunset is a favourite pastime with locals flocking to riverside cafes to soak up the views of Elephantine Island and the desert beyond.

Around the midway point is an access to Sharia as-Souq, Aswan’s old bazaar that runs parallel to the Nile. It’s an atmospheric place to wander, full of merchants selling scarves, galabeyas (long robes), perfume, spices, homewares made from palm fronds and carved copies of Pharaonic statues. The atmosphere, particularly on warm evenings, is lively and exotic. Traders try to tempt you with their goods but they are less persistent in their sales pitch than elsewhere.

The further you get away from the main entrance the less touristy it becomes. You’ll spot shops selling Nubian talismans for good luck, colourful Nubian baskets and skullcaps, Sudanese swords, and African masks. Items for which Aswan is famous are the local sand-roasted fuul sudani (peanuts), top-quality henna powder and dried hibiscus flowers used to make the popular local drink karkadai (cold hibiscus tea).

Other good spots to check out are the Nubia Tourist Book Centre near the train station, which stocks a great selection of books in English on Nubian culture, Aswan and Egypt; while the Hanafi Bazaar is crammed with Nubian swords, baskets, amulets, silk kaftans and a treasure trove of African beads. Its mock-Pharaonic facade is unmissable and the Hanafi brothers who run it are totally laid-back.
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WHERE TO EAT IN DOWNTOWN ASWAN

Abeer

A hole-in-the-wall known for its kofta and kebabs. Mains come with bread, soup and tahini. $

Al Makka

A popular souq stop serving grilled meat. Mains come with vegetable stew. $

El Masry

Famous for stuffed pigeon and other traditional Egyptian dishes served in a nicely decorated restaurant. $

Chef Kahlil

Serves grilled, baked or fried fish from Lake Nasser and the Red Sea. Pay by weight. $$

Salah El-Din

One of the best Nile-side restaurants serving Nubian, Egyptian and international food, plus alcohol. $$

Makani

A Nile-side restaurant serving shish kebab, burgers and wraps alongside fresh juices and peanut-based shakes. $$

Delving into Nubian History

NUBIAN ART IN AN AWARD-WINNING MUSEUM

The beautifully designed Nubia Museum was created in response to the salvage operation launched by Unesco in 1960. Its aim was to preserve, document and display the many Nubian artefacts rescued from Lower Nubia before it was flooded by Lake Nasser. The latter now stretches from just south of Aswan to Wadi Halfa just across the border in northern Sudan.

The attractive building fashioned out of Aswan’s signature pink granite was designed by Mahmoud Al Hakim and won the Aga Khan Award for Islamic architecture. It houses over 3000 artefacts (displayed on a rotating basis) over two dramatically lit floors. Among the museum highlights are early painted pottery bowls dating back an incredible 6000 years – the oldest in the world! They were found in northern Nubia at Nabta Playa located some 100km west of Abu Simbel. More recently archaeologists discovered the remains of houses, sculpted monoliths and the world’s oldest calendar made of small standing stones dating from around 6000 BCE.

As you move through the museum excellent explanations map the power struggle between Nubia and Egypt – the two cultures have been intertwined since at least 3500 BCE. When Egypt was strong it dominated Nubia and aggressively exploited its natural resources; when Egypt was weak, the Nubians enjoyed periods of growth and development. These cross-cultural influences are clear to see in the gorgeous statuary. Although wearing Egyptian attire the high priest of Amun in Thebes has distinctive Nubian features as does the granite head of King Shabatka from the 25th dynasty, when the Nubians controlled Egypt for nearly a century from 744 to 656 BCE.

Other treasures include a twinset of stunning decorative silver livery and saddles mounted on two spotlit horses. They date from the 5th to the 7th centuries CE just prior to the Christianisation of Nubia. They were discovered in one of 122 tombs at Ballana near the border of Sudan which now lies beneath the waters of Lake Nasser. Beside them a row of silver crowns studded with carnelians glow in a glass cabinet. Subsequent rooms then move through the Coptic and Islamic eras when Nubians were converted to Christianity and then to Islam.

Finally, the exhibit turns to modern times and the efforts to control irrigation along the Nile from the earliest attempts up to the building, by the British, of the old Aswan Dam in 1902. This is followed by the huge Unesco effort to rescue the treasures of Nubia and relocate 22 ancient temples before the flooding of the High Dam in 1971. That event – a tragedy for Nubians – saw 100,000 people displaced from their homelands. Many moved to Abu Simbel, Aswan and Kom Ombo.

Before you exit, several dioramas show scenes from traditional Nubian life – a home, school and festival day. But it’s far better to experience the real thing for yourself by booking accommodation in one of the Nubian villages or spending some time exploring Elephantine Island or Gharb Seheyl where Nubians continue to practise their ancient language, traditions and culture.


Finding Nubia

The area between the First and the Second Cataract is known as Lower Nubia (ancient Egyptian Wawat) while further south between the Second and Sixth Cataracts, in Sudan, is Upper Nubia (Kush). To the ancient Egyptians, Nubia was Ta-Sety, the Land of Bowmen, given the Nubian skill at archery. Nubia was a source of copper, ivory, ebony and gold. In fact, the name ‘Nubia’ comes from ancient Egyptian, nbw, meaning ‘gold’.

Nubians speak their own language, Nobiin. It is spoken by only 600,000 Nubians and is considered endangered. There is no standardised orthography so it is written in Latin and Arabic scripts. Efforts to revive the Nubian alphabet are now part of reclaiming Nubian identity.



Old-Fashioned Splendour at the Old Cataract

A HOTEL WITH HISTORY

The Old Cataract Hotel is perched on a bluff overlooking the ruins of Abu on Elephantine Island, the rock-cut Tombs of the Nobles on the west bank and the mausoleum of the Aga Khan on the desert ridge above. In between, feluccas drift on the eddying silver river as part of the daily cinematic sunset. It is a heartbreakingly beautiful view – the best in Aswan – and if you’re not staying here it’s worth visiting for afternoon tea or sundowners on the terrace.

Built by Thomas Cook and opened in 1899 when Egypt was a sovereign state, the hotel is the epitome of luxury. Its solid Victorian facade is softened by tiered wooden balconies and lush green gardens that descend to a private dock where you can pick up a motorboat or felucca.

Agatha Christie – who spent a whole year living here in 1937 writing her bestselling Death on the Nile – may be the hotel’s most famous guest, but she’s just one in a long line of dignitaries, royalty and celebrities that have laid their heads here. Tsar Nicholas II, Winston Churchill, Princess Diana, Queen Noor, Omar Sharif and Colonel Ghaddafi have all walked its art-deco halls and dined in the French restaurant that is modelled on Cairo’s Ibn Tulun mosque.

Of course there is a spa, a gym and a very lovely pool overlooking the Nile, as well as three other restaurants. But the real drama is that beautiful view of the age-old ruins, the gliding boats and palm-lined Nile backed by desert dunes.
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Unfinished Obelisk

Aswan was the source of Egypt’s finest granite, which was used to make statues and embellish temples, pyramids and obelisks. The Northern Quarries where the stone was hewn now lies off Sharia Al Haddadeen in downtown Aswan. There you’ll find a single unfinished obelisk that is generally thought to have been ordered by Queen Hatshepsut (reigned 1479–1457 BCE).

At 42m high and 1168 tonnes it would have been the tallest and heaviest carving of its kind. Unfortunately, it cracked and so it was abandoned. Still, it clearly shows how ancient stonemasons carved these mighty monuments from the bedrock – you can still see the texture of their chiselling and ancient toolmarks.



WHERE TO STAY IN DOWNTOWN ASWAN

Nuba Nile Hotel

A basic, family-run hotel popular with Egyptian families. Rooms vary, so check beforehand. $

Philae Hotel

A Nile-facing hotel minutes’ from the ferry. Rooms are simple but comfortable and staff are helpful. $$

Hapi Hotel

Overlooking the Corniche, Hapi has clean, air-conditioned rooms some with Nile views. $$

Escapism on Elephantine Island

A RURAL NUBIAN RETREAT

Lovely palm-shaded Elephantine Island is the oldest inhabited area of Aswan. Its ruined city of Abu was the limits of Egyptian power at the border of Nubia. The island’s high granite outcrop provided an excellent defensive site and a natural cargo point for the rich river trade in gold, slaves and ivory, from where the name abw (meaning ‘ivory’ or ‘elephant’) originated.

The ruins sit at the southern end of the island. North of them are two Nubian villages, Siou and Koti. With their shady alleys and painted mud-brick houses they make for a surprising rural counterpoint to the bustle of Aswan across the water.

You’re free to wander around the villages and drop into local restaurants or small shops like Baaba Dool, where Mustapha serves tea and sells Nubian handicrafts. Resident Fatma Sobhy (+20 115 360 6770) leads short walks around the village and to Animalia (facebook .com/ Animalia -Aswan -123092517841192), the house-museum her father created. Here, she and her fellow female guides will explain aspects of Nubian culture, language and domestic life in excellent English, French and Arabic. It’s a great place to relax and ask questions about this fascinating matrilineal culture.

Elephantine Island is a wonderful place to immerse yourself in the atmosphere of river life. There are several small guesthouses, the best of which are on the west side of the island overlooking the Botanical Garden. The Mövenpick Resort occupies the northern end of Elephantine and although it’s rather ugly it does house the excellent Panorama Restaurant, which has a 360-degree view of Aswan.
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FINDING MAGIC IN ASWAN
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Mena Zaki is a local Aswan guide. He tells us how to get the best out of Aswan. (+20 109 611 4472; aswanluxortravel.com)

Historically, Aswan is as important as Luxor although it doesn’t have monumental ruins. Instead, Aswan has a rare natural beauty because of the Cataract; the proximity of the desert; and green Elephantine Island which was the centre of Aswan for thousands of years.

To get the real feel of Aswan you need time. You need to sail in a felucca, spend time on the islands and visit the tombs and the monastery on the west bank. Only when you slow down will you really see the magic of Aswan.



WHERE TO STAY & EAT ON ELEPHANTINE ISLAND

Baba Dool

A lovely mud-brick house with rooms painted and furnished in traditional, colourful Nubian style. $

Kafana Guesthouse

Simple, comfortable rooms right by the water. Good meals and beer are served on the terrace. $

Mango Guesthouse

Set amid small farms, with a lovely garden, friendly staff and simple but modern rooms. $

Contemplating the Ruins of Abu

CULT OF THE CATARACT GODS

Established at the beginning of the 1st dynasty, the fortress city of Abu was a strategic customs point on the caravan route from central Africa. Trade delegations and military operations were mounted from here particularly during the 6th dynasty (2345–2181 BCE), earning the governors of Abu the epithet of ‘Keepers of the Southern Gateway’.

Now, their rich city lies in ruins at the southern tip of Elephantine Island. Numbered plaques and reconstructed buildings mark Abu’s long history from 3000 BCE to the 14th century CE. The centrepiece is the partially reconstructed Temple of Khnum (signs 6, 12 and 13), the cult HQ of the ram-headed creator god. He was believed to control the waters of the Nile from caves beneath the island because the roar of the flood was first heard here. The temple also honoured his consort Satet and their daughter Anket.

Other highlights include a small 4th-dynasty step pyramid thought to have been built by Sneferu (builder of the first pyramid, c 2600 BCE); a tiny Ptolemaic chapel (number 15) reconstructed from the Temple of Kalabsha (which is now just south of the High Dam); and a cemetery for sacred rams (number 11) where the German Archaeological Institute uncovered the golden-headed mummified ram now displayed in the Nubia Museum.

Finally, below the southern balustrade of the Khnum temple is the Nilometre (sign 7). Priestly prophecies aside, in ancient times only a Nilometre – a small basin with markers for measuring the Nile’s level – could give an indication of the likelihood of a bountiful harvest.


Elephantine Island
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Fatma Sobhy is a Nubian guide, Egyptologist and ornithologist with a unique perspective on Aswan. (+20 115 360 6770)

Elephantine Island where I live is unique, because Nubians have been living here for thousands of years and were not relocated in the aftermath of the High Dam. That means people preserve their way of life and ancient traditions, like making offerings of rice or sandalwood to the ‘Angels of the Nile’ during special festivals. Visitors are curious about these traditions when they visit my family home.

I also lead walks round the village looking at the architecture and farms, or through the ruins of Abu. People are surprised by how quiet and green the island is.



WHERE TO STAY & EAT ON ELEPHANTINE ISLAND

Anakob

A fabulous riverboat with modern interiors, air-con and views of the Tombs of the Nobles. $$

Mövenpick Resort Aswan

Hidden in a large garden, this resort has nice rooms, a pool and an excellent restaurant. $$$

Panorama

The Mövenpick’s tower-top restaurant serves North African dishes, Red Sea fish and mezze. $$$

Off-Piste on the West Bank

TOMBS, CAMELS AND A COPTIC MONASTERY

The sandstone cliffs opposite Aswan are honeycombed with the Tombs of the Nobles where some 1000 dignitaries, priests and governors of Elephantine Island are buried. They date to the Old and Middle Kingdoms (2200–1750 BCE), although the most recent discovery, in 2022, is of a tomb from the Graeco-Roman period. Amazingly it contained 20 intact mummies and archaeologists believe it is one of many yet-to-be-discovered tombs from the later Persian, Greek and Roman eras.

Currently only a few of the tombs are open (find the gatekeeper near the ticket office and give him a tip for opening the tombs), the best of which is the colourful tomb of Sarenput II (site 31). He was the governor of southern Egypt and overseer of the priesthood of Satet and Khnum in the 12th dynasty (1985–1795 BCE). His large tomb consists of an entrance chamber sporting statues of himself and a further burial room decorated with paintings of him and his son fishing while his wife and mother sit either side.

The other tombs have few or faded decorations but contain historically significant details about life and politics in Upper Egypt. The adjoining tombs of Mekhu and Sabni (25 and 26) tell of Sabni’s military campaign to Nubia to punish the tribe responsible for murdering his father, Mekhu. The tomb of Governor Harkhuf (site 34) contains a hieroglyphic text detailing three trading expeditions into Africa, one involving the capture of a pygmy on Pharaoh Pepi II’s command; while the tomb of Governor Hekaib (site 35) records missions to Nubia and Palestine to put down rebellions.

To reach the tombs, take the ferry from the northern end of the Corniche near the railway station (runs every 15 to 20 minutes) and climb the staircase ascending from the ferry landing. Even better, include a stop here as part of a felucca tour. You can then combine it with a camel ride across the barren hillside to the 7th-century Monastery of St Simeon (bring water and a hat).

Perched at the edge of the desert, the monastery was originally dedicated to the local saint Anba Hedra who renounced the world on his wedding day and became the bishop of Aswan in the late 4th century. It was rebuilt by proselytising missionary monks in the 10th century and was rededicated to St Simeon. Set over two levels, the original rock-cut caves and church retain defaced frescoes of the Apostles while the upper mud-brick fortress houses the monks’ living quarters, dining hall and workshops. The structure was partially destroyed by the troops of Saladin (Salah ad-Din) in 1173 when the complex was finally abandoned.

At sunset the sun-baked, mud-brick monastery glows red and offers fantastic views of the surrounding desert. Another great viewpoint is the Qubbat al-Hawa (the ‘Dome of the Winds’), which is perched on the ridge above the Tombs of the Nobles. The domed structure was dedicated to a local sheikh and overlooks the golden necropolis and green ribbon of the Nile below. It’s a stiff walk up the sandy hillside from the Tombs of the Nobles.


Botanical Garden

Nabatat Island (also known as Kitchener’s Island) lies to the west of Elephantine Island. It was gifted to Lord Kitchener when he was commander of the Egyptian army. Indulging his passion for botany, Kitchener turned it into the Aswan Botanical Gardens in 1898, importing plants from the Far East, India and Africa. The 1km-long garden is a refuge for migrating birds and the majestic trees are a welcome sight particularly at sunset when the light is soft and the scent of jasmine floats on the breeze.

The island is most easily seen as part of a felucca tour or you can hire a small motorboat from the east bank and have them wait for you at the exit on the southeast side (LE140 round trip).



WHERE TO STAY & EAT ON THE WEST BANK

Kato Dool

Clifftop Kato Dool looks like a multicoloured art installation. The terrace views are spectacular. $$$

Nubian Beach

Eat tasty Nubian dishes and then go sandboarding or swimming. Call ahead for a free ferry ride. $$

Maghrabi’s Guesthouse

A cute guesthouse with two affable hosts who will ferry you across the river for free. $

Sailing South to Seheyl

BOATS, BEACHES AND VILLAGE LIFE

The Nile is full of character at Aswan and few things are better than hiring a felucca and sailing between the islands, listening to the flapping of a sail and watching Nubian boys on surfboards hitching rides on passing motorboats.

One of the best tours is the half-day sail to Seheyl Island, which is located near the British-built Aswan Dam. Before the dam’s construction the Nile rushed noisily through these granite boulders creating the swirling cauldron of the First Cataract. As a result of its dramatic situation Seheyl was sacred to the goddess Anukis (the goddess of the Cataracts).

Look out for the cliff on the island’s southern tip where there are over 200 inscriptions, most dating to the 18th and 19th dynasties. The most famous of them is the so-called famine stele from the 3rd dynasty that recounts a seven-year famine during the reign of Zoser (2667–2648 BCE).

Next to the island, on the west bank, is the colourful Nubian village Gharb Seheyl. It has become a popular tourist attraction of late, spawning attendant activities such as henna tattoos, camel rides and visits to see baby crocodiles, which some Nubians still keep to ward off the evil eye. Several houses welcome visitors for tea and good Nubian lunches.

Nori, commonly known as Captain Jamaica (facebook .com/ JJJamaicaFelucca), offers hassle-free felucca tours (LE65 per boat for an hour, LE125 for a motorboat) and can arrange visits to Seheyl Island with lunch (LE75) as well as a swim on a safe beach – either the Nubian Beach or at Anakato Lodge.
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Morning Bird watching

At 6am the river is quiet and still except for your small motorboat, which putters out into the river and disappears between the huge granite boulders where a felucca cannot fit. As the sun rises you’ll see herons and squaccos sunning themselves on the rocks; then your guide, quick-sighted Fatma Sobhy, may spot a kingfisher plunging into the water, or a cormorant hanging his wings out to dry. You’ll weave your way towards the reeds and, if you’re lucky, spot an iridescent African swamp hen.

Soon you’ll be gripping your binoculars like a true twitcher and excitedly pointing out a small falcon or a rare lilac-breasted roller. It’s a fun, intimate and magical experience.




Nile Crocodiles

The Nile crocodile (Crocodylus niloticus) is the world’s second-largest reptile: an adult grows to between 4m and 4.5m. There are no longer any crocodiles north of the Aswan Dam with only a small population – estimated below 5000 by the Egyptian Environmental Affairs Agency – living in Lake Nasser.

However, the crocodile remains an important totem of blessing (and a source of income) in Nubian communities. In Gharb Seheyl some doors sport taxidermied crocs above them indicating that the homeowners keep crocodiles. These are kept caged to show to marvelling tourists, who pay to see and be photographed with them. Sadly, despite a natural lifespan similar to humans, most of these crocodiles only live five to eight years.



WHERE TO STAY & EAT ON THE WEST BANK

Nubian Holiday House

Spacious, newly-renovated rooms in a family house with a roof terrace breakfast included. $

Anakato

The largest Nubian lodge in Garb Seheyl, Anakato is a lively place offering lots of activities. $$

Kato Dool Restaurant

Settle beneath palm-leaf umbrellas, order tasty Nubian tagines and enjoy the view of the Cataract. $$


Getting Around

There are four main areas of Aswan: the east bank where the city centre is located; Elephantine Island, the largest river island; the west bank where you’ll find the Tombs, monastery and Gharb Seheyl; and South Aswan, the reservoir between the old and High Dam, where you’ll find Philae Temple.

The public ferry runs between the east bank, Elephantine and the west bank (tickets LE5). Otherwise, you’ll be using a mix of felucca, motorboat and taxis or tours. Taxis are plentiful on the east bank. Aswan Individual is a reliable provider of transport and tours, and Mena Zaki is a recommended tour guide.






Beyond Aswan
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Marooned in the reservoir between the Low and High Dam are some rocky islands home to tiny Nubian villages and the picturesque Philae Temple.


Book-ending Aswan to the south, at the edge of the First Cataract, is the 1950m-long and 36m-high granite curtain of the old (Low) Aswan Dam. It was built between 1899 and 1902 to support greater development and population growth in the Lower Nile Valley by controlling the Nile’s annual floodwaters.

The top of the dam also forms the main road across the Nile to Aswan airport and Abu Simbel, and offers good views (on the northern side) of the granite rocks that created the treacherous rapids of the First Cataract. To the south is El-Khazaan, the tranquil reservoir between the old dam and newer High Dam, 6km to the south. It’s dotted with quiet islands including Agilika, where the serene Philae Temple stands.

[image: jpg]

Philae Temple | LEONSUP/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


TOP TIP

Below the Low (old) Dam, on the east bank, is the Philae Temple Marina. Pay for tickets to the temple here and pick up a motorboat (LE125 to LE150). The boat ride to the temple is about 10 minutes.



Time Travel to Philae Temple

TOUR EGYPT’S LAST CULT TEMPLE

The trip to Philae Temple is one of the most charming excursions in Aswan. It starts with a short ride across the reservoir in a small Nubian motorboat. Then you cruise past the western side of the golden-hued temple and duck between granite boulders to dock on the island of Agilika, which is entirely covered by temple ruins.

The temple complex, which was dedicated to Isis, was originally located on Philae Island (hence the name). It was a sacred place thought to be one of the burial sites of Osiris, the husband-brother of Isis, whom she brought back to life with a single tear (which also caused the inundation). Isolated and sanctified, Philae was revered by Nubians, Egyptians, Greeks and Romans, and its well-preserved monuments span centuries from the pharaohs to the Caesars.

In 1902, when the old Aswan dam was completed, Philae was flooded. The lush vegetation of the island was denuded and the vibrant colours of the reliefs were stripped by the silt that caked the sandstone. Early-20th-century travellers rowed out to see the romantic flooded temple but the government and Unesco were concerned. Finally, when the High Dam was proposed it was decided to relocate the Temple of Isis to Agilika Island, a process that was completed in 1980.

At the dock you’ll find the oldest structure, the Kiosk of Nectanebo II. It dates to the 4th century BCE and was built during the reign of the last native king of Egypt. Beyond it stretches a long colonnaded courtyard with windows overlooking the water while in front stands the Temple of Isis, built by the Ptolemies.

Ptolemy XII Neos Dionysos (282–145 BCE) looms large on the monumental pylon beyond which is the principal courtyard. To your left is the mammisi (birth house), dedicated to Horus, son of Isis and Osiris. It is covered with reliefs showing the birth of Ptolemy VI Philometor (180–145 BCE), emphasising his Pharaonic legitimacy as the descendant of Horus.

A guide can point out dozens of interesting details, such as the ankh (key of life) converted to a Christian cross in the hypostyle hall where you’ll also find an altar. Pilgrim graffiti in Greek and Latin, dating to 116 BCE, is also in evidence; as are the last known hieroglyphs carved on the Gate of Hadrian in 394 CE.

On the eastern side of the island is the Temple of Hathor decorated with reliefs of musicians and adjacent is the Kiosk of Trajan. The latter is Philae’s most famous monument as it is the subject of many Victorian paintings made when the temple was flooded.

The last additions – the ruined Temple of Augustus and Gate of Diocletian – were added in the 2nd century when Christianity was already gaining a foothold in Egypt. Initially, Christianity coexisted with the ancient Egyptian religion at Philae but by the mid-6th century the decline of the local priesthood and the increasingly strict monotheism of the Byzantines made the survival of the cult untenable. The temple was finally closed in during the rule of Emperor Justinian I (527–565 CE), thus ending the ancient Egyptian religion.

After viewing the temple, head to Bigeh Island opposite for a Nubian meal at Solaih Nubian Restaurant.
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Cult of Isis

Mother, magician, protectress and healer, Isis was one of the most important gods of the Egyptian pantheon. She was the sister-wife of Osiris with whom she ruled until he was murdered by his brother Seth. Grief-stricken, Isis scoured the world to find his body, which she mummified, facilitating his resurrection as the god of the afterlife. She also bore his son, Horus, and was considered the divine mother of the pharaoh.

By the Roman era, Isis was the most popular Egyptian god worshipped across the Empire as far as Britain and Afghanistan.

To see her temple at Philae at its most romantic attend the evening Sound and Light Show. Buy tickets at the office as shows with fewer than 13 people will be cancelled.



WHERE TO STAY & EAT IN THE RESERVOIR

Noprea Boutique Hotel

A stylish hotel with blue-and-white rooms with fantastic views over the water. There’s a free shuttle boat. $

Eco Nubia Lodge

A bijou lodge on Bigeh Island with rustic rooms and an excellent terrace restaurant. $$

Old Nubian Guesthouse

A quiet B&B near the marina. Rooms are small but nicely decorated and some have balconies. $$


ALTERNATIVE ACCOMMODATION

Fekra Cultural Centre

A fascinating project of international artists aiming to support Upper Egyptian artists and promote a cultural exchange through events and workshops. It is located on a farm overlooking Philae Island. Accommodation is in unfussy rooms (US$35) in a Nubian-style house. It’s perfectly peaceful and full of good energy.

Heissa Camp

An eco-lodge located on Heissa Island in the middle of the reservoir. The camp has traditional domed rooms and accommodation is simple but comfortable. Villagers prepare food in a clay oven and there are evening’s of traditional music. Kayaks are available for exploring the lake. They will pick up from Aswan train station; otherwise take a taxi to Heissa dock and a boat from there.




Getting Around

To reach Philae Temple, take a taxi from town to the Philae Marina where you’ll find dozens of small motorboats for hire. They’re happy to ferry you around the islands if you want to go somewhere for lunch. If you’re staying on one of the islands in the reservoir, check if they offer free transfers.





LOWER NUBIA & LAKE NASSER
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For thousands of years, the First Cataract marked the border between Egypt and Nubia, which stretched from just south of Aswan to the Sixth Cataract near Khartoum. Although more desertified than Egypt, ancient Nubia was rich in raw materials such as gold, carnelian and copper. Nubians were fearsome warriors and their territory was a crucial route for the trade with sub-Saharan Africa.

Nowadays much of Nubia lies beneath the 5250 sq km of Lake Nasser (also known as Lake Nubia), the enormous artificial lake created by the building of the High Dam between 1958 and 1970. Its creation necessitated the relocation of 100,000 Nubians whose homes were submerged along with numerous ancient monuments. With an extraordinary international effort, 22 temples including those at Abu Simbel were relocated to higher ground on the edge of the lake, where you can visit them on a cruise through this extraordinarily austere desert landscape.
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TOP TIP

The temples of Kalabsha, Beit Al Wali, Kertassi and Abu Simbel are accessible by road. All the other temples around Lake Nasser can only be reached by joining a three- or four-night cruise either from Aswan or Abu Simbel.



Alone at Kalabsha Temple

SUN GODS AND STRIKING VIEWS

Fortress-like Kalabsha Temple was the largest freestanding Egyptian temple in Nubia to be relocated to higher ground in 1970. The original monumental gate was gifted to the Germans who funded the operation and now resides in Berlin, but even without it the long causeway from the lake to the isolated temple is impressive.

Built on older structures, the current temple dates to the reign of Roman Emperor Augustus (30 BCE–14 CE). It is dedicated to the Nubian sun god Merul (Mandulis in Greek) and reliefs within show Pharaonic predecessor Amenhotep II (reigned 1426–1400 BCE) offerings gifts to Merul. Other carvings show Augustus making offerings to Isis, Osiris and Horus, who in some myths is the father of Merul. There’s also graffiti from Roman soldiers and an inscription recording the 5th-century victory of the Nubian king Silko who is dressed as a Roman soldier. Silko was a Christian and the temple was likely converted into a church in the 6th century.

Beyond the hypostyle hall is the sanctuary. Stairs lead up to the roof from where there are fantastic views of Lake Nasser, the High Dam and the picturesque Kiosk of Kertassi (a ruin to the south). Also nearby is the rock-cut temple Beit Al Wali. It contains some coloured reliefs showing Ramses II smiting various enemies (Libyans, Syrians, Nubians) while also receiving generous tributes of exotic animals and gold.

When the water level is low you can walk across to the site; otherwise, take a motor boat from the western side of the High Dam (LE100 for the return trip).


The Toshka Project

Lake Nasser contains 135 billion cu metres of water. Its maximum capacity of 157 billion cu metres was reached in 1996 prompting the opening of the Toshka canal, 30km north of Abu Simbel. President Mubarak planned on using the canal to create a New Nile Valley reclaiming millions of acres of desert as farmland to support Egypt’s exploding population. Although previously stalled, the Russian invasion of Ukraine prompted an energetic revival of the Toshka project to fill the gap left in Egypt’s wheat supplies (Egypt imports 80% of its wheat). But critics question the wisdom of developing water-hungry agriculture production in one of the most water-scarce regions of the world. The 10 countries that share the Nile’s waters are also concerned.



LAKE NASSER CRUISES

African Angler

Comfortable two-cabin houseboats available for one- to seven-night safaris led by knowledgeable guides.

Lake Nasser Adventures

Offers boat-trek safaris (up to 12 people) and romantic cruises on a beautiful small, wooden sandal.

MS Eugenie

A vintage-style steamer with polished wooden finishes, 52 ensuite cabins and a pool.

Kasr Ibrim

An art-deco tribute with 65 wood-panelled cabins, a pool, hammam and a French fine-dining restaurant.

Mövenpick MS Prince Abbas

A retro, ’70s luxury liner with 65 ensuite cabins, a pool, sundeck, library and billiard room.

Steigenberger MS Omar El Khayam

A luxury hotel on water with 80 balconied cabins, a spa, pool and hot tubs on deck.

Adventuring Around Lake Nasser

CRUISING IN A MIRAGE-LIKE MOONSCAPE

Lake Nasser is one of the world’s largest artificial lakes. To give you an idea of its immense size, the flying distance from London to Cairo is 3524km while the lake’s shoreline is 7844km. It was created as a result of the construction of the High Dam between 1958 and 1970, which aimed to control the Nile’s epic annual inundation and support increasing cultivation in the lower Nile Valley. While it did this with great success, it also flooded all of Lower Nubia, its valleys, villages and ancient monuments.

Seven cruise ships and a couple of small boats ply the waters of this great blue-green expanse stopping at remote temples that were saved from submersion. Sitting aboard you can contemplate the austere beauty of this surreal desert lake. The west bank is characterised by stretches of shallow shoreline favoured by feeding birds while to the east rugged mountains rise up.

From Aswan, the first stop is Wadi As Sabua – the Valley of the Lions – so called for the sphinxes that lead to the Temple of Ramses II. There are three Nubian temples here including the Temple of Dakka, dedicated to Thoth, the god of wisdom. The Temple of Maharraqa is dedicated to Isis and Serapis, the Greek-Egyptian god of Alexandria.

The next temple group is at Amada in an increasingly dramatic landscape. Here you’ll find the colourful Amada Temple, the oldest on Lake Nasser, built by Thutmose III and Amenhotep II in the 15th century BCE for the gods Amun-Ra and Re-Horakhty. Some coloured reliefs also remain in the Temple of Derr while the Tomb of Pennut is a rare rock-cut tomb belonging to a viceroy of the Nubian Kingdom of Kush.

While large cruise ships sail down the middle of the lake (they cannot navigate the shallows), smaller boats run by Lake Nasser Adventures can dip in and out of the shoreline, which is rich in biodiversity. Look out for migrating birds (millions pass through here in spring and autumn), gazelles, foxes, jackals and crocodiles, of which there are estimated to be around 5000 in Lake Nasser.

On boat-trekking cruises you’ll be dropped off in the morning to trek through the surreal landscape where you may kick up millennia-old fossils in soft sand dunes or spot Stone Age drawings and crude hieroglyphics carved by bored merchants on long trading missions. You’ll also occasionally cross paths with Nubians tending their goats or fishers brewing a cup of tea.

As evening draws in, your small cruiser will moor beside the shore for the night and sundowners will be served on sandy beaches along with the most extravagant pink, red and orange sunsets. This is followed by convivial meals on board beneath an inky black sky filled with a trillion stars and one of the quietest night’s sleep you’ll ever experience.

On your final day, you’ll pass the Roman ruins of Kasr Ibrim – the last Christian stronghold in Nubia right up until the 16th century – before the spectacular approach to Abu Simbel. It’s quite a journey’s end, gliding slowly towards the immense, immutable colossi of Ramses II in the morning sunlight.
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Fishing Safaris

The main human presence on Lake Nasser is the 5000 or so fishers who spend up to six months at a time catching 50,000 tonnes of small fish each year. But Lake Nasser also harbours monsters in the deep, namely the Nile perch (Lates niloticus). It is the most sought-after trophy of freshwater fishing and attracts fishers from around the world. Largely undisturbed, Nile perch reach record sizes here – the largest ever caught weighed 108kg and measured over 1.8m in length, as do the lake’s tigerfish and catfish. Kenyan Tim Baily pioneered fishing on Lake Nasser and continues to run excellent catch-and-release fishing expeditions and small-boat safaris through the African Angler.




GRAND ETHIOPIAN RENAISSANCE DAM

The Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam (GERD) is a hydropower project on one of the Nile’s main tributaries. Billed as an existential economic necessity by Ethiopia, the dam has created a serious conflict with Egypt who asserts it is a threat to Egypt’s water supply and power security. Egypt has raised the matter in the UN and sought support from the Arab League insisting that Ethiopia stop filling the dam until a legal agreement is reached. In contrast, Ethiopia insists Egypt is in breach of the 2015 Declaration of Agreement and must engage in negotiations within the African Union. As the climate crisis accelerates, these complex issues of identity, resource management and development become ever more critical.




Getting Around

Although it is possible to reach Kalabsha and nearby Beit Al Wali and Kertassi from Aswan on public transport (a couple of microbuses and a boat trip from the High Dam), the easiest way to get there is by taxi, with a private car and driver, or on a tour. None of the other temples around Lake Nasser are accessible by road. The only way to reach them is on a cruise from Aswan (four nights/five days) or Abu Simbel (three nights/four days). All cruises include a tour of Kalabsha.





ABU SIMBEL
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Overlooking Lake Nasser, the Great Temple of Ramses II and the Temple of Hathor, which together make up the Temples of Abu Simbel, are among the most famous monuments in Egypt. When plans were finalised for the Aswan High Dam, worldwide attention focused on the irreplaceable ancient monuments doomed by the rising waters of Lake Nasser. Unesco launched the Nubian Rescue Campaign between 1960 and 1980, sending Egyptian and international archaeological teams to Nubian necropolises, temples and monuments to rescue ancient artefacts and relics.

Perhaps the greatest achievement of all was the preservation of the temples at Abu Simbel. In a modern marvel of engineering – which matches Ramses II’s original construction for sheer audacity – the temple complex was moved lock, stock and barrel 65m above the original site at a cost of US$40 million. Set against the Western Desert looking out over Lake Nasser, they are simply the most spectacularly situated and atmospheric temples in Egypt.
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TOP TIP

The majority of visitors to Abu Simbel come on an organised tour from Aswan. All the hotels, cruise ships and travel agencies can arrange tours. Budget trips – including return transport and a three-hour site visit – start from LE400. Book tours in advance as a permit is needed to travel to Abu Simbel.





TOP SIGHT
Abu Simbel Temples


Set in a spectacular location overlooking Lake Nasser, the Great Temple of Ramses II and the smaller Temple of Hathor, which together make up the Temples of Abu Simbel. Together they represent two incredible feats of engineering. First, their epic construction in 1255 BCE on Egypt’s distant southern frontier; and second, the modern marvel of engineering that saw them moved to higher ground in 1968 to save them from being submerged by the rising waters of the High Dam.
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PRACTICALITIES

Scan this QR code for prices and opening hours.
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DID YOU KNOW?

The original temple was aligned in such a way that on the 21st of February and October (Ramses’ birthday and coronation day) the first rays of the rising sun illuminated the figures in the inner sanctuary. Since the temples were moved, this phenomenon happens one day later on the 22nd.



Great Temple of Ramses II

Carved out of the mountain on the west bank of the Nile between 1274 and 1244 BCE, this awesome temple is dedicated as much to Ramses II as it was to the gods Ra-Horakhty, Amun-Ra and Ptah. From the ticket office a winding path leads down to Lake Nasser, the temple facade hidden from view until the last moment. Overlooking the intense blue of Lake Nasser, the first sight of it is simply awesome.

Facade

The facade’s four famous colossi, each 20m high, depict Pharaoh Ramses II. He stares out enigmatically across the water with Ra-Horakhty, the falcon-headed sun god, in the centre. At 30m high, it’s hard to fathom that the structure was once buried beneath the sand until, in 1813, Swiss explorer Jean-Louis Burchkardt caught sight of the smiling baboons on the top lintel. Smaller statues of some of Ramses’ 160 children, his mother Queen Tuya, and his wife Nefertari, stand beside and between his legs. Nefertari reaches to his knee on the right side of the entrance.

The Great Hall

Inside the Great Hall eight more statues of Ramses II hold up a ceiling adorned with vultures symbolising the protective goddess Nekhbet. Ramses stands arms folded across his chest, carrying the crook and flail, posing as if he were the god of resurrection, Osiris. Fabulous, deeply carved battle scenes are etched in the surrounding walls. On the northern side is the Battle of Kadesh (c 1274 BCE), in what is now Syria, where Ramses rallies his demoralised troops to defeat the Hittites; while on the southern wall Ramses lays waste to Libyans and Nubians in his chariot.

Central Halls & Inner Sanctuary

In the four-columned vestibule Ramses and Nefertari are shown making offerings to the temple gods Amun-Ra and Re-Harakhty. And, finally, in the sacred sanctuary Ramses sits on a throne beside the gods of the temple: Amun-Ra, Ptah and Ra-Horakhty. Twice a year – on the 22nd of February and October – sunlight bathes these once-golden statues in light.


TOP TIPS

• The best way to arrive in Abu Simbel is aboard a boat at sunrise.

• Hotels and agencies in Aswan can help you arrange a tour either by car, plane or cruise.

• The journey from Aswan is three hours by car and four hours by bus.

• EgyptAir has three flights per day from Aswan and provides a free shuttle to the temples.

• At the visitor centre a short film details the relocation of the temple by Unesco.

• Phone camera photos are free to take, but you’ll need a ticket for a camera.

• A Sound and Light Show is performed nightly at 6.30pm and 7.30pm.

• The site is fully accessible.



Temple of Hathor

The smaller temple is dedicated to Ramses’ favoured wife Nefertari and Hathor, the goddess of love, motherhood, fertility and music. It, too, features six 16m-high colossi on its facade depicting Ramses and Nefertari who is dressed as the goddess Hathor. Unusually, she is shown at the same scale as Ramses. An inscription tells onlookers that the king has cut this temple ‘for his chief wife Nefertari...for whom the sun shines’.

The Interior

The charming tale of spousal love and respect continues inside where six pillars sport the bovine head of Hathor. The walls are decorated with scenes of the king and queen. In them Nefertari is shown as the equal of Ramses. The reliefs here are also softer in style, depicting touching details such as Nefertari playing the sistrum. Given the relative shallowness of the temple, it glows in the sunlight while swallows swoop in and out. At the rear, look to either side of the vestibule for a pair of beautiful carvings of the goddess Hathor afloat in her sacred barque surrounded by papyrus.


ESKALEH ECO-LODGE

If you’re interested in learning more about Nubian culture, consider staying at Eskaleh Eco-lodge. The owner, Fikry El-Kashef, is a Nubian musician and worked as a guide for years. His lodge by the lake has a library, an outdoor terrace where they serve home-cooked Nubian food and simple ensuite rooms. At night Fikry often plays music with his friends or hosts Nubian music and dance performances.









SIWA OASIS & THE WESTERN DESERT
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EGYPT’S DESERT HEART


Strike out from the Nile Valley to explore the wild landscapes that sweep across Egypt’s west.
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A never-never of sand rolls west from the Nile Valley broken by limestone escarpments, vast sand seas of crescent dunes, arid gravel plains, and a scattered arc of oases fed by aquifers and shaded by date palms.

It’s believed that the ancient Egyptians maintained links with the Western Desert oases throughout the Pharaonic era. It was during the Roman period that some of these remote outposts rose to prominence, put to work with improved irrigation systems providing grain and grapes for Rome.

Although trade routes have threaded across the Western Desert since ancient times it was only in 1958 that modern roads began to be laid, connecting the oases and ending their isolation. This was part of President Nasser’s New Valley plan to establish new settlements in the desert. However, as there has never been enough work to draw significant numbers away from the Nile, the region remains sparsely populated. Siwa was isolated for even longer, only getting a road in 1984.

Travels here are an adventure loaded with beguiling landscapes: from the White Desert’s surreal chalk-rock cones, pinnacles and wind-whittled outcrops sitting like marooned icebergs within the orange sand and Siwa’s Shali Fortress encircled by palm groves, to the squiggling mud-brick maze of Al Qasr and the towering dunes on the edge of the Great Sand Sea.
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THE MAIN AREAS

SIWA OASIS

An isolated place apart from the rest.

BAHARIYA OASIS

Easygoing desert-adventure hub.

DAKHLA OASIS

Traditional architecture and laidback oasis life.

AL KHARGA OASIS

Ancient temples, tombs and forts.



Find Your Way


Egypt’s vast Western Desert stretches south from the Mediterranean coast to the border with Sudan and west from the Nile Valley to the border with Libya, encompassing about two-thirds of the country.
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Plan Your Time


Given the distances involved in the Western Desert, it’s better to concentrate on one or two destinations (depending on how much time you have) rather than trying to cram in a quick look at a lot of things.
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Four-Day Desert Taster

• Bahariya Oasis is 370km southwest from Cairo, so even if you’re short on time you can still fit in a side trip to the desert. Aim for three nights.

• After arriving, explore the archaeological sites around Bawiti, climb Gebel Al Ingleez and head out to Umm Al Lafa dune for sunset before soaking in a hot spring under a starry sky.

• On day two head out on a two-night adventure amid the fantastical desert landscapes of rocky outcrops, jagged ridges and white spires in the Black Desert and White Desert National Park before returning to Cairo on day four.




Three Days in Siwa

• Siwa sits way out west. Explore Shali Fortress then hire a bike (or walk) to tour the sights of Aghurmi before heading to Fatna’s Spring for sunset.

• Prearrange a desert tour to El Arag Oasis for day two if you want to experience one of the Western Desert’s most dramatic landscapes or, if you’re taking things easier, book a Bir Wahed tour for a soak, some sandboarding and sunset on a dune.

• On day three head out to the salt pools and explore the Nouran area to take in the dunes, then hop on the overnight bus back to Cairo.




Seven-Day Desert Loop from Luxor

• Hire a driver for the three-hour trip to Al Kharga and spend the rest of this day exploring this oasis’ ancient sites including the Necropolis of Bagawat and Qasr Al Ghueita.

• On day two head to Dakhla Oasis to experience kicked-back oasis life. Make sure to stroll through the shaded maze of alleys in both Al Qasr and Balat Islamiya. Visit the painted tombs of Qarat Al Muzawwaqa and reserve some time to relax in a natural spring. Move north to Farafra Oasis on day four and organise a two-night White Desert National Park adventure from there.



Seasonal Highlights

The best time to visit the Western Desert is between October and April, when daytime temperatures are mild and sunny. It gets very cold at night in December and January so pack warm clothing.

JANUARY

Take off to the desert winter chill by hopping in one of hot springs scattered throughout the oases.
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APRIL

Last chance to head into the desert before daytime temperatures rise, making sightseeing a slog.
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JULY

From July to September natural-healing adherents flock to Siwa to be immersed in scalding-hot sand baths on Gebel Dakrur.
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AUGUST

Siwa Town’s shrine of Sidi Suleiman is the site of Moulid At Tagmigra, a saint’s festival in late summer.
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SEPTEMBER

A good time to stroll in the palm groves of the oases as the date harvest begins.
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OCTOBER

This month’s full moon is the time for Siwa’s three-day Siyaha Festival around Gebel Dakrur, celebrating the date harvest.
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NOVEMBER

One of the best months for planning desert trips; soft light for photography, balmy days and not-too-chilly nights.
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SIWA OASIS
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Remote, relaxed and completely unique in Egypt; it may be a bit of a slog to get out here but make it to Siwa and you’ll be rewarded with the stuff of desert dreams.

Just 50km from the Libyan border this fertile basin (25m below sea level) of sprawling date-palm groves, orchards and squat, slouching hamlets made from kershef (chunks of salt from the lake, mixed with rock and plastered in local clay) is slow-paced oasis life summed up. Its geographical isolation has helped preserve Siwa’s Amazigh (Berber) society. Today, local traditions and Siwi, Siwa’s Tamazight (Berber language) dialect, still dominate.

Although there are sights to see, Siwa’s main attraction will always be its far-from-anywhere ambience. This is a place to take time out, stroll through the palm groves and soak in a natural spring before heading out to the edge of the Great Sand Sea, where the desert’s undulating swells stretch to the horizon.
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TOP TIP

Siwa Town is the central hub. To the east of town, Aghurmi (home to the oasis’ main archaeological sites) and Gebel Dakrur can be reached on foot by keen walkers, while a hired bicycle or a tour can get you to the salt pools (east) and salt lakes (west and east).



Siwa’s Medieval Town

A ONCE FORBIDDING FORTRESS

Siwa Town’s main sight is the 13th-century Fortress of Shali, facing the town square. Head here early in the morning when the light is at its softest. The entrance is next door to Al Babinshal Heritage Hotel.

Once you’ve passed the small bazaar selling local crafts on the entry path, take the steps leading up the slumping remnants of the fortress’s labyrinth of huddled buildings, all built from kershef. The fortress originally stood four or five storeys high and housed hundreds of people. Check out Shali’s old mosque, with its chimney-shaped minaret, then keep heading up.

When the stairs split, the left-hand set takes you directly up to the highest point, where there are panoramic views over town. The right-hand stairs meander around to the fortress’ western side. For centuries few outsiders were admitted inside the fortress – and even fewer came back out to tell the tale – but three days of rain in 1926 caused more damage than any invader had managed. Over the following decades inhabitants abandoned the fortress for newer, more comfortable houses with running water and electricity.

Back on ground level make sure to have a wander through the narrow dirt lanes of the western side of the fortress area, where some houses are still occupied amid the ruins and a couple of others have been restored as small guesthouses.

Just north of the fortress, in the town centre, is the House of Siwa, a restored typical local house, set in a garden, with ethnographic displays on Siwi customs, crafts and traditions. While in the centre, don’t forget to check out Siwa’s branch of Banque du Caire, constructed in traditional kershef.


BEST EATING & DRINKING

Abdu’s Restaurant

Long-running village hub on the main square; simple Egyptian classics and friendly service. $

Ola’s Restaurant

Traditional Siwan dishes, including camel, plus some European choices, served in a large date-palm garden. $$

Siwa Coffee Bar

The cutest cafe-hangout in town, with proper espresso, juice and cake, right on the main square. $



WHERE TO STAY IN SIWA

Forest Camp

Simple, spick-and-span palm-thatch huts with shared bathrooms amid a date-palm garden with a tiny natural pool. $

Olive Garden House

Welcoming, simple guesthouse set amid a serene garden just on the southern edge of town. $

Nanshal Siwa

Tranquil kershef-brick guesthouse in Shali Fortress with traditional Siwan style and a roof terrace for lounging. $$



WALKING TOUR
Walking Aghurmi’s Sights


Before Shali was founded in the 13th century, Siwa’s main settlement was at Aghurmi, 4km east of modern Siwa Town. This was where Alexander the Great consulted the famed oracle in 331 BCE. Walking (or cycling) between the ruins is a great introduction to the oasis, taking you along narrow dirt lanes rimmed by vast palm-tree plantations and tiny roadside hamlets. Expect to take three to four hours.
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1 Shali Fortress

Starting from Shali Fortress in the town centre, head to the small hill of Gebel Al Mawta on the northern edge of Siwa Town.

The Walk: Follow Siwa’s central street north to its end, veer left onto the main road into town and then north for another 20m to Gebel Al Mawta.
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2 Gebel Al Mawta

Gebel Al Mawta (Mountain of the Dead) is honeycombed with rock tombs that date from the 26th dynasty, Ptolemaic and Roman eras. The tombs were also used by the Siwans as shelters when the Italians bombed the oasis during WWII. The Tomb of Si Amun contains colourful reliefs portraying the man buried inside – thought to be a wealthy Greek landowner or merchant – making offerings and praying to Egyptian gods.

The Walk: Take the left-hand lane skirting Gebel Al Mawta then head south to the creek. Follow the creek lane to the end, then turn right. At Siwa Nature House turn left and head west.

3 Temple of the Oracle

This temple, dedicated to Amun, dates from the 6th-century BCE and was home to one of the ancient Mediterranean’s most revered oracles. Its power was such that some rulers sought its advice while others sent armies to destroy it. It’s believed that this is where Alexander the Great was declared the son of the god Amun after his eight-day desert journey to get here.

The temple sits surrounded by the crumbling mud-brick ruins of Aghurmi. Take the first staircase after the entrance passageway to visit the restored mosque.

The Walk: Turn left and follow this lane to the end, where you’re going to turn right, then right again to take the neighbouring track leading southwest to Umm Ubayd Temple.

4 Temple of Umm Ubayd

Only one wall remnant, covered with inscriptions, survives from this temple. It helps to imagine it as it originally was: connected to the Temple of the Oracle by a causeway and used during oracle rituals.

The Walk: From the Temple of Umm Ubayd keep heading south on the same path.

5 Cleopatra’s Spring

This is Siwa’s most famous spring, with water gurgling up into a deep, circular stone pool, rimmed by cafes with shaded lounging areas.

Pack your bathers in your day pack (you can change in the bathrooms here) and take a break from your walk or cycle with a plunge, and then hang out poolside for awhile.

Walk: Head south down the lane to the main road and turn right. This road will take you directly back into Siwa Town.



Watching Sunset at Fatna’s Island

CHILLED-OUT LAKE SUNSETS

To watch sunset over Birket Siwa (Lake Siwa) head to this small island on the lake, accessible across a narrow causeway, about 6km northwest from central Siwa Town. It’s an idyllic spot with the natural pool of Fatna’s Spring, if you want a dip, and pedalos to take out onto the lake. The main activity, though, is chilling out with a fruit juice, smoothie, tea or coffee from the cafe here and watching the sun sink behind the lake.

The prime spots for seating are the two pontoons on the lake, with cushioned seating areas at the far end and chairs set under the date palms along the shoreline. Start off from town about 4pm if you want to nab them. Taxis cost around LE100 from town for the return trip.


EXPLORING SIWA’S EASTERN DESERT REACHES
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Fathi Abdalla Benhgar, organises trips in Siwa, the surrounding desert, and further afield in the Western Desert. siwawi.com

East of Lake Aghurmi, Gebel El Koptah (in the Siwa area called Nouran) has views across the oasis to the north and the desert to the south. It’s a beautiful location to watch sunset or for a peaceful overnight desert camping stay. Very few tourists come out to this part of the oasis.

South of the mountain is a small cold-water lake for swimming and you can see many small oasis areas that were used for agriculture in Graeco-Roman times. The dune area just to the west of here is much quieter than the area around Bir Wahed.



The View from Up Top

OASIS VISTAS ON GEBEL DAKRUR

For views stretching across the green band of palm groves, thin ribbon of blue salt lake and dusky pink streak of mountains beyond, hike up the jagged, wind-sculpted mountain of Gebel Dakrur.

The 160m-high peak is 4km southeast from Shali Fortress along the main road between Siwa Town and the causeway across Birket Aghurmi (Lake Aghurmi). On the way up, keep your eyes peeled to spot fossil bivalves in the orange-hued rock.

Gebel Dakrur supplies the oasis with the reddish-brown pigment used to decorate Siwan pottery. Siwans also believe the mountain is haunted and claim that afrit (spirits) can be heard singing in this area at night. During October’s full moon, the base of Gebel Dakrur is the venue for the Siyaha Festival. The men of the oasis gather together for three-days of feasting and Sufi-led music, and any disagreement from the year has to be forgiven.

WHERE TO STAY IN SIWA

Al Babinshal Heritage Hotel

Labyrinthine hotel seamlessly grafted onto, and part of, Shali Fortress, with restaurant and rooftop terrace. $$

Nour El Waha Hotel

Friendly small hotel surrounded by date palms with a garden restaurant and well-maintained, super clean, cosy rooms. $$

Adrère Amellal

Off-grid, candle-lit luxe resort; the ultimate in spartan-chic living with stunning views across Lake Siwa. $$$

Salt Pool Soaking

SIWA’S MOST FAMOUS SWIMMING SPOT

Thanks to some viral drone footage of bathers floating in light-turquoise pools surrounded by salt-rock crusts, swimming in the salt pools along Lake Aghurmi’s northern shoreline has become Siwa’s most famous activity.

What the videos don’t show is that the pools sit within a salt-extraction industrial zone complete with diggers scooping piles of rock and trucks trundling by. It’s a truly surreal swimming experience.

The rectangular pools are part of the salt-extraction process. The ones you’re allowed to swim in have chairs set up beside them. Relax beside the pool and watch the industrial action!

There are four or so small and very deep (down to 45m) natural sinkholes snaffled away amid the zone, which can fit one person for a float in blue-green water ringed by salt-rock. Not all drivers know where they are so ask about the natural pools before you set out.


SIWA’S OTHER NATURAL SPRINGS

Everyone goes to Cleopatra’s Spring and Bir Wahed, but the oasis has more natural springs to offer. Note: less-visited pools aren’t as well maintained as the much-visited ones.

Al Maaza

Hot spring near the causeway across Lake Aghurmi. Has a cafe and is popular after dark.

Abu Shuruf

On the shore of Lake Zeytoun, eastern Siwa. Locals claim the cold, deep water has healing properties. Last time we were here there was a lot of rubbish around, so check if it’s been cleaned recently.

Ain Al Arais

A small cold-water pool in Siwa Town: easy to walk to if you’re feeling lazy.



Hiking in the Maraqi Area

EXPLORING SIWA’S WESTERN FRINGE

The desert plain of Siwa’s Maraqi area, in the west of the oasis on the north shore of the lake, is speckled with wind-whittled cream and orange stone ridges and cone-shaped mountains. This is a great place for guided hiking. Walks begin from the Dehiba Tombs area, where some squat Graeco-Roman tombs sit in the cliff face, and then head north (for overnight trips) or west (for shorter day trips skirting around the lake). The desert floor here is littered with fossil bivalves and shells, and some of the cliffs and ridges can be scrambled up for vistas across the lake.

The Bilad El Rum ruins, also in Maraqi, have a cliff face pockmarked with small Roman-era tombs and the remnants of mud-brick buildings below.
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Getting Around

There’s an overnight bus daily to and from Cairo and a day bus from Alexandria, both run by West & Mid Delta bus company. There are also microbuses from Marsa Matrou.

Tuk-tuks are the ubiquitous Siwa taxis and are happy to take you on tours around the oasis sights. There are a few actual taxis too.

Bicycles can be rented in town from shops in front of Shali Fortress.

If you’re not here in midsummer, Siwa is a fantastic destination for walking.






Beyond Siwa Oasis
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Dip your toes into the harsh, rugged swath of desert that surrounds Siwa for a direct contrast to the oasis’ languid charms.


Outside of Siwa, it’s all about the desert. Trips skirting around the edge of the Great Sand Sea in the Bir Wahed area south of town and bedding down near the dunes provide a taster of the endless rolling dunescape that doorsteps the oasis.

Sadly security regulations meant most excursions penetrating any deeper into the Western Desert remained out-of-bounds for foreign visitors when we were last in town. In a spot of good news, the Shyatta Lake area (60km west of Siwa Town) and the area around El Arag Oasis (130km southeast of Siwa Town) have both reopened, allowing travellers to access more of the Western Desert’s brutal beauty.
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TOP TIP

Have a photo of your passport photo page on your phone, or a photocopy, handy for tour operators organising trips outside the oasis.



On the Edge of the Great Sand Sea

NATURAL SPRING SOAKING AMID THE DUNES

To the south, Siwa is skirted by waves of golden dunes that ripple out into the distance. This is the edge of the vast dune field of the Great Sand Sea, which arcs through the Western Desert. These are baby dunes by Great Sand Sea standards but that doesn’t make them any less fun for 4WD-ing and sandboarding.

Siwa’s most popular desert-taster trip is the afternoon Bir Wahed tour. The trip heads out around 2pm, driving over the dunes to Bir Wahed hot spring, a blink-and-you-miss-it oasis garden centred around a circular hot-spring pool shaded by date palms, about 12km south from town, where you can go for a soak. While you’re splashing about, thank the Russian prospectors who were drilling down for oil in the 1960s when they struck the hot-spring well instead. Bir Wahed has toilets and a basic cafe.

Afterwards most tours continue on to Bir Wahed cold-water lake, rimmed by reeds and bordered by dunes, before going out into the dunes again to watch a desert sunset and, if you’ve requested a tour to include it, some sandboarding.

This is the busiest section of the desert so don’t expect peace and quiet. In good news for solo travellers though, because the tour is so popular, it’s easy to join up with other people and share the cost of a trip. As well as the tour price, everyone has to pay a permit fee of LE350 (and share the cost of the LE150 car-permit fee), plus have a copy of their passport for the military permission to access the area.


QUIETER DUNES

The dunes on the southeast side of Siwa don’t require a military permit and are far less visited, so if you fancy heading to a quieter patch of desert ask about trips here.



El Arag Oasis

EXPLORING AN EXTRAORDINARY DESERTSCAPE

About 130km east from Siwa, accessed off the Siwa–Bahariya Road, is one of Egypt’s most astonishing desert landscapes. El Arag Oasis is a vast depression where the desert floor is shades of cinnamon and tangerine, or streaked white from fossils and sand dollars underfoot. The entire basin is studded with limestone ridges, cliffs and rock outcrops, buffeted and contoured over millennia by the wind, which tower around you like a natural cathedral. If you’re very lucky you may spot a gazelle or one of El Arag’s wild donkeys (though they generally hide from visitors).

Up until the Graeco-Roman era this oasis was inhabited and must have been a thriving agricultural area (there are still some date palms producing fruit in the basin and a tiny lake fed by an ancient well). In one area of the oasis there are small rock tombs cut into some of the cliffs, which you can scramble up to. Tomb robbers have been at work here and destroyed or taken away most of the area’s archaeological heritage but one tomb still contains a red-pigment inscription dating from the Pharaonic era.

El Arag was closed to visitors in 2012 and reopened in 2022 on a day-visit basis. Check locally for up-to-date information, as when/if overnighting here is allowed again this would be a ferociously beautiful and magnificently lonely place to bed down for the night.

Although the Siwa–Bahariya Road officially remains closed to foreign visitors, military permits to drive down the road (which are arranged by the trip operator; LE350) as far as El Arag are now being granted.
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Overnight Camping

To extend your desert time, there are three camps in Siwa’s southern dune area. You can go for dinner after your tour or add in an overnight stay in a tent with a mattress and warm bedding. These camps tend to be quite large affairs so as with the Bir Wahed tour, if you’re looking for a contemplative, peaceful evening staring at the starry desert night sky, they may not be for you.

To really get back to basics – bedding down amid the desert wilderness – some operators also offer the possibility of sleeping out, by yourself, right in the dunes, so ask around.



TOURS IN & AROUND SIWA

Hotels

Virtually all hotels in Siwa can arrange Bir Wahed tours, plus trips to Aghurmi’s sights and the salt pools.

Abdu’s Restaurant

A good place to ask about trips; has a solid reputation for fixing up travellers with experienced driver/guides.

Fathi Abdalla Benhgar

Highly recommended guide with years of experience running Siwa tours and Western Desert expeditions (siwawi.com).


The Gilf Kebir & the Great Sand Sea

While we were in Siwa, rumours abounded as to if and when travel restrictions into the Great Sand Sea and to the famed Gilf Kebir and Gebel Uweinat in the deep south would be lifted for foreign visitors. If trips do become possible again, be aware that these are serious, long-range desert expeditions and do some thorough research on operators before signing up.

The Great Sand Sea remains one of the world’s least-explored areas and the Gilf Kebir, with its petroglyphs made famous in Michael Ondaatje’s The English Patient, is about as remote as a place can get. Any adventure into the Great Sand Sea requires extensive organisation, quality equipment and plenty of experience to properly execute.




Getting Around

Driving the desert road between Siwa Oasis and Bahariya Oasis (further than El Arag Oasis) remained firmly out of bounds for foreign visitors during our visit, but there was plenty of talk about when it might reopen. It pays to check locally, as when the road reopens it will make visiting both Siwa and Bahariya on one trip much more feasible for travellers on shorter itineraries.

Desert excursions outside of the oasis need a 4WD and require permits issued by Siwa’s military office. This is arranged by the tour operator.





BAHARIYA OASIS
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Only 365km from Cairo, Bahariya is the Western Desert’s most accessible oasis. With its sprawl of shady date palms enclosed by a mesa landscape, punctuated by jagged orange- and black-hued cliffs and peaks, it’s a grand introduction to the Western Desert’s barren beauty. The only settlement of any size is Bawiti, where narrow lanes run helter-skelter off the scruffy main road, leading to palm groves, gardens and natural springs.

Bahariya rose in prominence from ancient Egypt’s Third Intermediate Period (1069–525 BCE) through to the Roman era, when it became a centre of agriculture. During Roman rule its grain and grapes were a vital export to Rome. Today it’s mostly visited by travellers as a jumping-off point for further desert adventures, primarily to White Desert National Park. With extra time you can explore the desert and rocky mountains closer to the oasis, and the scatter of historic sites and steamy hot springs spread through the oasis itself.
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SIGHTS

1 Birket Maran

2 Gebel Al Ingleez

3 Gebel Dist

4 Golden Mummies Museum

5 Qarat Al Hilwa

6 Qarat Qasr Salim

7 Temple of Ain Al Muftella

8 Temple of Alexander

9 Tomb of Bannentiu




TOP TIP

Encased within a ring of palm groves, Bawiti sits at the heart of the oasis. Radiating out north, south, east and west for 5–10km from this hub are tiny settlements huddled amid aquifer-fed gardens. There’s accommodation both in Bawiti itself and out of town in these tiny pockets of greenery.




Bahariya Oasis Camps

Surrounded by date palms and backed by mountains, Badry Sahara Camp (badrysaharacamp.com) has the prettiest pitch in the oasis. Badry’s neat-as-a-pin garden, with simple hoosha (palm-thatch) huts with shared bathrooms, is the best organised place in the area and a tranquil spot to kick back before or after desert adventures.

You’ll find the most comfortable facilities in town within the garden at Eden Garden Camp (edengardentours.com). Enjoy fruit trees, hammocks, lounging pavilions, a pool fed by botha natural spring and a hot spring, and large chalets (some with a roof terrace) that come with comfy beds and bathrooms.

Both camps will pick you up from the bus station for free and can arrange desert tours.



Bahariya’s Natural Beauty

RUGGED VISTAS AND LANGUID PALM GROVES

It’s an error to whizz through Bahariya on your way to the White Desert. At first glance, Bawiti itself may not look like much, but it’s worth dallying to experience the scenery on Bahariya’s doorstep.

For panoramic views, head up flat-topped Gebel Al Ingleez. Its name stems from the mountain’s WWI lookout post, from where British officer Captain Williams monitored the movements of Libyan Senussi people. Take the dirt track for a short hike up to the plateau near the top. From here a footpath leads across the ridge to the summit and the modest remnants of Williams’ hut, where there are views of the undulating orange-black rock surrounded by the green ring of the oasis.

Dinosaur bones were found at pyramid-shaped Gebel Dist in the early 20th century, and in 2001 researchers from the University of Pennsylvania found the remains of a giant new dinosaur species, Paralititan stromeri, here. The team deduced it was standing on the edge of a tidal channel when it died 94 million years ago, making it likely that Bahariya was once a swamp similar to the Florida Everglades.

Out on the northwest edge of Bahariya is Birket Maran (Lake Maran), a large salt lake with mirror-flat water, which provides a perfect reflection of its date-palm-lined bank and the pink-tinged mountain ridge behind. The old lanes through the palm groves running from Bawiti to the lake are a delight to explore; they’re so narrow, the leaves from the rimming date palms create a canopy overhead.

WHERE TO STAY IN BAWITI

Western Desert Hotel

The clean, good-sized rooms may be a little worn but they’re a solid, safe place to sleep in central Bawiti. $

Aliyah Eco lodge

Stone-cut and brick-domed rooms amid a serene and shady date-palm garden on the main road running into Bawiti. $$

International Hot Springs Hotel

Resort-style hotel inside a large garden with comfortable, if old-fashioned, rooms. $$

Bahariya’s Archaeological Circuit

TOURING THE OASIS’ HISTORIC REMAINS

As well as revelling in desert vistas and natural scenery, Bahariya is also home to some historic sites.

First stop at the Golden Mummies Museum in central Bawiti to buy your one-day ticket (LE100) covering all five of the oasis’ archaeological sites (all open 8am–4pm). The sparse museum holds 10 of Bahariya’s mummy cache. It’s worth a visit to see how the mummies’ painted faces show a move away from Pharaonic decoration towards Fayoum portraiture.

Also in central Bawiti is the 26th-dynasty double tomb of Qarat Qasr Salim, which was discovered under local housing. The rock-cut tomb of high priest Zed-Amun-Ef-Ankh is covered in vibrant wall paintings, hinting at the wealth of its former occupant. Next door lies the Tomb of Bannentiu. This tomb consists of a four-columned burial chamber with an inner sanctuary covered in fine reliefs depicting Bannentiu with the god Khons and goddesses Isis and Nephthys.

If you’re really interested in history, head out to the western edge of Bawiti. Here you’ll find the Temple of Ain Al Muftella, which consists of four 26th-dynasty chapels (the bulk of them built on the orders of Zed-Amun-Ef-Ankh), now restored and roofed for protection. South of the temple is the ancient necropolis of Qarat Al Hilwa and the small and rather unimpressive Temple of Alexander, which is one of the few places in Egypt where Alexander the Great’s cartouche has been found.


The Golden Mummies

The vast Graeco-Roman necropolis known as the Valley of the Golden Mummies, on the southwest edge of Bahariya Oasis, was discovered in the 1990s and has shed light on the oasis’ wealth and importance during this era. Some of the mummies found here have highly decorated gilded face masks and torsos, indicating that a section of oasis society during this period was rich enough to lavish its dead with extravagant funerary rites.

The necropolis stretches over 3 sq km and while excavations have unearthed more than 250 mummies it has been estimated that there may be more than 10,000 mummies still to be excavated inside the area. The site remains closed to the public so the only opportunity to see any of the mummies is in Bawiti’s museum.




Getting Around

Upper Egypt and its subsidary EG Bus run two buses daily between Bawiti and Cairo and there are a couple of buses daily to Dakhla via Farafra. Buses leave from the Express El Wadi grocery-store-cum-bus-waiting-lounge on the main road. Foreign travellers are also allowed to use the microbuses that zip between Bawiti and Cairo.






Beyond Bahariya Oasis
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The wild landscapes between Bahariya and Farafra are one of Egypt’s natural wonders and a highlight of any Egypt trip.


The raw scenery of the Black Desert and the mind-bending, trippy horizons of the White Desert are the reasons most people come to Bahariya. If you can, overnight on a desert tour here, under a star-strewn sky, surrounded by the eerie glow of White Desert National Park’s chalk-rock crags and towers.

Little Farafra Oasis, 268km south from Bahariya, is actually nearer to the White Desert, but Bahariya remains the more popular base due to being closer to Cairo. If you’re heading north on an oasis loop though, or are in the northern Nile Valley and can hop on a bus from Asyut, Farafra is a chilled-out spot to organise your White Desert programme.
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TOP TIP

From Bahariya, the Black Desert is 50km south and the White Desert 120km south; from Farafra, the White Desert is 20km northeast.



Sandboarding the Dunes of the Black Desert

A LANDSCAPE STRAIGHT OUT OF HADES

Many White Desert National Park tours also visit the Black Desert (Sahra Suda), 50km south of Bawiti, which edges the western side of the Bahariya–Farafra highway. You’ll know you’ve entered the area when the desert floor changes from beige to glittering black, pitted with dolerite rocks. The landscape is studded with cone-shaped hills topped with basalt caps, formed by volcanic action during the Jurassic era.

On a White Desert tour you’ll usually take a quick pit stop at the pyramid-shaped hill of Gebel Gala Siwa, formerly a lookout post for caravans coming from Siwa, and Gebel Az Zuquq, streaked red, yellow and orange in its limestone base, which has an easily hiked path up to its peak.

With more time up your sleeve, the sand dunes in this area are ripe for sandboarding fun. The rippling Umm Al Lafa dune rises up from the desert floor in a series of curvaceous humps for around 1km. It’s on the edge of the Black Desert rather than in the Black Desert itself but the desert floor is already littered with black rock below the golden waves of the dune and the view stretches out to the black pyramid mountains. Head out here for sunset views and tea atop one of the dune’s many crests. Pack sandboards (most camps and hotels in Bahariya have them) for some speedy zips down the sand.

In the Black Desert itself, the Al Muzeina dune is a long line of tawny sand interrupting the harsh black landscape. Again, it’s a prime spot for sandboarding.


Bahariya’s Best Natural Springs

All of Bahariya’s springs have a high mineral-content, which can stain clothing, so don’t go jumping in wearing your favourite swimmers. It is advised that female travellers should wear shorts and T-shirts over their swimmers at public springs, to avoid causing offence.

About 7km southeast from Bawiti, El Jaffara mini-oasis has two springs – one hot, one cold – plus a pool, inside Eden Garden Camp. You can come here for a dip if you have a meal at the camp.

Cold springwater pours into a viaduct and then down into a concrete pool for a super-refreshing summer dip at Bir Al Mattar, 7km north from Bawiti.

Bir Al Ramla sulphurous hot-spring is 3km north from Bawiti. It’s next to a road, so not very private.





TOP SIGHT
White Desert National Park Tour


The White Desert (Sahra Al Beida), with its surreal snow-coloured pinnacles, is only one segment of White Desert National Park – a series of fantastical landscapes that are best experienced on an overnight tour. If you’ve got time opt for a two-night trip, which allows you to travel through the further reaches of this desert area and see more of its strange and eerie beauty.
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PRACTICALITIES

Many Cairo budget hotels and travel agencies sell White Desert tours, but it’s a much better idea to arrange tours with a local (Bahariya- or Farafra-based) operator.




WILDLIFE

Fennec and Rüppell’s foxes are endemic in this area. If you’re not lucky enough to see one, you’ll definitely see their paw prints circling around your campsite when you wake up in the morning.



White Desert National Park

The main focus of the tour, White Desert National Park, bestrides both sides of the Bahariya–Farafra Highway, covering 300 sq km. An information board sits beside the northern entrance alongside a low bluff made almost entirely of quartz and topped with a human-sized rock arch, known as Crystal Mountain.

Walk around the back of the ridge for an easy walk through the sand up to the arch. The desert floor and the rock formations all around this area are littered with quartz crystals.

Agabat Desert

Confusingly there are two areas of the desert park area that locals call Agabat (‘Difficult’; so-named because camel caravans found the area a slog to get through). Both areas feature grand boulevards of apricot-coloured sand rimmed by towering chalk inselbergs brushed orange by the desert. Some of the larger ones are surrounded by moats created by high dunes.

Agabat Desert is the larger area. Clever tours (usually the longer, two-night ones) overnight here, so you can bed down and watch the looming outcrops cast ghostly silhouettes, and then watch them blush and glow at sunrise.

Karawin Dunes Area

These low, curvy tangerine-shaded dunes, surrounded by a desert floor streaked with a white crust and studded by stubby remnants of chalk formations, are followed by a low valley fed by aquifers where mounds of date palms sprout out of the desert sand.

Most tours stop for a photo near the start of the area at a large rock outcrop with a large, near-circular hole in the middle that the wind has burrowed through.

White Desert (Sahra Al Beida)

This vast plateau is speckled with chalk pinnacles that the wind has shaved into tall spires and cones and other more weird and wacky forms. The main outcrops have been given names like ‘mushroom’ and ‘chicken’ to reflect their shape. The vast majority of tours overnight here.

Beyond, the desert stretches on, covered in waves of low knobbly chalk hummocks (highly eroded outcrops), like static waves in a strange arid sea. Twisted knobs of black iron-pyrite, some shaped like flowers, are scattered across the desert floor. Make sure to keep your eyes peeled to spot sand dollars and other echinoid fossils as well.

Agabat Asphalt

The other area called Agabat gets its name because it’s closer to the highway. If you’re on a one-night tour, this is the Agabat area you’ll usually visit as it provides an exit from the desert back onto the highway. Longer tours normally visit both areas.

Overnight Camping

Overnight camping in the national park is long-established, so most operators have an excellent setup involving windbreaks to create an eating area, power banks you can borrow (or running a power socket off their car battery for recharging phones during the evening), and providing tents, mattresses, sleeping bags and lots of blankets, so even during winter if you want to forego the tent and sleep outside under the stars, you’ll be warm enough. Meals are usually simple and hearty (and very plentiful) Egyptian fare. Check what’s provided when you’re booking.


GEOLOGY

The desert surface here once lay under a shallow sea and the White Desert National Park’s rock formations are the remnants of the chalk-rock seabed layers (formed by the shells of millions of dead marine creatures). After the sea retreated, the chalk layers were eroded down, with the harder, inner core of the rock then sculpted by millennia of wind action.




TOUR OPERATORS

• Eden Garden Tours (edengardentours.com) runs one-, two- and three-night trips centred around the White Desert.

• Badry from Badry Sahara Camp (badrysaharacamp.com) is an old desert hand. He organises recommended tours of both the Bahariya and White Desert areas.

• In Farafra, Rahala Safari Camp (rahala-safari.com) offers White Desert itineraries as well as multiday trips in the area.

• Mohammed Uosrri (WhatsApp: +20 127 649 1454) is an excellent local desert guide who runs trips in and around the White Desert.

• Bahariya-based White Desert Tours (whitedeserttours.com) is an expert in the Bahariya desert area and White Desert.





Exploring Farafra Oasis

THE LESSER-VISITED OASIS

Far fewer travellers make it down to Farafra Oasis than to Bahariya. If you’re planning to head to the White Desert after travelling in Luxor (rather than from Cairo), though, this is the easier oasis to reach.

The oasis’ only real settlement is Qasr Al Farafra, with its dusty, ragtag main road. A few steps west from the main street you’ll stumble across Badr’s Museum, the town’s only actual sight. Built by self-taught local artist Badr Abdel Moghny, the museum is a showcase of his painting and sculpture, which is all centred around oasis life.

Head south from Badr’s to find the remnants of Qasr Al Farafra’s fort; a reminder that Farafra was once a prime raiding target for Bedouins and Libyans. Those raiders would end up becoming settlers and much of Farafra’s population today stems from these Bedouin tribes.

Out of town is where all the action is for visitors. As well as White Desert National Park (which is cheaper to tour from here compared to Bahariya because it’s on the oasis’ northern doorstep), bird watchers will enjoy Birket Abu Nuss (Lake Abu Nuss), just 11km north from town, while Bir Sitta and Ain Bishay are two natural springs good for a dip. Bir Sitta, 6km west from Qasr Al Farafra, is a sulphurous hot spring with a small, circular concrete pool filled by gushing hot water. Ain Bishay was dug during the Roman era and is found 10km southwest from Farafra. It’s surrounded by a small oasis garden of fruit trees and date palms.
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Al Hayz Oasis

The tiny oasis of Al Hayz lies 45km south of Bawiti along the main Bahariya–Farafra road. It’s home to the Al Hayz Water Education Center, a small museum dedicated to providing information on Egypt’s water resources and problems, renewable energy and the geology of the Western Desert. It also showcases the traditional agriculture and architecture of the oases.

After filling up on information, head to Ain Gomma to take a dip in this natural spring’s cold, crystal-clear water. The pool here, with its views out to the rolling desert expanse, is a great place to end up after an overnight in the desert.



WHERE TO STAY IN FARAFRA

El Waha Hotel

Long-time cheapie in central Farafra with basic rooms that do the job for the night. $

Rahala Safari Hotel

Comfortable domed chalets amid a serene garden, known for its friendly management and good-value desert tours. $$

Badr’s Guesthouse

This small, relaxed guesthouse with simple, artily designed rooms is run by Badr (of Badr’s Museum). $$


Getting Around

There’s no shortage of driver/guides in Bahariya who can take you out into the desert. It’s best to book desert trips with an experienced Bahariya or Farafra desert operator rather than the often-cheaper trips offered by some hotels and travel agencies in Cairo.

Whoever you book with, make sure the operator has applied for and received the permit (LE350) to take you out of the oasis and to sleep in the desert. Many (local- and Cairo-based) tour operators tend to ignore the permit rule to avoid bureaucracy, but if anything goes wrong in the desert, and you’re there without a permit, it will probably be your driver whom the authorities blame rather than the operator.





DAKHLA OASIS
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Sprawling Dakhla Oasis, sandwiched between rolling rosy-tinted ridges, is where you come to admire the Western Desert’s best-preserved mud-brick architecture while strolling around the old towns of Al Qasr and Balat.

In Neolithic times Dakhla was the site of a vast lake and rock paintings show that elephants, zebras and ostriches wandered its shore. The oasis was an important producer of grapes, fruit and grain from the Pharaonic era. Agricultural output beefed up under Roman rule when – along with Al Kharga Oasis – Dakhla was known as Oasis Magna (meaning ‘Great Oasis’). The area was prominent enough throughout the medieval era to be fortified for protectection against Bedouin attacks.

Today, apart from the main town of Mut (pronounced ‘Moot’), Dakhla is a laid-back place that rewards those who linger. Explore the handful of ancient sites then soak up oasis life, where petite villages are dotted between clover fields, and agricultural workers in their distinctive Dakhla palm-thatch sun hats clop past driving their donkey carts.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Al Qasr

SIGHTS

2 Balat Islamiya

3 Bir Al Gabal

see 1 Ethnographic Museum

see 1 Mosque of Sheikh Nasser El Din

4 Old Mut

5 Qarat Al Muzawwaqa

6 Qila Al Dabba

7 Temple of Deir Al Haggar




TOP TIP

Dakhla Oasis hugs the main Farafra–Dakhla–Kharga highway as it bends eastward.




Dakhla Villages

If you’ve hired a taxi from Mut, or have a private driver, consider visiting a handful of villages on the secondary road between Al Qasr and Mut on your way to, or back from, Dakhla’s northern sites.

The ruined village of Amhadah has several tombs nearby, dating from the 2nd century. Further along towards Mut, the road passes through the little villages of Al Gedida and Qalamun, both of which are good for a stroll as they’re home to plenty of traditional mud-brick architecture.



Touring Dakhla’s Ancient Sites

REMNANTS OF OASIS MAGNA

Dakhla’s two most important ancient sites are both west of Al Qasr and you can easily combine them with a visit to the old town.

Take the signposted turn-off on the southern side of the highway, 7km west from Al Qasr, to reach the Temple of Deir Al Haggar another 5km along the road. This restored sandstone temple is one of the most complete Roman monuments in Dakhla. Dedicated to the Theban triad of Amun, Mut and Khons, as well as the falcon-headed god Horus, it was built between the reigns of Nero (54–68 CE) and Domitian (81–96 CE). Head to the adjacent Porch of Titus to see the names of the entire team of Gerhard Rohlfs, a 19th-century desert explorer, carved into the wall. Entrance costs LE40 and the temple is open between 8.30am and 4pm.

A few kilometres east of the temple are the painted tombs of Qarat Al Muzawwaqa. This 2nd-century necropolis is one of the most interesting ancient sites in the entirety of the Western Desert due to the spectacular mash-up of artistic styles inside its painted tombs. Enter the Tomb of Oziri (Petosiris) and the Tomb of Badi Baset (Petubastis), both with zodiac ceilings. Inside you’ll observe Graeco-Roman-style portraiture alongside Pharaonic gods, and wall paintings detailing funerary rites and offerings typical of ancient Egypt next to natural scenes of vines and trees more reminiscent of ancient Greece and Rome.

Qarat Al Muzawwaqa was rediscovered by Egyptian archaeologist Ahmed Fakri in 1971. Tickets cost LE40 and the tombs are open from 8am to 4pm.

WHERE TO STAY & EAT IN MUT

Al Furson Hotel

The best of Mut’s budget hotels: decent rooms and a restaurant, just steps from the bus station. $

Ahmed Hamdy Restaurant

Filling and tasty grilled chicken, salad and rice dishes plus shisha and fresh fruit juices. $

Shehab Restaurant

In business since 1987, Said Shehab’s meat-centric feasts and succulent shish kebab are a Mut institution. $$

Mut’s Old Town

MUT’S SLOUCHING CITADEL REMNANTS

Mut was named after the god Amun’s consort and has been settled since Pharaonic times. It’s mostly a modern town of squat concrete-block buildings, so isn’t the most attractive of places, but as it has the only decent facilities in the oasis it’s a convenient base for travellers.

In the southern section of town, east of Al Forson Hotel, the slumping mud-brick remnants of Old Mut wind up the hill and are worth exploring. As you wind your way to the top of the hill check out how very few of the houses had outside windows. Old Mut’s inhabitants lived in fear of raiding Bedouin and this helped protect against intruders as well as the heat and dust.

At the hill summit you’ll find the scant remains of Mut’s citadel (the original town centre) and be rewarded with views of the new town and desert beyond.

Plunge into a Natural Spring

TAKE A REFRESHING DIP

Dakhla’s most famous natural spring is Bir Al Gabal, set amid soaring desert scenery. During winter and spring it can get busy with groups during the day. If blaring Egyptian pop music doesn’t rock your boat, come after dark for a more peaceful experience and take a dip under a star-filled sky.

The Bir Al Gabal turn-off is signposted (just before the El Badawiya Hotel) on the main oasis road around 20km north from Mut. The spring is another 5km from the turn-off and is part of Camp Bir Al Gabal, so there’s a small entrance fee.

In case the spring is chock-a-block when you arrive: about 500m before you get to Bir Al Gabal there’s another natural spring on the right. It’s concealed behind a brick pump house.


Your Escort Awaits (Whether You Want It or Not)

In the Western Desert oases you can end up with a police escort. The only places this happened to us were in Dakhla (where eight officers in two police pick-up trucks followed us as we hopped between sights in a local taxi) and in Al Kharga (where one car with two officers was deemed enough).

The best way to avoid gaining an escort is to stay in a budget hotel (which the police don’t keep as much of an eye on) but this obviously means sacrificing comfort levels and there’s no guarantee it will work. Otherwise just accept that you may have eight guys toting AK47s escorting you to see some tombs and ruins.



DESERT CAMPS & LODGES IN DAKHLA OASIS

Camp Bir Al Gabal

Simple chalets set amid a garden on the edge of the desert, with Bir Al Gabal spring on-site. $

El Dahous Bedouin Camp

Popular with European small-group tours, these well-kept domed chalets are 9km north of Mut. $$

Desert Lodge

This mud-brick lodge on a hill overlooking Al Qasr village has comfy, minimalist desert-style rooms. $$$



TOP SIGHT
Al Qasr


This fortified old town sits at the foot of the pink limestone cliffs that border the northern edge of Dakhla. It’s a mud-brick maze built over the foundations of a Roman city and thought to be one of the oldest inhabited areas of the oases. A section of the village has been painstakingly restored, providing you with a glimpse of what other oasis towns would once have looked like.
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PRACTICALITIES

For photography, the best time to visit is between 10.30am and 2.30pm, when the most natural light penetrates Al Qasr’s walled alleys.




DON’T MISS

Mosque of Sheikh Nasser El Din

Corn Mill

Madrassa and Court

Olive Press

Large Beit



Touring the Old Town

Most of the buildings you can see date from the Ottoman-ruled 16th- and 17th-centuries, although the creaky wriggle of skinny covered lanes harks back to the town’s earlier medieval origins. During its heyday Al Qasr was probably the capital of Dakhla, easily protected from attackby barring the fort’s quartered streets.

As you wander through the dim winding alleys, note how this vernacular architecture helped protect Al Qasr’s inhabitants from both the scalding summer sun and desert sandstorms.

Look out for the carved acacia-beam lintels placed above house entranceways. The size of the houses here and the surviving fragments of decoration suggest a puzzling level of wealth and importance given to this town by the Ottomans. There are 37 lintels in the old town, the earliest of which dates to the early 16th century. Also note the big doors that could seal sections of the lanes off from the rest of the town: these are placed where one family’s house or group of houses ends and another family’s begins.

Mosque of Sheikh Nasser El Din

Right at the main entrance to the old town is this mosque, marked by a 12th-century, 21m-high minaret and containing the tomb of Sheikh Nasser El Din.

Corn Mill

Just around the corner from the mosque is a room containing a huge old corn mill that has been fully restored to function with Flintstone-like efficiency when its shaft is rotated.

Madrassa & Court

One of the most beautifully restored buildings in the old town is the madrassa (theological school), which was later used as the local courthouse and town hall. You can enter the soaring double-storey courtroom, with its red-white-and-black decorative brickwork framing the arches, and the small room that functioned as a prison beside it.

Olive Press

The olive press area has one room displaying a restored ‘juicer’, which would have been powered by donkeys, and a secondary room with the press where the crushed olives were transformed into olive oil.

Large Beit

This large family house is a little labyrinth within the wider maze of town. Wander up the stairs, through the rooms, to the roof terrace for great photos of the old town from above. Pass across the street through the second-storey corridor and then back down the stairs to come out at the door on the other side of the lane.

The main salon here has brown-and-taupe decorative brickwork framing alcoves and windows along its walls, while another large room has decorative windows.

House of Abu Nafir

Check out the door of this house. It incorporates massive blocks, carved with hieroglyphic reliefs, from an earlier structure – possibly a Ptolemaic temple – into its mud-brick architecture.

Al Qasr Ethnographic Museum

Most tours end passing by this small museum (on the lane behind the Mosque of Sheikh Nasser El Din). It occupies a house that dates to 1785 and the everyday objects exhibited within try to give life to the empty surrounding buildings. While the museum’s modest collection might not appeal to everyone, the caretaker of the museum is very welcoming, and entry is only LE30.


A DESERT HIKE FROM AL QASR

For what may be the most sweeping vista in Dakhla, hike to the top of the high bluffs that rise from the plateau at Al Qasr. It takes about two hours to reach the top – longer if you dawdle – so bring enough water for the return trip. The plateau itself is textured with shallow wadis that weave around weirdly hewn hills and the desert floor is littered with fossils.




TOP TIPS

• Although there is no entrance fee for Al Qasr, local guides wait for visitors at the entrance to the old town and tour the mazy lanes with you (a tip of LE100 is expected).

• There is no point not taking the guides up on this service as they hold the keys to rooms such as the corn mill and will unlock them for you as you tour around.

• Although they may not impat much actual knowledge, they’ll also guide you to buildings you might not have been able to find by yourself and will point out details you may otherwise have missed.





Exploring the Oasis’ East

DAKHLA’S OTHER OLD TOWN

Al Qasr tends to get all the glory, but about 30km east of Mut the village of Balat is home to both more traditional oasis old town architecture and an ancient necropolis.

Once you get to Balat (on the southern side of the highway), head into the centre, where the modern village gives way to Balat Islamiya, a narrow-laned labyrinth of an old town that dates back to the Mamluk and Ottoman eras and was itself built atop an earlier settlement with its roots in the Old Kingdom.

The high-walled, dusky-toned alleys, with their curvy forms, cut-out decorative features, and palm thatch and log ceilings, seem Gaudi-esque and organic in design. The site guardian will most likely come to greet you when you arrive and take you on a tour that includes entering one of the houses to head out onto the roof. There’s no entrance fee but tipping the guardian is expected.

Afterwards, head north on the dirt track that meets the highway 200m east of Balat to visit Qila Al Dabba, Balat’s ancient Old Kingdom necropolis. The five mud-brick mastabas (structures in the shape of a bench above tombs) date from the 6th dynasty. Originally they would have been clad in fine limestone; three of the tombs are thought to have belonged to important Old Kingdom local governors. The Mastaba of Khentika has been excavated and opened to the public (tickets are LE40), and you can descend down into the pit to enter the small tomb with wall paintings that portray farming and boating scenes.


The Tombs of Bashendi

The village of Bashendi lies just 7km east of Balat on the northern side of the highway. Take the main dirt lane through the village and you’ll arrive in the oldest section, which retains some traditional mud-brick buildings. Here you’ll find the small, dome-topped Tomb of Pasha Hindi. Bashendi takes its name from this medieval-era sheikh and locals still make pilgrimages here.

The site guardian will unlock the tomb for you. Afterwards they’ll take you to the Roman-era Tomb of Kitines next door, which still holds onto scraps of its funerary relief decoration. Senussi soldiers lived in the tomb during WWI and it was later occupied by a local family. The combined ticket for both tombs is LE30.




Getting Around

There are microbuses from Mut to Al Qasr from near Midan Al Tahrir (the traffic circle at the intersection of the main highway and Sharia Al Wadi).

All the sights within the oasis are accessible by normal 2WD cars, so hiring a taxi in Mut for a day of sightseeing is a viable means of getting around.

Mut bus station, on Sharia Al Wadi in the south of town, serves Upper Egypt and EG Bus companies’ buses, with a couple of daily services east to Al Kharga and Asyut or north to Bahariya via Farafra. A few other bus companies operate from separate offices within the town centre.





AL KHARGA OASIS
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Most Western Desert visitors miss Al Kharga and that’s a shame. Sure, Al Kharga town is a bustling modern city lacking the laid-back vibes you were probably imagining went arm-in-arm with the word ‘oasis’, but instead you get to see some of the most important ancient sites in the Western Desert.

Since the ancient era, Al Kharga has sat at the crossroads of vital trade routes, including the famous Darb Al Arba’een (Forty Days Road), which brought the oasis great prosperity. Just north of town you’ll find a clutch of ruins dating from the Pharaonic and Christian eras including one of the world’s most important early-Christian cemeteries.

Head into the oasis’ southern area and you can visit mighty Roman forts (many built atop earlier Pharaonic temples), which once guarded the trade routes and controlled Al Kharga’s agricultural production. As late as the 1890s, British forces were using lookout towers here to safeguard the ‘back door’ into Egypt.

[image: jpg]

Necropolis of Bagawat | CORTYN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

[image: map]


TOP TIP

Al Kharga lies in a long, 40km-wide depression with Al Kharga town (the only large town) at its northern tip and the village of Baris 80km to the south. Al Kharga Town itself is very spread out with most of the accommodation options in the northern half of town.




Al Kharga Eating

Two of our favourite feeds in the Western Desert oasis loop are in Al Kharga town.

Hawash Restaurant, on Midan Basateen, serves up fuul (fava bean paste) and ta’amiyya (Egyptian variant of falafel) breakfast feasts with some of the best chargrilled-aubergine we’ve had at a breakfast canteen. Next door their second restaurant offers chicken meals all day.

Meanwhile for dinner, Hawash Broast (Al Kharga isn’t great for originally named restaurants), on Sharia Gabal Abdel Nasser, does crepes stuffed to the brim with shawarma meat, salad, green olives and cheese, and we have no idea why this concept hasn’t caught on elsewhere. There’s also fiteer (sweet and savoury flaky pastries) made by expert fiteer-chefs, who may put on a dough-spinning show for you.



Al Kharga’s Christian Heritage

RELICS OF EARLY CHRISTIANITY

It may not look much from afar but the Necropolis of Bagawat is one of the world’s earliest surviving and best-preserved early-Christian cemeteries. Once you enter the tombs you’ll understand what all the fuss is about. Inside these mud-brick chapel-tombs vivid murals depicting biblical scenes cover the walls and ceilings. There are 263 mud-brick chapel-tombs here (with four open to the public), all dating from between the 4th and 6th centuries.

In the Chapel of Peace peer up at the dome squinches to see figures of the Apostles just visible through the Greek graffiti. The best-preserved wall paintings are inside the Chapel of the Exodus, which is one of the oldest tombs. Here you can see Moses leading the children of Israel out of Egypt through the later 9th-century graffiti. The interior of Tomb 25 features a mural of Abraham sacrificing Isaac, while the Chapel of the Grapes is named after the images of grapevines that cover the walls.

The site guardian will accompany you around the site, unlocking the tomb doors for you (tip expected).

From the necropolis head 2km north on the left-hand track to the clifftop holding the ruined Monastery of Al Kashef. It was strategically placed to overlook what was one of the most important crossroads of the Western Desert – the point where the Darb Al Ghabari from Dakhla crossed the Darb Al Arba’een. Much of the monastery has collapsed but you can see the tops of the arched corridors that criss-crossed the building.

The necropolis is 3km north from town. Both monuments are open from 8.30am to 4pm and tickets (which cover both sites) are LE50.

WHERE TO STAY IN AL KHARGA TOWN

King Hotel

Simple, decently clean rooms inside a 1960s hotel still boasting scraps of its groovy mid-century architecture. $

Badr Hotel

Shiny and new (for now), good-sized, classically styled rooms plus enthusiastic reception staff. $$

Sol Y Mar Pioneers Hotel

This low-slung salmon-pink resort, with pool and internal garden, is rather pricey but reliable and comfortable. $$$

Al Kharga’s Temples

PHARAONIC REMNANTS IN THE OASIS

The Temple of Hibis is just 2km north from Al Kharga town (on the western side of the main road). This is all that’s left of the town of Hebet (‘the Plough’; now corrupted into Hibis), which was the capital of the oasis in antiquity. The well-preserved limestone temple, dedicated to Amun of Hibis (the local version of the sun god) originally sat on the edge of a sacred lake.

In the temple’s hypostyle hall look for the reliefs showing the god Seth battling with the evil serpent Apophis. There’s also an avenue of sphinxes, a court and an inner sanctuary. Construction of the temple began during the 25th dynasty, though the decorations and a colonnade were added over the following 300 years. Entry costs LE80 and it’s open 8.30am to 4pm.

Located on a hill southeast of the Temple of Hibis, on the eastern side of the main road, is the Temple of An Nadura. Its strategic views of the area mean it once doubled as a fortified lookout. It was built during the reign of Roman emperor Antoninus Pius (138–61 CE) to protect the oasis. It’s now badly ruined but the vistas across the countryside make a stop here worthwhile.

Back in town, the Al Kharga Archaeological Museum does a decent job of pulling together the cultural history of Al Kharga and Dakhla oases from the prehistoric era right through to the Ottoman period. Entrance is LE25 and it’s open 8.30am to 2pm.


Touring Al Kharga’s Sites

Al Kharga’s New Valley Tourist Office on Midan Nasser is the head office for the oases from Farafra down to Al Kharga and is known for being very helpful to independent travellers, providing plenty of information, arranging permits to head into the desert and helping arrange transport to sights as well as onward to Luxor or Asyut.

It is one of the most useful tourist offices in Egypt and we highly recommend a visit. Mohsen Abd Al Moneem (WhatsApp +20 100 180 6127) is head of New Valley tourism and also an experienced tour guide. He’s highly recommended by travellers and a mine of information on the oases.




Getting Around

Al Kharga’s microbus station is 3km south of Al Kharga town. There are microbuses south to Baris, north to Dakhla Oasis and west to Asyut in the Nile Valley from here. Although technically you are allowed on all of them, the police may object if you try (though you should be able to get away with going to Dakhla by micro).

Heading to the forts in the south of the oasis by micro is challenging as there are only a handful of daily services and there are no onward public transport options from the main highway (where you’d be dropped off) to the actual sights. Due to this, most visitors hire a taxi/private driver in Al Kharga town. All the sites within the oasis can be visited in a normal 2WD car.

Expect a police escort to accompany you wherever you go within Al Kharga.





ROAD TRIP
Driving the Darb Al Arba’een


When you drive the modern asphalt road that slices through Al Kharga Oasis all the way to Baris you’re following the Darb Al Arba’een: a north–south trade route that stretched from Sudan’s Darfur region up to Asyut. Reserve a half-day to explore the remnants left here by the Romans, who invested heavily in refitting temples into fortified garrisons to protect and control trade in their Oasis Magna (today’s Dakhla and Al Kharga oases).
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1 Qasr Al Ghueita

The bulky walls of this Roman fort, probably used as a garrison, enclose an earlier 25th-dynasty temple where you can spy reliefs of Hapy, the pot-bellied Nile god, in the hypostyle hall.

Although it’s hard to imagine when you look at the arid plains, the surrounding area was the centre of a fertile agricultural community renowned for its grapes. Qasr Al Ghueita means ‘Fortress of the Small Garden’ and settlement here has been dated back to the Middle Kingdom period, when it was known as Perousekh. Entrance is LE40.

The Drive: Qasr Al Ghueita is 18km south from Al Kharga, accessed off a signposted road. From the fort follow the secondary road south 4km to Aref village and Qasr Az Zayyan.

2 Qasr Az Zayyan

The area around Qasr Az Zayyan was an important stop on the desert route to Esna and the surviving small temple, part of a fortress, was dedicated to Amun-Hibis. The temple’s court leads to the sanctuary with a beautiful cult-niche (where the god’s statue would have been kept) and a chamber with a staircase to the roof. Entry is LE40.

The Drive: Turn back onto the main highway and head south for 60km.

3 Baris Al Gedida

Stop here for a more modern ruin. This large complex of empty mud-brick houses was meant to be a model for new settlements in Egypt and was designed by influential mid-20th-century architect Hasan Fathy. The project ground to a halt during the outbreak of war in 1967 and the site was left unfinished.

Today you can walk through the abandoned buildings, disturbing only their many pigeon inhabitants, and check out Fathy’s signature style, which used only traditional methods and materials.

The Drive: Turn south again to Baris. A signposted turn-off on the east side of the road leads you the last 23km to lonely Qasr Ad Dush.

4 Qasr Ad Dush

This imposing Roman temple-fortress, completed around 177 CE, sits on the site of the ancient town of Kysis. A 1st-century temple abutting the fortress was dedicated to Isis and Serapis.

Dush was a border town strategically placed at the intersection of five desert tracks and was one of the southern gateways into Egypt. The solidly built fort, with four or five more storeys lying underground, may have been used to guard the Darb Al Dush, an east–west track to the Esna and Edfu temples in the Nile Valley.

The site guardian Muhammed does an excellent job of guiding you through the ruins and explaining the various sections, so tip him well. Entrance is LE40.
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Beyond Al Kharga
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A taste of the Western Desert within easy reach of Luxor.


The desert on Al Kharga’s doorstep features areas of low rolling dunes that fan out to the horizon. Far fewer people bother to explore this section of the Western Desert despite the fact that the direct Luxor–Kharga road makes Al Kharga an easy add-on to a Luxor trip.

You will need a permit to head out of the oasis and into the desert, arranged through the helpful Al Kharga tourist office, which can also lend you sandboards and hook you up with reliable local 4WD drivers to arrange camping trips amid the dunes.
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TOP TIP

A good Kharga-based desert operator is Mazen Safari, who can be contacted on ahmedosman9994@ gmail .com or on WhatsApp (+20 100 673 2763).




EASY DESERT SUNSETS NEAR AL KHARGA
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Mohsen Abd Al Moneem, head of New Valley tourism, shares some ideas for desert-taster trips.

Kharga is a three-hour drive from Luxor so it’s not difficult to add a quick desert tour into your Luxor trip.

If you just want to see some dunes at sunset, head to Jenna, 17km south of Al Kharga town, in the oasis. The dunes start just beyond the old mud-brick village where only five or six families still live. They’re slowly consuming the palm grove here so it’s a good place to witness how sand dunes shift 1–6cm every year. You can sandboard here, too, or there’s another spot about 10km north from Al Kharga town, along the main road towards Dakhla.



Heading Out to the Northern Desert Forts

THE LONELIEST OF KHARGA’S ROMAN RUINS

For desert scenery, by far the best trip you can take from Al Kharga is out to the micro-oasis of Qasr El Labakha, where the remains of a four-storey Roman fortress loom above a desolate landscape of sweeping swells of sand that roll out towards towering craggy ridges. The fort is around 40km north from Al Kharga and the area around it, scattered with clumps of date palms, is also home to the remnants of two temples and a huge Graeco-Roman necropolis where more than 500 mummies were unearthed.

Another 20ish kilometres west from Qasr El Labakha is Ain Umm Al Dabadib, where another Roman-era fort sits on a ridge lording it up over the empty desert plains below. The Romans built one of the most complex underground aqueduct systems in the Western Desert oases here, showing how important this Oasis Magna area became during their rule.

All trips out here require a permit (LE350) issued by the local Al Kharga authorities, so you can’t just rock up in town and be on your way. Before you arrive, contact Mohsen at the Al Kharga tourism office to help arrange one for you. Note that sometimes permits to the desert area north of Al Kharga Oasis are denied. When they are issued, they’re usually only day access, so don’t plan on being able to camp overnight in the desert fort area. Check with Mohsen for up-to-date information on the regulations for visiting here. You’ll also need a very experienced local driver with a 4WD.
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Getting Around

There’s no public transport along the direct Al Kharga–Luxor road, but the road is paved so you can hire a normal taxi/private driver and don’t need a 4WD.

Heading out of the oasis by bus, Upper Egypt and EG Bus have a couple of services daily heading east to Asyut and west to Dakhla Oasis that leave from Al Kharga town’s bus station.

In central Al Kharga town there are also a number of new private bus companies (including Otobussy and On Time Bus) that operate services from their individual offices, mostly to either Asyut or Cairo.







ALEXANDRIA & THE MEDITERRANEAN COAST
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SEASIDE CITY AND STUNNING BEACHES


This stunning coastline stretches for 500km and is lapped by crystal-clear aquamarine water. At its centre stands atmospheric Alexandria, Egypt’s largest port and second city.
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Alexandria’s fame and fortune are inextricably linked to its location on a spit of land beside a branch of the Nile, just 509 nautical miles from Athens. Alexander the Great spotted its potential, and its deep harbour, and conceived his new Egyptian capital here, creating a bridge between the old world of the pharaohs and his Hellenistic home across the sea. Foundations were laid in 331 BCE but Alexander never saw a single building raised before dying in Persia. His death gave rise to the last great Pharaonic dynasty – the Ptolemies – named for his Macedonian general Ptolemy who brought Alexander’s body home and buried it here.

The city’s fortunes have since rested on its thriving port. Since Ptolemy’s day it has been an important stop on the trade route between Europe and Asia. It provided the entry into Egypt for the Romans, nurtured early Christianity, and became a multicultural melting pot and romantic muse for a long line of poets, writers and intellectuals. Even today, ruined as it is by earthquakes, wars, and anti-colonial and contemporary rebellions, it remains one of Egypt’s most atmospheric and little-touristed cities. Come here to immerse yourself in its unique Mediterranean character and culture, and explore the historic Ottoman-era towns, poignant WWII cemeteries and miles of sandy beaches nearby.
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THE MAIN AREAS

ALEXANDRIA

Mediterranean myths and a modern metropolis.

EL ALAMEIN

Poignant WWII cemeteries in the desert.

MARSA MATRUH

Sandy beaches and stunning aqua water.



Find Your Way


The coast west of Alexandria is well served by buses, and efficient train services run between Cairo and Alexandria. A private taxi, or car and driver, gives you more flexibility when exploring further afield. It makes no sense to fly.
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Plan Your Time


Located three hours (220km) northwest of Cairo, Alexandria is visited by many people as a day trip. But to really get under the skin of this salty city and enjoy the fabulous sandy coastline, three days is needed.
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If You Only Have One Day

• Alexandria is a big, bustling city that spreads 40km along the coastline, so you’ll need to be strategic. Start the day in historic cafe Trianon, then head to the Bibliotheca Alexandrina, where you can take a tour and enjoy exhibitions of modernist Egyptian art.

• Visit the Graeco-Roman Museum next to see the city’s Graeco-Roman treasures. Break for lunch with fuul-master Mohammed Ahmed, after which you can wander along the lively Corniche to Fort Qaitbey to catch the sunset.

• Finally, retire to White & Blue at the Greek Club for expertly grilled fish with a view.




A Weekend to Explore

• On your second day, dive into a food or city tour down in the souqs of Anfushi where you’ll catch sight of the Abu Abbas Al Mursi Mosque on your tour.

• Lunch on local seafood at Samakmak or Abu Ashraf. Then, in the afternoon, decide between the Roman catacombs of Kom Ash Suqqafa or two charming house museums: the Mahmoud Said Museum and the Royal Jewellery Museum, housed in the Liberty-style palace of Princess Fatma Al Zahra. Then head east for a seaside wander at Montazah Palace Gardens.

• Finish with cocktails and fine dining at the Four Seasons with views of the sea.




If You Have More Time

• Plan a couple of day trips from Alexandria to Ar Rashid in the east, where the Rosetta Stone was found, and El Alamein to the west, where you can visit the WWII museum and poignant cemeteries of the Commonwealth, German and Italian troops who fell here in 1942. Wilderness Ventures Egypt can put together three-day desert expeditions to more remote battle sites.

• Otherwise, consider spending the afternoon on the gorgeous beaches of Sidi Abdel Rahman, or spending a couple of days in a swanky resort beside the aquamarine sea at Marsa Matruh.



Seasonal Highlights

This Mediterranean coast is a popular holiday spot for summering Cairenes – and many beach resorts only operate in the summer months. Winter can be cold, breezy and wet.

FEBRUARY

The coldest month, with biting sea breezes and lots of rain; occasional storms can flood the city.
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APRIL

Coptic Christians celebrate Orthodox Easter; while Muslims celebrate the start of spring (Sham An Nessim).
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MAY

Warm spring weather is perfect for strolling along the Corniche and near-deserted Mediterranean shores.
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JULY

Join the carnival atmosphere on the beaches as Egypt’s beat-the-heat holiday season begins.
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AUGUST

The International Summer Festival kicks off at the Bibliotheca with concerts, poetry and theatre in the plaza.
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SEPTEMBER

Late in the month, crowds drop right off and sea temperatures hover at a bath-like 28°C for a perfect seaside escape.

[image: jpg]

SRSTUDIO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

NOVEMBER

Alexandria’s film festival takes place and Remembrance services are held at the cemeteries in El Alamein.
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ALEXANDRIA
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Founded in 331 BCE, Alexandria (Al Iskendariyya) is the stuff of legend. Its Pharos lighthouse was one of the Seven Wonders of the World and its Great Library was the archive of ancient knowledge. Alas, fate dealt the city some cruel blows. The Pharos collapsed and the Great Library was torched. Part of the ancient city disappeared under the sea and part under the modern city, so there are few visible remains of this glorious past.

Today, the original Alexandria lies buried beneath two millennia of urban evolution; its monuments shattered, its multicultural population scattered after the 1952 revolution. But Alexandria remains a city of dreams for many, its university attracting aspirational undergraduates, its port booming and its population of 5.5 million expanding rapidly. But the city also sits at the forefront of the global climate crisis and is one of the 10 most vulnerable to rising sea levels in the world.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Bibliotheca Alexandrina

SIGHTS

2 Abu Abbas Al Mursi Mosque

3 Al-Qaed Ibrahim Mosque

4 Attarine Mosque

5 Cathedral of St Mark’s

6 Eliyahu Hanavi Synagogue

7 El-Shorbagi Mosque

8 Fort Qaitbey

9 Graeco-Roman Museum

10 Kom Al Dikka

11 National Museum of Alexandria

12 Ras El Tin Palace

13 Salah Salem

14 Tahrir Square

15 Terbana Mosque

EATING

16 Koshary Masrawy

17 Trianon

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

18 Athineos

19 Délices




TOP TIP

Alexandria’s main tram station at Midan Ramla is the epicentre of the city. The main shopping streets, Sharia Saad Zaghloul and Sharia Safiyya Zaghloul, run off this square. Just west of the tram station the central Midan Saad Zaghloul faces the seafront. The main shopping areas, restaurants and numerous hotels cluster around these two squares.





TOP SIGHT
Bibliotheca Alexandrina


Built in the 3rd century BCE, the original Library of Alexandria was one of the greatest intellectual centres in antiquity. While replacing it will be a Herculean task, the new Bibliotheca – opened in 2002 – is a serious attempt to rekindle the institute’s spirit of learning and culture. Housed in an impressive piece of modern architecture, it is now one of Egypt’s major cultural venues, a centre of scholarship and home to a collection of interesting museums.



[image: jpg]

STUKKEY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


PRACTICALITIES

Scan this QR code for prices and opening hours.
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DON’T MISS

The exterior architecture and view of the sea

The main reading hall

The Manuscript Museum

The Modern Art Galleries

The Sadat Museum



Shrine of the Muses

The original Alexandrian library was known as the Mouseion (Shrine of the Muses; the source of today’s word ‘museum’) and included lecture areas, laboratories, gardens, dining halls, a zoo and shrines. It acted more like a university and attracted renowned scholars from around the Mediterranean, such as the mathematician Euclid and the astronomer Eratosthenes, who first calculated the diameter of the world. Likewise, the new Bibliotheca is deeply integrated with Alexandria’s university, and contains 13 research centres. As such, it is now the main destination for students and researchers from Egypt and many sub-Saharan African countries, as well as a magnet for curious tourists.

The Architecture

Take one of the free library tours to admire the library’s interesting architecture. The building is inspired by the Egyptian sun disc and takes the form of a gigantic angled discus rising out of the ground. The granite walls are carved with letters, pictograms, hieroglyphs and symbols from more than 120 different human scripts, while sunlight pours in from shaded roof lights bathing the vast tiered reading room in soft light. Around the exterior, an open plaza and reflecting pool buffer the library from the chaos of the city, creating an unusual moment of physical tranquillity.

The Library

To create the great collection of knowledge in his 3rd century BCE library, Ptolemy I ordered manuscripts to be confiscated from docking ships and sent merchants to scour Mediterranean markets for scrolls in Babylonian, Persian, Assyrian, Hebrew and Indian. While not quite as extensive, the new Bibliotheca is trilingual, containing books in Classical Arabic, French and English. It is the main Francophone library in Africa and the 20,000-sq-metre reading room is the largest in the world, seating 2500 readers. In addition, there are four specialised libraries – a children’s library for ages six to 11; a youth library for ages 11 to 17; a multimedia library; and a library for the blind. The library currently holds about 500,000 books, although there is room for eight million.

The Museums

With a focus on the library as a cultural centre, the complex houses several small museums. The Antiquities Museum contains artefacts cherry-picked from across Egypt and spanning history from Pharaonic times through to the Greek, Roman, Byzantine and Islamic eras. There’s a fine collection of 2nd-century BCE coloured funerary masks, intricately decorated mummy cases, faience blue shabti (funerary statues) and some gorgeous Greek-era statuary.

Likewise, the Manuscript Museum has a beautifully displayed collection of ancient texts and antiquarian books, including a copy of the only surviving scroll from Alexandria’s ancient library. Next door, the Impressions of Alexandria Exhibition documents the city’s history through drawings, maps and early photographs.

Other exhibition halls showcase the work of contemporary Arabic artists and are also home to a fascinating heritage collection of textiles, folk art and Arabic science equipment from the medieval period.

The Planetarium

Planted on the plaza like a mini Death Star from Star Wars, the Planetarium shows 3D films focused on space exploration, the natural world and Egyptian history, all aimed at educating children. It also has an Exploratorium, as well as the History of Science Museum underneath, also targeted at local school kids. The museum covers the contribution to science of three key historic eras – Pharaonic Egypt, Hellenistic Alexandria and the Islamic era.


CULTURE HUB

The library is Alexandria’s main cultural hub, hosting dozens of public lectures and events. These include concerts during the August summer festival; a well-attended International Book Fair in July; and the Alexandria International Film Festival in November, a key event in Egypt’s cultural calendar with independent filmmakers from around the world showcasing their work.




TOP TIPS

• Allocate half a day for exploring the library.

• Although you have to check bags, you can take your camera inside.

• The entrance and ticket office are at the back of the building; two museums inside require extra tickets, which can be bought at the museums.

• Free tours in English, French and Arabic are offered by library staff; check the website for the schedule.

• Avoid Fridays and Saturdays when the library is most crowded.

• Don’t miss the excellent BA Bookshop (open Monday to Thursday and Saturday).

• Children under six are not admitted to the reading room.





Forts & Palaces at Ras El Tin

ROYAL HERITAGE AND HARBOUR VIEWS

Ras El Tin, or the ‘Cape of Figs’, is the peninsula between the Eastern and Western harbours. At the tip of it is crenellated Fort Qaitbey, built in 1477 by Sultan Qaitbey. It sits on the site of the legendary Lighthouse of Alexandria – once one of the Seven Wonders of the World. Although the fort was damaged in the British bombardment of 1882, it has been beautifully restored. Its honey-coloured interior houses the oldest mosque in the city while its ramparts offer beautiful views of Alexandria unfurling around the eastern bay.

Southwest of the fort is a small necropolis and the working shipyards. And, beyond that, overlooking the Western Harbour, is the enormous Italianate Ras El Tin Palace. It covers 1.5 hectares and is surrounded by a 5-hectare formal garden with a few of the remaining fig trees (‘tin’ in Arabic) that gave the peninsula its name. Built in the early 1900s as a summer palace for the ‘Father of Modern Egypt’, Mohammad Ali (1805–48), the palace was revamped in Renaissance style in the 1920s by Italophile King Fuad I. He introduced modern services, a glass pool pavilion and a harem, and commissioned celebrated cabinetmaker François Linke to furnish it in high French style – the largest furniture commission in history.

King Farouk signed his abdication papers here in 1952 before being exiled to Italy. It’s now Admiralty headquarters and is closed to the public, but the gardens are a public park. If you take a wander, look out for Mario Rossi’s final mosque, the Muhammad Kurayyim Mosque, with its odd Mughal-style minaret.
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Lighthouse of Alexandria

Considered one of the Seven Wonders of the ancient world, the Pharos (lighthouse) of Alexandria was built in the 3rd century BCE. At over 100m tall, it was one of the tallest constructed structures in the world, topped with an oil-fed beacon reflected by sheets of polished bronze.

Images of the Pharos still exist, most notably in a mosaic in St Mark’s Basilica in Venice, and its three-tier design is thought to be the basis for many early Egyptian minarets. In use for 17 centuries, it was toppled by an earthquake in 1303. The ruins were reused by Mamluk Sultan Qaitbey to fortify the harbour and underpin the fortress that now stands in its place.



Alexandria’s Oldest Neighbourhood

OTTOMAN ALLEYS AND ITALIAN MOSQUES

Sitting in the shadow of Fort Qaitbey, Anfushi was the hub of the Ottoman city (1517–1914). It is a warren of tiny streets overhung by a few wooden balconies typical of traditional Turkish houses. This is where stuffy Alexandria once came to let loose, where Laurence Durrell sought out sex workers, and where people still flock to the best fish restaurants in the city despite the neighbourhood’s air of terminal decay.

It’s a fascinating district dotted with distinctive mosques. In the centre, sits the El-Shorbagi Mosque, built in 1758, its gallery raised above the teeming souq. At the junction of Sharia Faransa and Wekalet Al Limon is the lovely Terbana Mosque, which was built in 1685 as a rest stop for pilgrims on their way to Mecca. It, too, is a ‘hanging mosque’, with the prayer hall on the 2nd floor above shops whose rent once supported it. Its red-and-black-painted brickwork is typical of the Delta-style architecture.

Most impressive is the enormous Abu Abbas Al Mursi Mosque dedicated to 13th-century Andalusian Sufi saint Abu Abbas – one of the four master saints in Egypt. It is the main congregational mosque in Alexandria and an important site of pilgrimage. Surprisingly, the current incarnation above the ancient mausoleum was built by an Italian – Mario Rossi – in 1945.
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Rossi was invited to reconstruct the mosque’s 18th-century predecessor as part of a new town plan envisioned by King Fuad I to restore the city after the British bombardment of 1882. Rossi was a master of monumentality and tended to site his mosques (three of which are in Alexandria) to take advantage of the vista. Where there was no vista, as is the case with Abu Abbas, he created one by landscaping the surrounding Mosques Square, within which Abu Abbas gloriously sits.

Although Rossi undoubtedly brought new techniques (such as reinforced concrete) and materials to his Alexandrian projects, he collaborated closely with Egyptian Chief Engineer Said Bey Mitwalli, and contractors Abd El Halim and Ibrahim Nossier. As a result, the hybridised structure harmoniously blends Renaissance and Islamic styles. The octagonal plan was an innovation in Egyptian architecture based on a Renaissance skeleton of a square and hemicycles. The two 73m-high minarets are Circassian in style and flank a cluster of five elongated neo-Mamluk cupolas. It is an elegant and dynamic design that has inspired mosques around the world, most spectacularly the Sheikh Zayed Grand Mosque in Abu Dhabi.

You can join the devotees who flock to Al Mursi’s shrine and view the gorgeous interior. Its octagonal design revolves around eight monumental pink granite columns, which hold aloft the soaring, 24m-high cupola criss-crossed with massive beams to form an eight-point star. Around the lantern, coloured clerestory windows illuminate the carved dome in a golden ball of light, while rich arabesque and carved plasterwork covers the walls, pillars and ceilings in intricate detail, which some describe as ‘arabesque baroque’.

Leave your shoes at the entrance and slip the attendant a little baksheesh (tip) when you collect them. On summer nights a carnival-like atmosphere surrounds the mosque with everything from pony rides to merry-go-rounds.
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Pasha Muhammad Ali

Muhammad Ali was an Albanian Commander in the Ottoman Army who rose to power and established Egypt as an independent state to be ruled by his own hereditary dynasty. To achieve this he built a modern military based on a strong navy whose headquarters was in Alexandria, which became his de-facto capital. He also created a professional bureaucracy by establishing an education system that allowed for social mobility, and expanded the economy with new industries such as cotton and weapons manufacturing.

While he failed to achieve formal independence for Egypt in his lifetime, he successfully laid the foundation for a modern Egyptian state. His royal dynasty lasted for nearly 150 years until the revolution of 1952.



WHERE TO EAT NEAR FORT QAITBEY

Samakmak

Cute chequered tablecloths and delicious specials like spicy crayfish and crab tagen (stewed in a clay pot). $

Seaside

Shaded rooftop seating and views of bobbing boats. The shrimp kofta and seafood tagen stand out. $$

White & Blue Restaurant

The Greek Club’s restaurant has sweeping views of the bay. Grilled fish is the highlight. $$

WHERE TO EAT & DRINK IN ANFUSHI

Kebdet Sami

Specialising in offal, particularly kebda iskandarani (liver prepared with bell pepper, garlic and cumin). $

Abu Ashraf

Fresh fish cooked in front of you. Stuffed sea bass and prawn kishk (casserole) are house specialities. $

Abu Noura

A bit rough around the edges, but has great fish and good views of the working docks. $


KARIM SERRIE’S FAVOURITE MEALS
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Karim Serrie is an Alexandrian tour guide. Here he shares his favourite Alexandrian meals. (+20 100 261 7885).

Al Midan

Buy fish, squid or crab at the fish market and have it grilled nearby. The squid with tomato, onion, chilli and coriander is a highlight.

Abu Helmi

The spicy beef-liver sandwiches at this liver shop are to die for. Get a drizzle of tahini for extra flavour.

Koshary Masrawy

One of the best places to try the Alexandrian version of Egypt’s national dish.

Fahmy

An unmissable Alexandrian treat is the lemon or chocolate ice cream from Fahmy’s. Take it to the Corniche to enjoy it with sea views.



WHERE TO EAT & DRINK IN ANFUSHI

Hosny Grill

Serving chargrilled, barbecue meat and kebabs with a mezze of tahini, salads and bread. $

El Sheikh Wafik

An Alexandrian institution serving typical desserts such as om ali (Egyptian bread pudding). $

Café Farouk

A historic, 1928 cafe serving coffee with shisha and games of dominoes to a male clientele. $

Masterpieces at the Graeco-Roman Museum

MUSEUM POLITICS AND PERSPECTIVES

Alexandria’s Graeco-Roman Museum was once the pride of the city and one of the largest repositories of Greek and Roman artefacts in the Mediterranean. It’s been closed for 18 years, its renovation plagued by lack of funds and political turmoil. Finally scheduled to reopen in conjunction with the Grand Egyptian Museum in Cairo, it will showcase treasures spanning the 3rd century BCE to 5th century CE in 27 beautifully lit and curated halls.

The museum is housed in a distinct Greek-Revival building, which was modelled on the National Museum of Athens. Its columned entrance bears the inscription MOYΣEION (Mouseion) in Greek letters. It was the brainchild of Italian archaeologist Giuseppe Botti, who arrived in Alexandria in 1884 and was incensed to learn that Alexandrian antiquities were disappearing to Cairo and Europe because there was no museum to house them. Botti founded the Athenaeum Society and lobbied for a municipal museum, which Khedive Abbas Helmy II inaugurated in October 1895.

On opening, the museum showcased a collection of 4000 objects from wealthy Alexandrians such as Prince Omar Toussoun, who donated his entire collection, including the statue of Alexander the Great. Throughout the 20th century the museum’s directors – Botti, Breccia, Adriani, Girghis, Riad and others – continued to add to the collection from excavations in Alexandria, the Delta and Fayoum.

The preservation of these pieces in a museum in Alexandria was seen as a necessity. It also helped shape the colonial narrative of Alexandria as a cosmopolitan, universalist, Hellenistic city in contrast to Cairo, which was seen as the city of Pharaonic Egypt. Post-independence, that narrative was considered inappropriate and the raison d’etre of the museum was questioned by the Council of Antiquities, who felt a new evaluation of Alexandrian history was required. As a result, the museum was neglected and instead investment was made in a new Alexandria National Museum, which opened in 2003.

Finally, in 2005, the Graeco-Roman Museum was closed for renovation. The plan was to consolidate the thousands of artefacts and large library collection and reframe them in a retrofitted interior befitting modern conservation standards. Before items could be moved, the entire collection had to be registered, a task that took nearly four years. Since then, financial constraints, political turmoil following the 2011 revolution, and the Covid pandemic has seen the project repeatedly stalled.

When it finally reopens, the revamped museum will have state-of-the-art displays and atmospheric control; a dedicated archaeological research centre; and a museum for children. The intriguing Tanagra terracotta figures will return from the National Museum along with a monumental, pink granite statue of Isis Faria from the Maritime Museum. You’ll find a 5-tonne statue of Marcus Aurelius and another of Septimius Severus, the Libyan Roman emperor. There’s a huge collection of sculpture portraits including a bronze head of Hadrian, a granite one of Mark Anthony and a cool-white marble head of Alexander the Great. The cast of the Rosetta Stone will be placed here as the controversy over the original’s return rages on. Most interesting though will be the new story the collection conjures of this fabled city on the sea.


The Canopic Way

Interestingly, modern Alexandria is neatly overlaid on the ancient street grid. Sharia Al Horreya, where the Graeco-Roman Museum stands, was the ancient Canopic Way laid in 331 BCE to connect the two main gates of the Sun (east) and the Moon (west). It was lined with statues and columns, and it connected the Gymnasium, the Paneum, the Soma (now Sharia Al-Nabi Daniel), the Mouseion and the Temple of Serapis (now the Attarine Mosque).

Following the 1882 British bombardment of Alexandria a new building boom revived the road as Rue Rosette, an elite residential neighbourhood home to consulates, the new Graeco-Roman Museum and the Zizinia Theatre (the Alexandria Opera house).



WHERE TO GO OUT IN ALEXANDRIA

Alexandria Opera House

Musical and theatrical performances from Egypt’s top talent, national orchestra and international ensembles.

Teatro Eskanderiya

Live gigs, contemporary theatre, film screenings and art exhibitions in a 1920s Italianate mansion.

Bibliotheca Alexandrina

Numerous concerts and cultural events are hosted at the library, particularly in summer.


ALEXANDRIA
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Mohamed Gohar is an architect and offers insights about his home town at gohardiaries.com.

I study the historic roots of cities and create strategies for restoration. In 2013 I started a project documenting the disappearing historic buildings in Alexandria. But the city is changing so rapidly that I changed my focus to the present, to understand how people are adapting the city to their needs. My writing explores this. After all, architecture isn’t just about buildings but the spaces in between and Alexandria is a city where life happens in the street.

I hope that by capturing this experience, I can illuminate the nature of the city for anyone who wants to understand it.



Kom Al Dikka & the Catacombs

GRAECO-ROMAN RUINS AND CATACOMBS

Egypt’s only remaining Roman theatre sits in an area once known at the Park of Pan, a well-off residential area in Graeco-Roman times (4th to 7th centuries CE). The site was rediscovered in 1967 when foundations were being laid for an apartment building on a site known unceremoniously as Kom Al Dikka – ‘Mound of Rubble’.

Compared with other Graeco-Roman sites, the ruins aren’t terribly impressive. But they contain interesting details, such as 6th-century graffiti supporting the Blue and Green teams (popular charioteers), although shows here were more likely musical performances, wrestling or public orations. To the south is the Villa of the Birds, a dwelling dating to the time of Hadrian (117–138 CE). Despite being destroyed by fire in the 3rd century, its floor mosaic of pigeons, peacocks, quails, parrots and water hens remains astonishingly well preserved.

Also worth a quick visit are the catacombs of Kom Ash Suqqafa, the largest known Roman burial site in Egypt and the last public works dedicated to the ancient Egyptian religion. They demonstrate Alexandria’s fusion of Pharaonic and Greek styles and consist of three tiers of tombs and chambers.

The centrepiece is the principal tomb with its odd synthesis of ancient Egyptian, Greek and Roman funerary iconography. The doorway to the inner chamber is flanked by figures representing Anubis, the Egyptian god of the dead, but he is dressed as a Roman legionnaire and sports a serpent’s tail representative of Agathos Daimon, a Greek divinity. From the antechamber a couple of short passages lead to a large chamber lined with some 300 loculi (burial niches).

WHERE TO LIVE IT UP IN ALEXANDRIA

Chez Gaby Au Ritrovo

Chequered tablecloths and classic Italian dishes are the hallmark of this charming place. $$

Byblos

Swanky Medi-Middle Eastern decor frames the fine Syrian and Lebanese cuisine. $$$

Santorini Greek Restaurant

The seafood souvlaki is delicious, the service impeccable and the sea views quite lovely. $$$

A Deep Dive Downtown

FADING ART-DECO ARCHITECTURE

Despite the outsized story of Alexandria’s Graeco-Roman heyday, the real character of the modern city is rooted in Pasha Mohammad Ali’s, and subsequent royal monarchs’, modernising building booms of the late 19th and early 20th centuries. During this nearly 150-year period Alexandria had a makeover as a belle-époque Mediterranean beauty with villas, banks, coffeehouses and apartment blocks built in decorative art-deco and neoclassical style.

The eclectic revivalist styles of the period expressed the pluralism of the city at that time – a place where Egyptians, Greeks, Italians, Turks, French and Levantines felt at home. They were flush with cash from the wealth created by the new cotton industry (promoted by Pasha Mohammad Ali) and trade through Alexandria’s thriving port. And, following the ruinous British bombardment of 1882, the city provided a blank canvas for a fresh urban vision.

At the centre of the new downtown was the Place des Consuls (now Tahrir Square), where you’ll find the monumental, bronze equestrian statue of Mohammad Ali and the Moorish-looking Anglican Church (one of the few buildings to survive the bombing). Just south of it is Salah Salem once the centre of the stock exchange that was once lined with European banks. It takes you down to Sharia El Horreya where you’ll be greeted by the beautiful minaret of the Attarine Mosque. The mosque sits amid the antiques souq, which is still filled with European furniture and knick-knacks abandoned by Alexandrian émigrés.

Wander up and down El Horreya street to glimpse once award-winning apartment blocks, public buildings and the grand villas of Alexandria’s wealthiest residents. They include the Graeco-Roman Museum, the Alexandria Centre of Arts, the Opera House (formerly Sayed Darwish Theatre) and the National Museum, which was once the home of Lebanese timber magnate, As’ad Bassili.

Then retrace your steps to the crossroads with Sharia Nabi Daniel and walk north past the Cathedral of St Mark’s, which houses the relic of the apostle’s skull. Directly opposite it is the grand Eliyahu Hanavi Synagogue, one of Egypt’s largest synagogues. It was built in 1850 on the ruins of its 14th-century predecessor, which was destroyed during Napoleon’s invasion. The building is enormous – symbolising the wealth and prestige of the Alexandrian Jewish community – and inside you can still read the brass nameplates of important congregants on their reserved seats. These days the synagogue sits sadly empty as most of Alexandria’s 40,000-strong Jewish community emigrated after the Suez Crisis and wars with Israel (bring your passport to enter).

Finally, if you continue, you’ll drop out into Midan Saad Zaghloul on the waterfront. It’s surrounded by the art-deco cafes Délices, Trianon and Athineos, and overlooked by Mario Rossi’s soaring Al-Qaed Ibrahim Mosque, built in 1945. A socially and spiritually significant landmark, this mosque was the main locus for the 2011 pre-revolutionary protests that began in Alexandria prompted by the death at police hands of 28-year-old Khaled Said.
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Pompey’s Pillar

A 30m column looms over the debris of Rhakotis, the original township from which Alexandria grew. Hewn from red Aswan granite, for centuries the 2.7m tapered column has been a city landmark and is known as Pompey’s Pillar.

The column rises out of the sparse ruins of the once great Temple of Serapeum, the hybrid Greek-Egyptian god of Alexandria. The temple was attacked during the Jewish Revolt in 115–117 CE, but it was the Christians who launched a final assault on pagan intellectuals in 391 and destroyed the Serapeum. The forlorn pillar is all that was left standing amid the ruins. When taking a taxi here, ask for it by the Arabic name, Amoud Al Sawari.



WHERE TO SLEEP IN ALEXANDRIA

Philip House Hotel

Rooms are simple with balconies overlooking the sea. The cafe-bistro downstairs is a bonus. $

Hilton Alexandria Corniche

A great hotel with limited character, but nice rooms, a pool and excellent restaurants and bar. $$$

Four Seasons San Stefano

Opulent five-star hotel, with a private beach, three pools, a fitness centre and four restaurants. $$$


Saving Alexandria

Boxed in between the Mediterranean and three lakes, inhabitable land in Alexandria is limited. Egyptian law states that newly built urban areas should house 100 to 150 people per feddan (equivalent to 0.42 hectares), but areas of Alexandria house 900 to 1200 residents per feddan. By comparison, Manhattan has an average population density of 104 people per acre.

As a result, what land there is, is increasingly valuable and historic buildings are rapidly being replaced by hotels, high-rises and shopping malls. A more serious, silent threat is climate change. Alexandria is one of the lowest lying cities in the world and some estimate 30% of the city will be underwater by 2050.



WHERE TO DRINK COFFEE DOWNTOWN

Brazilian Coffee Stores

Great espresso and Turkish coffee served at a long wooden bar beneath a vaulted ceiling.

Sofianopoulo Coffee Shop

A coffee wholesaler established in 1908, Sofianopoulo continues to serve great coffee in atmospheric surrounds.

Mugs Estate

Has a sleek industrial interior where young professionals meet for coffee, smoothies and sandwiches.

National Storytelling at the Museum

THE LONG ARC OF HISTORY

The National Museum of Alexandria should be seen as a counterpoint to the Graeco-Roman Museum. It was opened by President Hosni Mubarak in September 2003 and lauded as a model for national museums across the country. Even its location in the Italianate Bassili Palace, is significant. Once the Europeanised area of town, the reclamation of the villa for a museum dedicated to presenting a national Egyptian story speaks volumes.

Here the Hellenised city of the Ptolemies is downsized and integrated into a broader national narrative. Starting with Pharaonic artefacts in the basement – including a beautifully lit mummy still snug in its gilded coffin – you ascend, in chronological order, through a Graeco-Roman display, and on through Coptic (Byzantine), Ottoman and modern exhibits on the top floor.

Here, Graeco-Roman Alexandria is seen simply as one stage in the Egyptian national story rather than the high point of the city’s history. The trouble is many artefacts in the museum are not from Alexandria but were brought from Cairo to fill in the narrative. What’s more, history here is neatly packaged into epochs that succeed one another ignoring the realities of overlap and integration.

Although hailed as a model for new national museums at its opening 20 years ago, today the museum feels dated. Its linear timeline and lack of enquiry into the powerful role of multiculturalism in the city’s evolution also seem wanting. With the reopening of the Graeco-Roman Museum following a multimillion-dollar revamp, it will be interesting to see how the story of Alexandria’s past, present and future is reshaped in the coming years.
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Steinberger Cecil Hotel

Right in the middle of the broad Corniche is the legendary Cecil Hotel overlooking Midan Saad Zaghloul. Built in 1930, it’s an Alexandrian institution and a memorial to the city’s raffish heyday, when guests included the likes of playwrights Somerset Maugham and Noël Coward and former British prime minister Winston Churchill. The British Secret Service operated out of a suite on the 1st floor. The hotel was immortalised in British writer Lawrence Durrell’s four-novel series The Alexandria Quartet.



WHERE TO EAT DOWNTOWN

Mohammed Ahmen

An Egyptian diner serving fuul (fava bean paste) since 1957. The fuul iskandarani (mashed with lime juice) is delicious. $

Koshary ’Ala Sokhn

Dedicated to crafting the perfect koshary (a mix of pasta, rice, chickpeas, lentils, fried onions and sauce). $

La Veranda

Steak frites and Greek youvetsi (pasta) are served with cakes from historic La Delices next door. $

A Dazzling Royal Jewellery Collection

DIAMONDS IN A DECO SETTING

One of the best places to get a glimpse of the wealth and cosmopolitanism of Alexandria between the 1800s and the Revolution of 1952 is the Royal Jewellery Museum. It is housed in an extravagant villa in the upmarket Zizinya distrinct that was the home of Princess Fatma Al Zahra, the granddaughter of Muhammad Ali, the Ottoman Albanian governor who ousted Napoleon and became the founding father of modern Egypt.

Built in the 1920s, the neoclassical beaux-arts building would look at home on the French or Italian rivieras. It was built by Italian-Slovene Antonio Lasciac (1856–1946), who arrived in Alexandria to assist in the city’s urban regeneration and became Egyptian court architect in 1907.

Lasciac is the most notable architect of Egypt’s presidential palaces and spared no expense on the lavish art-deco interiors. The best oak and chestnut were imported from Turkey to finish the fine Mamluk-inspired parquetry floors and wall panels; the ceilings were painted by Italian and French artists and depict Greek myths; the bathrooms are furnished with Sèvres fittings and are covered in murals featuring the Fables of Fontainebleau; and the stained-glass windows contain scenes from romance tales such as Romeo and Juliet.

This may strike visitors as strange in an Islamic country, but the villa speaks to the cultural fluidity of Alexandria. Obsessed with modernising his army and creating a political bureaucracy in line with European standards, Fatma’s grandfather Pasha Ali flooded the city with French, English, Italians, Maltese, Turks, Armenians and Arabs when he made Alexandria his de facto capital and built the Ras El Tin Palace and naval school.

Hailing from Kavala in Macedonia and a commander for the Ottoman empire, Muhammad Ali’s own identity was fluid. During his era, Alexandria, like Odessa, Trieste, Sarajevo, Beirut and Izmir, was a Mediterranean city – its fortunes inextricably tied to the web of relations around it. He never learned to speak Arabic (Turkish was the language of his court) and his children were schooled in English, French, Italian and Greek, as well as Arabic. It’s this heritage that the villa’s Euro-Orientalist decor reflects.

For 147 years, Muhammad Ali’s dynasty ruled Egypt during which time its members amassed extraordinary wealth and were assiduous collectors of art and jewellery. The villa’s 10 halls are filled with a fraction of them, including a rare diamond-and-emerald-inlaid collar that belonged to Muhammed Ali.

Other pieces attest to the family’s opulent tastes and include King Farouk’s gold-and-diamond-studded chess board, Prince Youssef Kamal’s diamond-inlaid gold desk, and even gold-and-sapphire cups. Dazzling diamond jewellery sets belonging to Princess Shuvekar, Queen Nazli and Queen Farida are also laid out in display cases, some designed by Boucheron and others by Van Cleef and Arpels. One of the most fabulous is a platinum crown glittering with over 2000 diamonds.

Following the 1952 Revolution, the hoard was confiscated and locked in a bank vault and the villa appropriated by the state. Princess Al Zahra was allowed to remain in the house until she moved to Cairo in 1964. It wasn’t until 1986, after her death, that President Mubarak signed a decree stipulating the villa should become a museum to house some of the 11,000-piece collection.
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BEST CITY BEACHES

Mamoura Beach

This is the ‘beachiest’ of Alexandria’s beaches. There’s a boardwalk with some ice-cream and food stalls.

Miami Beach

Pronounced me-ami, Miami Beach has a sheltered cove with a water slide and jungle gym in the sea for kids, which gets crowded. It’s 12.5km east of Midan Saad Zaghloul.

Stanley Beach

A modest, city-centre patch of sand set on a tiny bay with the old Stanley Bridge above it. Not suitable for kids due to waves.

Covering up when swimming is recommended for women.



WHERE TO SHOP IN ALEXANDRIA

Souq Al Attarine

Vintage hunters will have a blast exploring the warren of alleys in the antiques market.

Souq Al Mansheeya

Actually a web of markets hawking everything from fish and fruit to bridalwear and belly-dancing gear.

Sayed El Safty

Has some real finds, some of them relics of Alexandria’s large, wealthy European community.

Melbalad for Egyptian Arts & Crafts

Handmade Egyptian crafts, such as embroidered scarves and hand-painted pottery.

BA Bookshop

A partner of the American University in Cairo, this place has an extensive selection of English-language books.

Teatro Eskandariya

Inside this cultural centre is a shop selling handicrafts and framed Arabic calligraphy.


ALTERNATIVE CULTURAL HUBS

Alexandria Centre of Arts

Hosts contemporary arts exhibitions, poetry readings and concerts. There is also an art studio, a library and a cinema.

Alex Agenda

A local publication listing gigs, concerts and cultural events.

Jesuit Cultural Centre

A thriving hub featuring contemporary theatre, film screenings, contemporary art exhibitions and music performances.

Qortoba Institute for Arabic Studies

Offers modern standard and colloquial Arabic courses, private tuition and online courses for absolute beginners and experienced speakers.



Alexandrian Food Tours

STREET LIFE AND LOCAL SPECIALITIES

Alexandria is a place of experiences rather than grand-slam sights and one of the best ways to access local life is on a food tour with Karim Serrie (+20 100 261 7885) or Rasha Aggag (+20 106 208 8282). The tours take you deep into Anfushi as well as through the downtown souqs.

Fluent in French, English and German, Karim and Rasha are enthusiastic guides to their storied home town. Their food tours explore the city’s most famous dishes between wildly careening tuk-tuk and slow tram rides. Tours start at Alexandria’s teeming fish market, Al Midan. Here you can browse the daily catch, watch locals haggle over the best crab, then buy some fish and have it cooked local-style on the spot.

Afterwards, you’ll dive deep into Anfushi for spicy kebda iskandarani, beef-liver sandwiches sauteed with garlic, ground chillies and spices, and stuffed into a pale loaf of a’aish fino (similar to a hot dog bun); or, perhaps you’ll head downtown to Mohammed Ahmed’s tiny kitchen for a taste of his famous ta’amiyya (fava bean falafel) and stories of Queen Sofia of Spain dropping in.

Also unmissable is Alexandria’s version of Egypt’s national dish, koshary. Traditionally a mix of pasta, fried rice and lentils topped with tomato sauce, chickpeas and fried onions, Alexandrians like to add cumin and curry leaves to the mix, an adaptation from British soldiers stationed here during WWII. As a traditionally ‘poor’ dish, it is best sampled at places like Koshary Masrawy by the harbour.

The tour ends with coffee and traditional desserts like om ali and ruz bi laban (rice pudding) at retro Patisserie Saber. Either that or you can join the queue at Fahmy’s ice-cream shop.


BEST TOUR GUIDES

Zahraa Adel Awad

A lecturer in modern history and a deeply knowledgeable guide specialising in cultural and historical tours, some with a focus on Jewish Alexandrian history.

Karim Serrie

Fluent in French and English, Karim is an energetic guide who leads food and history tours, as well as trips to the cemeteries of El Alamein.

Rasha Aggag

Knowledgeable Rasha tailors tours to individual needs and covers both the historical and contemporary realities of Alexandria. Fluent in English, French and German.



WHERE TO HANG OUT LIKE A LOCAL

Imperial Café & Restaurant

A modern cafe serving good espresso, smoothies and burgers with air-con and free wi-fi. $

El Selsela Café

Located on the water in front of the Bibliotheca, this is the place to come for tea and shisha by the sea. $

El Qobesi

The so-called ‘King of Mango’ pulps the city’s best mango smoothies 24 hours a day. $

Art in Alexandria

MODERN EGYPTIAN ART

Born to Alexandrian aristocracy – his father was a former prime minister and his niece became Queen Farida in 1938 – Mahmoud Said (1897–1964) was a pioneer of modern Egyptian art. A judge by profession, he moonlighted as a painter and became a key member of a group devoted to forging an Egyptian artistic identity in the 1920s and ’30s. And, to date, he’s the only Middle Eastern artist whose works have sold for over US$1 million.

The Mahmoud Said Museum is housed in his fine Italianate family villa and showcases about 40 of his works. The earlier works portray images of the countryside, fisherfolk and men at the mosque and are painted with heavy brushstrokes. In contrast, later works have a more poetic Cubist quality, the light emanating from his rich colour palette in the manner of Cezanne, who was a great inspiration to him.

One of the rooms in the museum is dedicated to Said’s paintings of Egyptian women (many of them nude). They are beautifully observed and are an attempt by Said to capture the essence of Egyptian beauty – the exact wheat-colour of the women’s skin, their large almond-shaped eyes and full lips – in which he believed the identity of place was rooted.

Other Egyptian art can be found in the little-visited Museum of Fine Art. It houses a collection of passable 16th- to 20th-century paintings, but it is the Egyptian modernists that are of real interest. Look out for Mahmoud Mousa’s and Jerman Shalboub’s burnt clay busts of young women, Ezekiel Baroukh’s portrait of Motherhood and Mahmoud Mokhtar’s sculptures. Bring your passport to enter.
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BEST HISTORIC CAFES
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Rasha Aggag leads city tours around her home town. Here are her go-to cafes. @rashaaa9434

Trianon

Established by Greeks Andrea Drikos and George Pericles in Ramleh Station in 1935. It is a pleasure to be in due to its beautiful interior and lovely location overlooking the Eastern Harbour. Perfect for tea and cake.

Délices

A 1922 landmark, famous for their mango and strawberry syrup, and traditional Greek sweets, breads and biscuits. They still make Easter eggs according to their original recipe.

Sofianopoulo

An old-fashioned coffee retailer, established in 1908 on the site of what was the French post on Rue Saad Zaghloul. It specialises in selling a mixture of Ethiopian, Yemenite, Brazilian and Colombian coffee.



Montazah Palace: A Green Retreat

ESCAPE THE CITY

Alexandria’s eastern edge once stretched no further than the El Nasr tram stop near the Four Seasons. Beyond this point were sandy hillocks and bays lined with palm trees. It was such a picturesque headland that Khedive Abbas II Helmy Bey (the last Ottoman viceroy of Egypt and Sudan) bought the entire area on which to build his Salamlik hunting lodge in 1892. The larger Al Haramlik Palace followed shortly after, commissioned by King Fuad I in 1925, and designed in a Byzantine-Italianate style modelled on Florence’s Palazzo Vecchio. Together with the large formal garden they are known as Montazah Palace and were the royal family’s summer residence until King Farouk was deposed in 1952.

Both palaces are closed to the public but the 145-hectare gardens are a favourite Alexandrian escape. On summer evenings you’ll find it full of romancing couples, families and tourists strolling around the park and enjoying the views of the palace and the tiny off-shore island where fishermen cast their lines. At the time of research, however, the gardens were disrupted by extensive renovation and construction work as a new Paradise Resort (with cafes, chalets and swimming pools) is built – so check the status of the work before visiting.

Although Montazah is surrounded by five beaches, most of them are not particularly clean or friendly to bikini-clad female bathers. It’s better to head north where you can access the private beach resort of Mamoura or head 140km west of Alexandria to Sidi Abdel Rahman. Montazah Palace is about 17km from downtown. You’ll need to grab a taxi.
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Poetic Pilgrimage

CP Cavafy (1863–1933) is widely considered the most distinguished Greek poet of the 20th century. He was born in Alexandria to one of the city’s wealthiest families, but a reversal of fortune forced him to spend most of his life working as a clerk for the Ministry of Public Works, in an office above the Trianon cafe. When he clocked off, Cavafy returned home to his apartment above a brothel on the former Rue Lepsius. This flat is now preserved as the Cavafy Museum, with two of the six rooms arranged as Cavafy kept them. Editions of the poet’s publications and manuscripts lie on tables while a collection of portraits adorns the walls of the last room.



WHERE TO PARTY IN ALEXANDRIA

Cap d’Or

One of the only surviving typical Alexandrian bars. Beer flows freely among the bohemian crowd.

Spitfire Bar

A popular, dark, smoky bar covered in fading shipping posters and stickers.

Cigar Bar

The Hilton’s bar serves Alexandria’s best cocktails with sea views. Happy hour is 4pm to 6pm.


Getting Around

There are two train stations. The main one is Misr Train Station, about 1km from Midan Ramla. Sidi Gaber serves the eastern suburbs and trains from Cairo stop here first. If taking a taxi from the station, avoid the drivers directly outside who overcharge and instead flag one on the street. Alexandria’s trams are almost unbearably slow.

The main bus station is Al Moaf Al Gedid, several kilometres south of Midan Saad Zaghloul. Go Bus and Blue Bus operate the best services.

Taxis and microbuses are generally the best options for getting round the city. To catch a microbus just hail one as it passes, wave and shout your destination; if it’s heading that way, it will pick you up. Taxi meters don’t work. Locals simply know the correct amount and pay it as they get out. Visitors need to negotiate a price before getting in and try to have the exact fare for payment. Trips in town cost LE10 to LE15; or LE35 to LE50 to Montazah.






Beyond Alexandria
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East of Alexandria the bustle of the city fades away and quieter seaside towns come into view offering excellent seafood and faded Ottoman architecture.


To the east of Alexandria is the famous fishing village of Abu Qir, where the ancient city of Heraklion-Thonis sits beneath the waves and where Nelson routed Napoleon’s navy at the Battle of the Nile in 1798. These days it attracts Alexandrians to its famous seafront seafood restaurants.

Beyond Abu Qir is more significant Ar Rashid (Rosetta), a once-famous Ottoman port that retains remnants of its Turkish architecture. It’s also where the famous Rosetta Stone was found by French soldiers in 1799. It’s worth a trip for its palm-lined Corniche and its centuries-past atmosphere.
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TOP TIP

In the coming years, look out for the new US$2.5 billion metro that will connect Abu Qir with Alexandria. The first phase will cover the 22km from Abu Qir to Misr station in central Alexandria.




Rosetta Stone

The Rosetta Stone is the most significant find in the history of Egyptology. Unearthed in 1799 by a French soldier working on the defences of Fort St Julien near Ar Rashid, the stone records a decree issued in 196 BCE by the priests of Memphis, establishing the religious cult of Ptolemy V. To be understood by Egyptians and Greeks, the decree was written in the three scripts – hieroglyphic, demotic and Greek. The trilingual inscription was the key to cracking the pharaoh’s so-far indecipherable script. When the British defeated Napoleon in 1801 the surrender document insisted that all antiquities be handed to the victors. Since then, the Rosetta Stone has been displayed in the British Museum, London.



Ar Rashid’s Early Architecture

OTTOMAN ARCHITECTURE AND SEAFOOD DELIGHTS

Ar Rashid (previously Rosetta) sits on the western branch of the Nile. Under the Ottomans, it became a significant trading port with Constantinople. But with the opening of Mohammad Ali’s Mahmudiya Canal in 1820, Ar Rashid lost ground to Alexandria and faded into irrelevance.

What remains are some historic Ottoman mansions – the city prides itself on being the second city after Cairo for Islamic monuments – which are built in Delta style using small red and black bricks. They are typically three stories high with upper floors overhanging the street and covered in ornate mashrabiyya (latticework). You’ll find many of them along the main souq, where donkeys pull carts of vegetables, basket-weavers work palm fronds and blacksmiths hammer away.

The most impressive mansion is the House of Amasyali, built in 1808 by a Turkish officer. It’s gorgeous ceilings are painted in red and blue and the main reception room is overlooked by a screened wooden gallery, behind which women would sit. It’s next door to the House of Shaheen (same entry ticket), which has a reconstructed mill on the ground floor. Also worth a visit is the Ar Rashid Museum, mainly to admire the building in which it is housed. It displays examples of furniture, carpets and tiles.

When you’re finished, head 5km north to Fort Qaitbey. It was built in 1479 to guard the mouth of the Nile and it was here that the Rosetta Stone was found. There are spectacular views from the roof. Return to Alexandria via Abu Qir and have lunch at seafood restaurant Zephyrion, in business since 1929.
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Getting Around

There are regular microbuses (one hour) to Ar Rashid (Rosetta) from Al Moaf Al Gedid Bus Station in Alexandria. Rosetta’s microbus station is right on the square that leads into the main souq. A private car with driver or a taxi to Rosetta from Alexandria should cost you around LE300 each way. Abu Qir’s seafood restaurants can also be reached by eastbound microbuses along Alexandria’s Corniche. Alternatively, a taxi from Alexandria’s city centre should cost around LE150 each way.





EL ALAMEIN
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For a brief period in 1942 El Alamein commanded the attention of the entire world, because it was here that the Allies won control of North Africa in WWII. More than 80,000 soldiers were killed or wounded in the battles fought between field marshal Erwin Rommel, the celebrated ‘Desert Fox’, and Bernard Montgomery, leader of the Allied forces. El Alamein was the last defensible position before Cairo – and the critical Suez Canal – and the city’s war cemeteries are a reminder of the price paid to hold that line.

These days El Alamein looks to the future with the billion-dollar New Alamein City. One of Egypt’s millennial cities, it aims to house three million new residents in 15 skyscrapers alongside hotels, three universities, a scientific research centre, and a culture and arts complex furnished with opera hall, theatres and cinemas. Phase II has commenced, but completion is still years away.
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TOP TIP

Forty kilometres west of El Alamein you’ll find the fine sands and heavenly water of Sidi Abdel Rahman. Lined with luxury resort compounds that feature pristine, bikini-friendly beaches, it’s a favourite summering ground for the Egyptian elite. Most places are only open between June and September.





TOP SIGHT
El Alamein War Cemeteries


The WWII cemeteries of El Alamein are a haunting place featuring regimented rows of thousands of tombstones standing in a stark desert environment. The Commonwealth Cemetery is the largest, with 7240 graves, most of them for soldiers who died in the Battle of El Alamein in October 1942. There are also memorials to the fallen Axis forces of Italy and Germany, and a small military museum.
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PRACTICALITIES

Scan this QR code for prices and opening hours.
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DID YOU KNOW?

The 1942 victory at El Alamein was the first time British and Commonwealth forces defeated Axis forces in a pitched land battle. The victory ensured control of North Africa, which enabled Allied forces to launch the invasion of Sicily from its shores in 1943. On 10 July they launched 3000 ships from North Africa, carrying 150,000 men, who liberated Sicily on 17 August.



El Alamein Military Museum

The revamped military museum at El Alamein is a great place to get to grips with the Battle of El Alamein and the broader North African campaigns of WWII. As you enter, you’ll find a garden full of tanks, military jeeps and planes, which you can clamber in, if you so desire. Inside, the museum has separate halls devoted to the four main countries involved in the war: Great Britain, Italy, Germany and Egypt. It’s a well-curated and informative display even if the mannequins in military uniform look slightly crazed. The turn-off to the museum is along the main highway; just look for the large tank in the middle of the road.

Commonwealth War Cemetery

Like Dunkirk and Passchendaele, El Alamein is one of the most storied theatres of war, and this is one of the largest WWII cemeteries in the world. Designed by Herbert Worthington, it is an arresting sight: thousands of tombstones stretching as far as the eye can see in impeccable rows interplanted with cacti and neatly clipped shrubs. In the southeastern corner of the cemetery, a cremation memorial records the names of a further 11,866 forces whose bodies were never recovered. The Land Forces panel commemorates 8500 men who fell further afield in Tunisia and Libya, while an Air Force plaque records 3000 men. The numbers are staggering and the experience of wandering the graves and reading the names and ages of the men is deeply moving. A Remembrance service is held here every year on 11 November. The cemetery is about 1km east of the War Museum.

German War Memorial

Drive 7km west of El Alamein and you’ll see an octagonal sandstone fortress (pictured) atop a promontory overlooking the sea. It is the German War Memorial, its blank facade embracing an octagonal interior around whose sides sit silent sarcophagi (symbolising regions of Germany) and panels listing the names of over 4000 German servicemen. At its centre sits a black granite obelisk guarded by eagles reminiscent of the Egyptian falcon-god Horus. To reach the memorial, take the marked turn-off from the main highway; if the entrance is locked, wait a moment for the keeper, who will let you in.

Italian War Memorial

About 11km west of El Alamein, roughly at the location of the front line in WWII, you’ll find the Italian memorial. Enter the site through the archway, which opens to a wide path lined with oleanders at the end of which sits a marble tower, almost as white as the surrounding sand. Designed as both a cemetery and a chapel, this sacrario has an entrance cloister with a chapel, a mosque and a one-room museum with memorabilia and maps labelled in Italian and Arabic. Inside, square marble slabs cover the walls, engraved with the names of 4800 soldiers, although an inscription in the chapel notes that 38,000 Italian soldiers remain missing. At the back of the memorial a panoramic window looks out at the bright blue sea.


TOP TIPS

• El Alamein is 115km (70 miles) west of Alexandria.

• Karim Serrie (+20 100 261 7885) runs guided tours to El Alamein.

• Go Bus has services to El Alamein from Alexandria. The station is a 10-minute walk from the War Museum.




TURNING POINT AT ALAMEIN

By 1942 Field Marshal Erwin Rommel had pushed the Allies back to the last defensible position before Cairo – El Alamein. The situation appeared hopeless. The Germans were expected in Alexandria any day and Mussolini flew to Egypt to prepare for his triumphal entry into Cairo. Then, in early September, the Allies parried on the Alam Al Halfa ridge and on 23 October 1942 a massive counteroffensive was launched. Intense fighting raged for 13 days causing appalling losses until the Axis line finally crumbled. Rommel’s routed legions retreated, he was recalled to Germany to avoid the shame of surrender and 230,000 German soldiers were eventually taken prisoner in Tunisia.






Sidi Abdel Rahman

The gorgeous white-sand beaches and glowing blue waters of Sidi Abdel Rahman sit 30km north of El Alamein and are the raison d’être for a growing resort development that is now served by charter flights between Europe and El Alamein. The nicest resorts are Hacienda Bay, Marassi, Hacienda/Hacienda White, Telal and Ghazala Bay. Here you’ll be able to indulge in jet-skiing, parasailing, kayaking, tennis and cycling around the gorgeous resort gardens.

The luxurious facilities and fabulous beaches don’t come cheap though. You can expect to pay around US$250 per night. The five-star El Alamein Hotel in the Marassi resort is the area’s standout hotel and is situated on one of Egypt’s best beaches. A more affordable option on another beautiful bay is the Rixos Alamein Hotel.



Exploring El Alamein’s Battlefields

DESERT EXCURSIONS AND CAMPING

If you spend time in El Alamein you may field offers of desert excursions to visit key battle sites such as Ruweisat Ridge. However, if you want to explore the WWII sites fully you should consider opting for a specialised tour with Wilderness Ventures Egypt (wilderness-ventures-egypt.com). Aside from anything else, consider the fact that millions of landmines were planted during WWII and no one seems to know how many remain. Also, officially you must obtain approval from the Egyptian military to access the battlefields. It’s a controlled area and if you’re caught without permission you risk serious trouble.

Wilderness Ventures is a brilliant outfit run by scholar Gordon Wilkinson who lives in the village of St Katherine, in Sinai, and Ahmed al-Mestekawi an ex-military man and expert in desert exploration. He’s led many academic and geological tours in the Western Desert and was instrumental in the discovery of one of the most beautiful caves of prehistoric paintings in the large stone plateau of the Gilf Kebir, which was subsequently named after him.

Their well-planned El Alamein tours will transport you on an exciting three-day adventure to key battle sites. These include the Egyptian railway workers’ building known as the blockhouse which, during the worst of the fighting, served as a hospital where German and Australian doctors treated the wounded of both sides together. You’ll also camp out in the Qattara Depression and visit strategic battlegrounds like Ruweisat Ridge, Tel El Eissa, Mitereiya Ridge, Point 29 and Alam el Halfa.
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Getting Around

The easiest option is to organise your own car and driver. A taxi will charge LE700 to LE800 to take you from Alexandria to the War Museum, ferry you between the cemeteries, make a stop at a beach and return to Alexandria.

Alternatively, catch any of the Marsa Matruh buses (Go Bus is the best) or microbuses from Al Moaf Al Gedid bus station in Alexandria. You’ll be dropped on the main road about 200m down the hill from the War Museum. The bus will limit you to the museum, as the war cemeteries are further away.





MARSA MATRUH
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During summer, Marsa Matruh provides a real-deal Egyptian resort-town experience. From June to September it can seem like half of the Nile Valley has decamped here for their holidays. The brilliant white sandy beaches and dazzling turquoise waters are filled with families and the dusty streets and Corniche buzz with people well into the early hours of the morning. The vibe is celebratory in the evening when throngs of street stalls sell hot food and souvenirs and impromptu street musicians bang out rhythmic tunes.

For the rest of the year, Marsa Matruh presses the snooze button and returns to its usual near-comatose state. The city’s turquoise water bays lie empty and the only visitors are Bedouins and Siwans stocking up on essential goods. Whatever the time of year few foreign tourists make the trip out here, except to break the journey to Siwa (310km to the south).
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TOP TIP

On public beaches in summer, it’s advised women swim in baggy clothing over their bathing suits. Resorts with private beaches, such as Jaz Almaza and Carol’s Beau Rivage, will offer female travellers a more relaxed beach experience. Beau Site offers a day-pass for nonguests.




BEST FOOD

Kamona

The most popular grill in town, famous for its lamb kebabs and chicken shish. $

Magdy Seafood

Serves up platters of grilled langoustine and fish, fried prawns, and chargrilled tilapia and squid. $$

Abdu Kofta

A hugely popular place known for its spicy kofta and grilled meat. $

Azza Ice-Cream

Join the crush outside and order their unique rice pudding with nuts and raisins. $$



A Beach Holiday with Locals

LIFE BY THE SEA

Marsa Matruh is a genuine Egyptian holiday town and heaves with local holidaymakers during the summer months of July and August. They come for the calm turquoise waters and the laid-back atmosphere; they visit Rommel’s hideout and the small archaeological museum; and they eat fresh fish straight off hot coals at seafront restaurants on the Corniche.

The beaches here are truly spectacular, the limpid blue water framed by white chalk plateaus that collapse into wide strips of sand. Many have evocative names such as Cleopatra’s Beach, Shat’ Agiba (‘Wonder Beach’) and Shat’ El Gharam (Lovers’ Beach). Agiba Beach, 24km west of Marsa Matruh, is probably the best, a spectacular cove with crystal-clear waters that is only accessible via a path leading down from the clifftop. However, the waves roll in quite forcefully so families may want to look elsewhere.

From the city’s main Lido Beach (very busy in summer) you can hop across to the tip of the breakwater opposite where you’ll find Shat El Gharam (Lovers’ Beach) made famous by singer Laila Mourad, who sang of her love for Matruh seated on a rock here. It’s 17km from town and out of season you’ll need to get a taxi here (LE30 to LE40).

Rommel’s Beach is to the east of town and is so-called because the German Commander, Erwin Rommel, laid out his battle plans for the Afrika Korps in the cave system just before the beach. Now they house the small Rommel’s Museum, which is filled with personal memorabilia donated by his son. The beach beside it has calm shallows that are perfect for small kids and there are palm-frond umbrellas for hire (LE10 for a chair and umbrella).

Cleopatra’s Beach lies in the other direction, 14km northwest of Marsa Matruh, on the spindly breakwater that wraps around the bay. The sea here is an exquisite hue and the rock formations are worth a look. Cleopatra built a palace here next to the famous Cleopatra’s Bath, a natural pool where legend says the queen and Mark Antony enjoyed a dip. However, you can’t actually swim in it because of the waves breaking on the rocks offshore.

Other small diversions in town include the Matruh Archaeological Museum housed in the Misr Library. It displays Pharaonic, Roman, Coptic and Islamic artefacts, including statues, pottery, jewellery and stone tablets that were found in Matruh and bear witness to the long history lived along this coastline.

Mainly though you’ll probably just want to hang out on the Corniche watching the local scene (McDonald’s has the best bit of seafront real estate). Before leaving, drop into the Libya Market (Sharia Al’Galaa) where you can buy the superior olive oil, dates, olives and Bedouin products made in the oasis of Siwa, located just south of Marsa Matruh.

Accommodation in central Marsa Matruh is dated and over-priced, but in summer demand is such that they don’t have to try very hard. Better options and service can be found at a couple of private resorts east of Marsa Matruh. In summer, book well ahead. Off season (late May to late September) prices drop significantly.


The Real Cleopatra

Roman propaganda conjured an image of Cleopatra (68–30 BCE) as a beautiful femme fatale who ensnared susceptible Roman generals with her charm. The reality is quite different: contemporary records note that Cleopatra was an exceptional stateswoman rather than a great beauty. She was multilingual and a gifted scholar, scientist and philosopher. She was also an astute politician focused on protecting Egypt against Roman aggression. She had a son with Julius Caesar and an affair with his protégé Mark Anthony, who fought to protect her throne against Octavian (later Emperor Augustus), Caesar’s adopted son. Finally defeated at the Battle of Actium in 30 BCE she committed suicide rather than be paraded in Rome as a prisoner.



WHERE TO STAY IN MARSA MATRUH

Negresco Hotel

The best value in central Matruh. Good location and comfortable but uninspiring rooms. The sea views are a bonus. $

Carol’s Beau Rivage

Set around a delightful bay 15km west of Marsa Matruh, this resort has comfortable rooms done in a kitsch safari theme. $$$

Jaz Almaza Resort

This resort, 40km east of Matruh, features a huge sweep of beach, lovely grounds, fabulous restaurants and a kids club. $$$


Getting Around

EgyptAir has flights between Cairo and Marsa Matruh from June to September. They book up well in advance in summer. The bus station is 3km southeast of town. Go Bus and Super Jet offer the best services to Alexandria (4½ to five hours) and Cairo (7½ hours). West Delta Bus Co offers a service to Siwa (four to 4½ hours). The microbus lot is beside the bus station. Services to Siwa, El Alamein and Alexandria depart as soon as the 15 seats are full (this can take an hour or two sometimes). From June to September sleeper and express trains run from Cairo (seven hours). Downtown taxi trips should cost LE15. For Cleopatra’s Beach expect to pay LE35 to LE50; and LE100 for Agiba Beach. Bikes can be hired along Sharia Alexandria during high season (LE15 to LE25 per day).







RED SEA COAST
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UNDERWATER MAGIC BEYOND THE DESERT FRINGE


Famed for spectacular coral reefs, the Red Sea is renowned as a diver’s destination, but the region’s riches stretch inland as well as offshore.
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Rolling up his sleeves, Ahmed moves effortlessly from driver to cook as he dips his hands in a bag of flour and scoops it onto a rock. With a little water he kneads it into a dough, patting it into a round, flat disc that attracts the attention of passing crows. Covering it with his chequered headdress to keep it from opportunistic beaks, Ahmed dismembers the fire, separating ashes from flame, expertly building an oven upon the desert floor. When the embers are hot enough to crisp the rind but not enough to burn it, the dough is covered in ash and left to bake. It may look simple, but it’s the work of ages to perfect. The result is possibly the best bread you’re ever likely to eat.

Watching the ritual of baking bread, the Bedouin way, you’re reminded that, unlike first impressions, this is a land that has been inhabited for centuries. The ancients passed through the Eastern Desert to trading posts along the coast, the Romans mined the area for emeralds and early Christians retreated into remote mountain hideouts.

Only in the past half century has the emphasis changed from land to sea with intensive tourist developments along the coastal strip. It’s a savvy visitor, then, who understands that the magnificent Red Sea is defined partly by the land that adjoins it.
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THE MAIN AREAS

HURGHADA

Where the modern meets the monastic.

MARSA ALAM

Underwater paradise beside a Bedouin interior.



Find Your Way


Most Red Sea visitors choose a single resort and organise day trips from there. For the pioneering few, however, it’s possible to travel the coast road using bus and taxi – providing patience and time allows.
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Plan Your Time


Fully inclusive diving or resort packages make it tempting to commit to a single point along the coast. With a bit of planning, however, it’s possible to sample the full character of the region, offshore and inland.
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If You Only Do One Thing

• Spend time choosing a resort that suits your underwater interests (diving, snorkelling, glass-bottom-boating) and discover why people the world over flock to this destination. Learn how the Red Sea came to be so-called and the reason for its crystal-clear water.

• Depending on your location, look for dugongs, the gentle giants of the seagrass, or watch pods of spinner dolphins spiral out of the sea. Resorts with house reefs allow even non-swimmers to wade through spectacular fish, such as angelfish, bannerfish and butterflyfish, cruising in the shallows.




A Few Days in the Deep South

• Here’s fair warning: pitch up at the eco-friendly resort of Marsa Shagra, with its pristine house reef and offshore access to magical Elphinstone Reef, and you won’t want to go anywhere else!

• For those who do tear themselves away from the stunning dive sites, there’s kitesurfing at Hamata and dolphin spotting from Shedwan Island.

• Reserve a day, too, for an off-road excursion with the Bedouin to the Roman emerald mines of Wadi Gimal.

• On the way back north, stop off at Al Quseir; once an important port, its old quarter invites an interesting stroll.




A Week in the North

• Base yourself at a resort in Hurghada but learn there’s more to this mega-tourism destination than a beach holiday by taking a city tour, visiting the excellent new museum and enjoying nightlife at Hurghada Marina.

• Slow the pace down with a day or two at the relaxed residential and marina complex of El Gouna with its attractive cafe culture.

• Don’t overdo the chill because it would be a cultural crime to miss the monasteries of St Paul and St Anthony, a day’s outing by tour, or pre-booked taxi, from Hurghada.



Seasonal Highlights

As expected of a sub-tropical desert destination, summers are brutal; perhaps less expected is that Red Sea winters are equally punishing with bitter winds. If possible, plan a visit in between!

MARCH

The most clement season for a Red Sea visit lasts from March until June and is a favourite for learning to dive.
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APRIL

Egypt Sensual Festival rocks the city of Hurghada with international artists and DJs performing at beach parties and hosting dance workshops.
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MAY

Keen to see Rhincodon typus, otherwise known as a whale shark? Head for the Daedalus Reef when manta rays also waft by.
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JULY

While the summer months bring intense, suffocating heat to the Red Sea coast, the diving conditions offshore are near perfect.
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SEPTEMBER

With the worst of the summer over, this is a good month to appreciate desert extremes without its killer heat.
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OCTOBER

Inaugurated in 2017, El Gouna’s Film Festival is a highlight of the region’s cultural calendar, and a showcase of Arab film-making.
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DECEMBER

Electronic-music lovers should head for the two-day Saraab festival in the mountains at El Monte Galala, between Zafarana and Suez.
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HURGHADA
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Hurghada has a long-acquired reputation as a place independent travellers love to loathe. With its back-to-back resorts, package-holiday emphasis and former preponderance of blandly globalised dining and shopping experiences, only the diving remained as a reason to visit. Even that suffered a dispiriting record of environmental catastrophe as ill-regulated developments brought illegal landfill offshore and over-tourism detrimental to the reefs.

But this is not the Hurghada of today. While mass tourism continues to leave a chequered legacy, the income it has contributed over the years has allowed for new, more positive developments. These include an excellent museum, a lively marina area and attractive landscaping, combined with a genuine attempt to ensure more responsible underwater adventure. As a major transport hub, Hurghada now makes the obvious first port of call for visiting the Red Sea while also offering a sociable gathering point for destinations less travelled further south.
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SIGHTS

1 Giftun Islands

2 Gota Abu Ramada

see 4 Grand Mosque

3 Hurghada Museum

4 Marina

5 Shedwan Island

6 Umm Qamar

EATING

7 Starfish

SHOPPING

8 Ad Dahar Souq




TOP TIP

Think twice about an all-inclusive package at a hotel or resort. While these may be temptingly cheap and convenient, dining at one of the many good restaurants in town is a key Hurghada experience.



Sun, Sea & City

AN EVENING’S TOUR OF HURGHADA

With their all-inclusive packages, resorts make it hard to venture beyond the foyer, but for those managing to stray outside, Hurghada has much to explore. While three-hour guided tours are offered by hotels, it’s easy to take a taxi and make up your own itinerary (fixing the fare in advance). Leave it until late afternoon to avoid losing a day’s sun and sea, and to enjoy the city at its liveliest.

Start with a trip to Hurghada Museum (open until 9pm) in the city suburbs. Housing beautiful artefacts from recent Egyptian history, it also showcases some gems of antiquity. Next head to Ad Dahar Souq, in the most ‘Egyptian’ part of the city, and join the throngs of local shoppers haggling for textiles, ready-made clothing and perfumes. In contrast to the cramped lanes of the bazaar, the pedestrianised Marina promenade in Sigala, Hurghada’s visitor hub, offers a breezy sunset stroll. With themed restaurants and cosy dockside bars, it’s a perfect spot for sundowners.

From the Marina, it’s a short hop to the fish souq for a preview of tonight’s supper. Passing the Grand Mosque, which looks particularly striking at night, end the trip with dinner at the famed Starfish restaurant – a veritable Sigala institution. Here the catch of the day from the Red Sea and the Mediterranean is displayed on ice. A typical meal includes fish soup, grilled fillets priced by weight, salad and bread, and a glass of hot karkadai (hibiscus tea) to finish. It’s only a short way from here to Arabic sweet shops. A few nuggets of nougat may help distract from the apparently free-for-all driving heading back to base.
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Coptic Art

Overshadowed by ancient art, the Coptic aesthetic tradition seldom receives the attention it deserves from visitors despite its long pedigree. Originating in ancient Egypt and Greece, and largely practical in nature, it is rich in textiles, icons and wall paintings.

Striking examples of Coptic art can be seen in Egyptian museums and churches throughout Egypt, and especially in the monasteries of the Eastern Desert. Early Coptic Christians converted Egyptian temples into churches, covering Pharaonic reliefs with layers of plaster, and overlaying pagan with Christian images. The mastery of dye mixing and gold stencilling led to a distinct Coptic style, rich in symbolism. This can be seen, par excellence, in the church at St Anthony’s Monastery.



WHERE TO EAT IN HURGHADA

Starfish

Choose your fish at the entrance and let this venerable Sigala institution take care of the rest. $$

El Beet Al Masry

Select a window seat at this dazzlingly lit grill house for a ringside view of downtown. $$

El Zahraa Bakery

Warning: taste one piece of kunafa (honey-drizzled pastry with soft cheese) here and you’ll have to have another! $

Hunting for Hare

VISITING HURGHADA MUSEUM

Picture this: a man carries a gazelle draped around his neck, while a dog trots along at his feet. In his left hand, he has a hare by the ears. Each animal appears plump and well, even if destined for an early afterlife. The image is a touching one and crops up all over Egypt. When asked about the origin of the image, tomb guardians in Luxor each identify a different tomb – but minus the hare. Even a search engine dedicated to the identification of ancient Egyptian painting is elusive on the point of this third animal.

Imagine the excitement, then, on entering the new museum in Hurghada, of finding a whole section dedicated to artefacts depicting hunting and animal husbandry. And yes! There’s the man with his gazelle, dog and hare on the information board, and here he is again, inscribed in stone on a piece of ancient carving…minus the hare.

Hunting for hares may not be your thing but chances are you’ll find something to be equally excited about in the perfectly formed Hurghada Museum. Small enough to enjoy in an hour, but detailed enough in the areas of pottery, jewellery and the magnificent golden mummies of the Western Desert to warrant a return visit, this new museum is a joint venture between public and private parties, bringing a share of the country’s heritage to Egypt’s major cities. This explains the somewhat odd spectacle of a fixed-priced duty-free-style shopping arcade between ticket office and display rooms.

Still something of a work in progress, the museum (which includes beautiful Coptic artefacts and 19th-century jewellery) is open until late in the evening and, chances are, you’ll be the only one visiting – together, that is, with one escaped, long-eared herbivore.
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Rescuing the Red Sea

Since 1992, when dive centres clubbed together to set up the Hurghada Environmental Protection & Conservation Association (HEPCA), Red Sea reefs enjoy legal protection. In fact, public-awareness campaigns, direct community action and lobbying of the Egyptian government to introduce appropriate laws have resulted in the whole coast south of Suez becoming a protectorate.

Positive action by HEPCA began with the simple measure of introducing mooring buoys at popular dive sites to prevent anchorage on coral. More ambitious conservation projects have followed: in 2009 the NGO took over responsibility for waste management in the southern Red Sea and this has been so successful it is now seen as a model for solid-waste management in Egypt. Check the HEPCA website for conservation participation opportunities.



WHERE TO FIND NIGHTLIFE IN HURGHADA

L’imperatore Marina

A hotspot along the Marina promenade, this bar and restaurant has lots of cosy corners for a cocktail.

Caribbean Beach Bar

With an attractive beachside location, this breezy bar is perfect for sundowners and often features live music.

El Mashrabia

Stretching along Sharia Sheraton, Sigala’s main road, this local favourite is the place for juices, teas and shisha.

Crystal Clear

ENJOYING RED SEA WATER SPORTS

Despite being renowned as one of the warmest (and saltiest) seas in the world, the Red Sea can still feel chilly in winter and wading out, even in a wetsuit, takes determination. But then there’s that wonderful moment when suddenly water washes over the face mask and you come face-to-face with this extraordinary vision of light, colour and movement. The water alone, with its exceptional clarity, is entertaining, with light shattering over the shallows in intricate designs. And then comes the marine life. The first sighting of lemon yellow on a butterflyfish, or the pennant-waving fin of a bannerfish, are thrilling experiences as colour and shape seem extra sharp suspended in the cut-glass water. All the excitement of an encounter is wrapped up in those first few moments of immersion, and that’s before you even reach the reef.

The accessibility of some of the world’s finest reefs is one of the reasons of course why Egypt’s Red Sea coast has become a world-class destination. Even if water isn’t your thing, it’s worth at least donning a mask and snorkel, and wading in for a view.

For divers and snorkellers, the opportunities are legion. While the reefs immediately around Hurghada are damaged, there are still exceptional sites just offshore. The nearby Giftun Islands, for example, form part of a marine reserve with diving at depths up to 100m, or there’s neighbouring Gota Abu Ramada, suitable for novice and night divers and popular with underwater photographers. Pilot whales and large pods of dolphins make Shedwan Island another popular option, while wreck divers will enjoy the explosion of life around the coral towers of Umm Qamar.

So, if there’s one thing more crystal clear than the waters of the Red Sea, it’s that peering underwater shouldn’t be missed, even if enjoyed from a glass-bottom boat.


Red, Blue... and White?

Ever wonder why the Red Sea is so named? Some suggest it’s because of the blooms of blood-red algae that periodically flood the water; others propose that the ancients used colours to signify compass directions with ‘black’ for ‘north’ and ‘red’ for ‘south’. Despite the name, though, the colour most associated with the Red Sea is blue, in all its myriad shades, capturing a cloudless sky in changing depths of water.

Peer under the surface and the blue becomes transparent – the water’s utter clarity due to the lack of inflowing rivers. And what about white? This is notable by its absence: the Red Sea’s healthy, unbleached coral appears to be acclimatised to hotter waters – a source of hope, scientists predict, for marine environments elsewhere.



DIVING FROM HURGHADA

Jasmin Diving Centre

The reef’s protected thanks to this founding member of Hurghada Environmental Protection & Conservation Association.

Dive Hurghada

Offering dive excursions as day trips or liveaboard trips, this company caters for all levels of experience.

Subex

This friendly and professional dive centre only caters for small groups, ideal for independent travellers.

Heaven or Hell?

HURGHADA’S RESORT EXPERIENCE

You can’t cover Hurghada and not mention the resort experience, not least because it’s a divisive issue that tends to make distinctions between travellers and tourists where many would argue there are none. Indeed, it’s hard to put a finger on what makes the resort experience heaven for some and hell for others. Everyone likes a sea view, and most resorts offer at least a glimpse of the Red Sea’s famous multi-hued, crystal-clear waters. Most people enjoy a bit of beach, and with raked sand, sunshades and fresh towels, most resorts have this covered too. Many resorts offer a whole range of water sports in addition to diving and snorkelling, and there are even well-organised trips around town and out to nearby places of cultural interest. As a set, the resorts with their gardens of hollyhocks and vincas, wind-blown palms and scented frangipani have brought a garden habitat to the previously rocky, barren shores of the Red Sea, attracting insects and birds where previously there were few.

With excellent deals on all-inclusive rates, patrolled pools for kids, often nightly entertainment and people to meet from around the world, one wonders what there isn’t to like – and therein lies the problem. It’s almost too pleasant, too easy and too organised: for the dogged few, travel perhaps relies on spontaneity and even punishing endeavour to be truly satisfying. For a day or two, though, there’s much to be said for plumping up the pillow and enjoying Egypt’s well-practised version of service with a smile.


BEST HURGHADA RESORTS

Oberoi Sahl Hasheesh

The Oberoi is an award-winning chain for good reason: stepping into this exquisite property, on an extensive private beach near Hurghada, is like walking into a tale from the Arabian Nights. $$$

Hilton Hurghada Resort

Entertainment, well-tended gardens, a dive centre and excellent Turkish restaurant make this beachside hotel fun for a family. $$

The Boutique Hotel

Within Hurghada’s pedestrianised Marina, this bright, pine-clad hotel with rooftop restaurant is on the doorstep of Sigala nightlife. $




Getting Around

Without a knowledge of Arabic, it’s best to leave the bus to local residents and navigate around Hurghada by taxi. Identifying an on-call taxi company from the outset avoids the need to use expensive hotel taxis for short trips and saves the struggle of trying to negotiate a reasonable price at the roadside.






Beyond Hurghada
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Take a more relaxed approach to the resort experience at El Gouna or escape it all in the mountain monasteries.


Everyone knows that relaxing can be taxing, especially along Hurghada’s resort strip where package guests arrive daily full of excitement for the holiday ahead. For those looking for respite from all that enthusiastic energy, retreating to El Gouna, 30km northwest, may do the trick. The resort concept has long since spilt over from Hurghada, spreading south as well as north to Sahl Hasheesh, Makadi Bay and Soma Bay, each chasing an ever-decreasing sense of retreat.

For true retreat, following Coptic monks inland on a tour of two monasteries is highly recommended. Founded 1600 years ago, these fascinating complexes grew around the hermitages of St Paul and St Anthony, and the appeal of asceticism remains alive to this day.
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TOP TIP

Check opening hours before journeying to the Coptic monasteries as access is restricted in Advent and Lent and they are closed at Christmas and Easter.




BEST RETREATS IN EL GOUNA

Captain’s Inn

More interested in camaraderie than cushions? This homely hotel off the main marina is the perfect home-from-home for water-sport enthusiasts. $$

La Maison Bleu

This gorgeous, adults-only villa and spa will delight the romantic at heart. Inspired by Minoan murals, Venetian marble and Catalan mosaic, it’s borderline eccentric but magically it works. $$$

Sheraton Miramar

Not many hotels span several islands, but this is one of them. Fun for families, it’s as much a retreat from reality as from mainland mayhem. $$$



City Retreat

STAYING AT EL GOUNA

While Hurghada offers many cultural and nightlife opportunities, it can be hard to escape the constant noise of a thriving city. There’s the honking of car horns in downtown traffic, the call to prayer from the many mosques, the revving up of tour buses and outboard motors, and construction of the latest resort or refurbishment activity after Covid. Even the humble lawnmower in the resort gardens makes it hard to enjoy a lie-in, as does the buzz of the sheer number of guests in the winter high season.

If it’s peace you’re after, then, you may be best heading 40km northwest to the low-rise, low-key tourist and residential complex of El Gouna. Here (other than during the Film Festival in October), the loudest noise is likely to be the chink of wine glasses over a late lunch or the flapping of halyards against the masts of the glamorous boats. Electric buggies whisk visitors from the marina with its boutiques and Mediterranean-style restaurants to ‘downtown’ where rows of souvenir shops and cafes arranged around canals and lagoons make it perfect for an afternoon’s stroll.

With 10km of sandy beachfront and excellent Red Sea activities on offer, El Gouna offers an upmarket version of the friendly Sinai camps but marketed at a more independent clientele; as a result, individual travellers may feel more at home here than at the big city resorts that cater almost exclusively for all-inclusive tour groups. Best of all, there’s no compulsory tagging by rubber bracelet to identify your meal plan!

Community in the Desert

VISITING ST PAUL’S MONASTERY

Pilgrims come from all over the world to pay their respects at the tomb of St Paul the Anchorite, known as the first hermit of the Christian faith. Although no longer reached at the end of an arduous journey across an unforgiving desert, the 5th-century monastery built around the saint’s hermitage is still off the beaten track, hidden in the northern mountains of Egypt’s Eastern Desert. The sense of isolation is absolute, with high walls looming above the desert floor, repelling Bedouin attack in the past and attempting to keep at bay the distractions of today.

The common thread in a tradition that spans centuries (excepting a few interruptions) is the community of monastic life. There are currently 120 monks in residence and the sense of brotherhood is felt in the greetings between the fathers, in the tributes to a recently deceased monk who cared for the compound’s cats, in the discipline required to ensure a harmonious existence in a cloistered space.

Several parts of the monastery, including the chapel with its beautiful wall paintings and the original refectory, are open to visitors but it’s the miracle of water that has made life here possible and visitors are shown where it issues in unchanging volume from the rock. Some of the water is diverted into the garden at the heart of the monastery. This little oasis of date palms, fruit trees and vegetable plots still supplements the monks’ table showing that ‘hope springs eternal’ even in the harshest of environments – a fitting metaphor, explains one of the guiding fathers, of a life dedicated to prayer.
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WHERE TO EAT IN EL GOUNA

Le Garage

Fancy your burger served with truffles and edible gold leaf? This marina-side venue sizzles gourmet patties. $$

Zia Amelia

Book early for El Gouna’s cutest restaurant. The homestyle Italian dishes are extra enjoyable under the vines. $$

Upstairs

Looking to appease your inner carnivore? Fine dining at this French-inspired restaurant includes slow-cooked camel. $$

Stairway to Heaven

VISITING ST ANTHONY’S CAVE

If after climbing half of the 1804 steps to the cave of St Anthony you feel the effort in your limbs, bear a thought for the monks who every night make the same ascent for midnight mass from the ancient Coptic monastery below. ‘You get used to it’, says one of the fathers assigned to guiding visitors. ‘You focus on prayer and the walking just happens.’ Clearly that takes practice, with a multitude of mundanities competing to crowd out the pieties for most mortals endeavouring the climb.

Reaching the top of the stairway, the effort suddenly makes sense. A tiny cave, the ascetic home of St Anthony for 80 years, lies unguarded at the top. It is barely big enough to enter and the walls of the narrow defile are polished smooth by the hands of countless pilgrims. Slowly the eye makes out a tiny chapel and an icon looms out of the darkness.

From the cave entrance, the desert expands across the view, almost trackless and without human feature. Even the monastery – the oldest in the world with its 4th-century church of celebrated wall paintings and tiny monks’ cells – shrinks back into nature. The height, the space, the breadth of nature combine to offer a different perspective from the must-dos of ordinary life.

Little wonder, then, that some of St Anthony’s monks (nine at present) continue to seek solitude in the caves and crevices of a hermit’s life, lived in the privilege of prayer, in whatever faith or none.
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So Who Was St Paul the Anchorite?

History suggests that Christianity’s first hermit was a wealthy 3rd-century Alexandrian who fled at a young age to the Eastern Desert to escape Roman persecution.

Living alone in a mountain cave, sustained only by spring water and dates, he was joined in solitude by a raven that, according to tradition, brought him half a loaf of bread daily until he died well over the age of 100. Buried, according to legend, by his only other visitor, St Anthony (the founder of monasticism), and with the help of two lions, St Paul is often represented by a palm tree, raven and lions, symbols that remain important in the iconography of his last resting place.



FINDING A SPA SOUTH OF HURGHADA

Baron Palace Sahl Hasheesh

Romantics will enjoy the swim-up suites and private pools while 2300 sq metres of spa covers luxury treatments. $$$

Jaz Makadi Star & Spa

After a traditional Egyptian treatment in the spa, there’s shopping and entertainment at nearby Souk Makadi. $$

Mövenpick Waterpark Resort & Spa Soma Bay

Kids are kept busy in the waterpark, leaving parents free to enjoy the spa. $$$


Living Like a Monk

They may no longer need to winch themselves into the fortified monastic compound on a rope through a trap door, but there’s still nothing easy about being a monk in the modern world. Aside from the rules of obedience, chastity and poverty, the brothers must fulfil the cultural obligation of being a beacon of faith in a material world. Comfort is found, according to the monks, in the teaching of St Anthony; even he grew bored in the sequestered life and turned instead to a little work, a little food and a little rest, interspersed with prayer.

Today’s monks continue in this tradition, reaching out to local communities with their specialisms in medicine, agriculture and technology while continuing their own spiritual journeys.




Getting Around

El Gouna is a 40-minute drive from Hurghada by bus or taxi. Buses leave from the main plaza every 20 minutes between 7am and midnight. The resort complex is just 20km from Hurghada Airport and is also connected (by Go Bus Co) to Cairo.

Currently, the only way of visiting the monasteries is on a long day trip from Hurghada either with a tour (organised through most hotels) or by taxi. The distance between the monasteries is only 30km as the crow flies but over 80km by road, so not all tours cover both. Other sites of interest in the Eastern Desert (such as the Roman ruins of Mons Claudianus and Mons Porphyrites) were off-limits to visitors at the time of writing.





MARSA ALAM
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Blink and you might miss Marsa Alam. Lying 230km southeast of Safaga (the Nile–Red Sea junction), this small fishing town acts as a resupply point for the Bedouin and a hub for independent travellers hoping to organise a ‘Deep South’ adventure.

At first sight, with its dusty bazaar and string of low-key tour agents, Marsa Alam makes an unlikely gateway for a Red Sea encounter. But it has a secret charm – it sits on the doorstep of Wadi El Gemal National Park. Comprising 4770 sq km of mountainous desert terrain, this protected area also encompasses 2100 sq km of marine space. With 450 species of coral supporting 1200 species of fish, this haven of marine life attracts divers from around the world.

To be fair, the secret is out with resorts now dotting the coast on either side of Marsa Alam. Most of these keep a low profile, however, in pleasant contrast to the mega-resorts of the north.
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TOP TIP

Although it’s possible to turn up at Marsa Alam and organise accommodation and diving from the tour operators in town, it’s worth doing some homework first to pick the resort that suits your interests and budget. Most resorts can arrange transfers along the coast for those wanting to explore further south.




BEST SOUTHERN DIVES

Elphinstone Reef

Billed as a divers’ favourite for its steep walls of soft coral and gorgonian fans, the reef is frequented by seven species of shark.

Samadai Dolphin Sanctuary

Protected by HEPCA, the local conservation NGO, the Sataya Reef here supports diverse marine life and is famous for large pods of spinner dolphins.

Hamada

Among the many wrecks of the Red Sea and keeled over in just 14m of water, the Hamada makes an easy and beautiful first wreck dive for novices.



Diving the Deep South

THE DIVE CENTRE EXPERIENCE

There’s a cheer from the dry-suited passengers of an incoming Zodiac – someone has just accomplished a 100th dive and there’s a genuine sense of camaraderie on board. Meanwhile, at the other end of the jetty, a man in upper middle age takes his first tentative steps into the water; a non-swimmer kitted up in mask, snorkel and flippers, he has what it takes to give it a go, encouraged not just by the spectacle underwater but by those beside him ensuring his safety. With a first snorkel under his belt, he is greeted with a cheer every bit as warm-hearted as the diver on the boat.

This is the spirit of Marsa Shagra, a resort dedicated to the underwater experience – inclusivity of all levels of sea worthiness, diving instruction, simple but good food, tranquil chalet or tented accommodation and Bedouin interaction. Even a North Sea diver with 3000 dives is expected to spend day one on paperwork and a check dive – a precaution appreciated by most as part of the log-keeping discipline of the diving fraternity.

Marsa Shagra is one of many highly organised, well-run resorts along the Marsa Alam coastline. This outfit outperforms most in a dedication towards preserving the underwater environment, and if a lionfish has made home under the jetty and squads of pipefish martial the shallows, it’s partly due to this commitment to good practice. While this resort pioneered eco-friendly activity, other resorts followed suit with strict prohibition on touching the reef and requiring boats to moor carefully. The most satisfying underwater experience is best enjoyed from a resort with a similar ethos.

WHERE TO STAY IN THE DEEP SOUTH

Marsa Shagra Village

Well-organised, safety-conscious and sustainable, this is a top choice for underwater and desert encounters. $$

Deep South

Palm-thatched huts, chalets with murals, and support for the local Ababda people make this a traveller’s favourite. $

Wadi Lahami Village

Wadi Lahami offers kitesurfing and Fury Shoal dives, including Sataya Reef famed for spinner dolphins. $$

Driving You Crazy

TRAVELLING THE COAST ROAD

Most visitors to Marsa Alam fly in and are bused to their resort; with minds on the water rather than the land, the journey to their destination is at best an inconvenience. For those travelling independently, however, the trip is part of a Red Sea experience, especially if undertaken by taxi.

Taxis here have a character all their own. There are those resembling a hearse, with velvet curtains keeping out sun and view. Then there are mobile offices wherein the driver texts with one hand while manoeuvring the gearstick with the other – leaving the steering wheel to do its own thing and trusting to Allah over the potholes. All taxis dangle a lucky charm from the mirror; necessary when cornering around articulated trucks bound for Sudan, their loads defying normal conventions of gravity. Let’s not forget the snack pack, keeping the driver awake on the long, hot hauls in summer; those in-the-know have a Plan B in case the sunflower seeds are not up to the job.

For the nervous passenger, the coast road, thankfully, has its distractions. There’s the spellbinding Red Sea with its 50 shades of grey and blue, all of them approved by mother. Then there’s the desert rim, with camels straying from Bedouin encampments and wind-eroded escarpments hinting at inland treasure.

If rock art in Wadi Hammamat (currently off-limits) charts the passage of life between the Nile and the Red Sea for the ancients, the road from Marsa Alam to Berenice does the same for us moderns. Abandoned pleasure domes document the upheaval of Covid while the surviving resorts contribute a legacy of palm trees, bright splashes of oleander and a riot of self-seeded vinca.


WHY I LOVE THE EASTERN DESERT
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Jenny Walker, writer

Sheltering under an acacia tree, the wadi bottom flashing with the glint of sun on fractured schist and the heat rolling across the sand in incandescent waves, you can hear the silence beating in your ears. Nothing dares move in the ravaging midday heat. Then, almost by magic, the air softens and sounds of life – a melodic lark and the low groan of a camel – become audible, increasing in volume as the day wanes. This is the desert and I love it for the adaptability of its fragile ecosystems, every bit as complex and mesmerising as those underwater.




Getting Around

Hotel transfer and/or taxis are available from the airport and Marsa Alam, 70km southeast. Marsa Alam bus station (at the end of the Edfu road) operates services to Cairo via Al Quseir and Hurghada and some private companies offer sporadic service. Taxis are the best way of travelling south. At the time of writing, locations south of Berenice were off-limits to foreigners.






Beyond Marsa Alam
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Dive into the deep south for an eco-friendly adventure offshore or with the camel-owning Bedouin of the rocky desert interior.


Few but the most determined of divers and those looking for a more sustainable travel experience make it much beyond Marsa Alam but, for those unfazed by potholed roads and unorthodox driving, it’s worth the effort. There’s excellent diving around Wadi Lahami in the affectionately termed ‘Deep South’ and the windy conditions attract kitesurfing enthusiasts to Hamata. Nearer to Marsa Alam lies inspiring Wadi Gimal, home to the nomadic Ababda people, and boasting a rich history connected with gems.

With a new airport at Berenice (currently the most southerly point open to tourism), mass tourism may develop here and around the interesting town of Al Quseir. For now, though, this area offers a closer experience with nature in lower impact, more eco-friendly lodges.


TOP TIP

Book taxi transport for the return when heading south of Marsa Alam to avoid getting marooned.



Faded Glory

VISITING AL QUSEIR’S OLD QUARTER

The dusty, wind-swept city of Al Quseir knows a thing or two about life’s fortunes. In ancient times it was a major port with, according to one Greek historian, a fleet of 120 ships delivering pottery, slaves and wine to the African kingdom of Punt in exchange for spices, silk and stone. These precious goods were transported onward by camel caravan across the Eastern Desert to Qift for dispersal along the Nile to Alexandria and the Mediterranean. In later years, the port played a role in the Ottoman Empire and the British trade route with India. A final flourish in the early 20th century brought wealth through the phosphate industry but, with the Suez Canal established as the main artery of the region, the town slipped into decline. Even Al Quseir’s long history as a point of departure for pilgrims bound for Mecca has been eclipsed by the port of Safaga, further up the Red Sea coast.

So, with its glory days behind, who passes through town now? Very few, if truth be told. Intrepid tour groups venture out from nearby resorts and the occasional independent traveller holes up at the shorefront hotel but otherwise the town has slipped into quiet obscurity.

This is exactly what makes Al Quseir so fascinating, offering a rare chance to explore a typical town going about its typical business without any special attempt to be something else. Those who give it an afternoon are rewarded with a stroll around the town’s relics (most notable of which is the citadel with its bombarded walls, watchtower and clutch of dusty exhibits), some enjoyable shopping in the small bazaar and an excellent fish supper.

Perhaps more importantly, visitors are also rewarded with old-fashioned hospitality – a herbal infusion from a shop owner, Arabic blessings bestowed by grandmothers and a nod from sheesha-smoking hajjis, parked under the decaying mashrabiyyas (wooden shutters) of merchant houses that boast of the town’s long-forgotten wealth.
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Guardians of the Desert

For millennia the Eastern Desert has been home to the nomadic Ababda community, and until the 20th century, the extent of their territory remained as described by their historical foes, the Romans. Today a small number of these expert camel herders continue to live in their ancestral territory between Marsa Alam and Wadi Gimal.

Living in huts, decorated with handwoven rugs, Ababda people have traditionally reared camels and livestock but many now work alongside the tourist industry, typically as camp guards and guides. While sensitivity is required to avoid exploitative encounters, camel or 4WD safaris into their desert heartland offer a valuable chance to learn about Ababda culture, listen to their rhythmical music and to sample jibena, sweetened coffee prepared from fresh-roasted beans.



Harnessing the Wind

KITESURFING SOUTH OF MARSA ALAM

Step onto the shore anywhere south of Marsa Alam on an afternoon in March and you may find it difficult to stand upright. The wind keeps up such a strong and steady pace here it helps define the very geology of the area, with wind-eroded sandstone a feature of the rocky rim between shore and mountain. Not good news for the sunbather but excellent news for the kitesurfer.

While El Gouna boasts year-round kitesurfing and wake boarding for all levels of skill, and Safaga (at the junction with the Nile road) is the key spot for windsurfing, kitesurfing aficionados head for the more rugged experience of the southern Red Sea. The Kite Village at Hamata offers the biggest station in all Egypt for this activity, together with stand-up paddleboarding, and there’s a centre at Wadi Lahami too. On a breezy day, 50 or more kites fill the sky while boards skid along in an uninterrupted stretch of mangrove-rimmed waters.
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Grazing on Seagrass

Herbivorous, and the only marine mammals to be entirely aquatic, dugongs – otherwise known as sea cows – are considered as good indicators of a healthy habitat. If you have the good fortune to see one of these gentle giants (for example, at Safaga or Wadi Lahami), it’s likely the seagrass is plentiful. With seagrass meadows disappearing by an alarming 1.5% globally per year, such signs of good health are gratifying as this plant supports a huge diversity of marine life including seahorses and turtles. In fact, according to Project Seagrass, this habitat supports 30 times more species than neighbouring sandy shallows.

Scientists suggest that protecting seagrass and mangroves, another vital coastal habitat, is tantamount to saving our seas.



WHERE TO EAT SEAFOOD AROUND AL QUSEIR

El Fardous

With a cosy interior or shoreside tables, this local favourite prepares delicious lobster and shellfish. $$

Restaurant Marianne

Giving El Fardous a run for its money, this equally popular beachfront venue cooks the catch of the day. $

Divers Club

In the sumptuous grounds of the Mövenpick, this alfresco venue serves fish with Swiss flair. $$$

ACTIVITIES ABOVE THE WATER

Lahami Bay Beach Resort and Gardens

With a protective reef and excellent wind patterns, this offers fine windsurfing.

Kite Village Hamata

Running basic, refresher and ‘crash’ courses (we hope not literally), this outfit caters for all levels of kitesurfing ability.

Tours Marsa Alam

Offering parasailing excursions from Makadi, flights take up to three people with no training required.

Looking After Dhub and Crow

EXPLORING THE EASTERN DESERT

Undecided between tomato scrap above or cucumber slice below, a spiny tailed dhub lay prone on the slab of rock in between and changed colour. Suddenly the shadow of a crow floated over and the dhub darted into the nearest crevice, only his magnificent tail left protruding in the midday sun. Two empty tuna cans topped up with water – one for dhub and one for crow – awaited the settling of their dispute.

This is what makes a day in the desert in the company of the Bedouin so special. Aim for Wadi Gimal on one of these excursions and yes, there’s the interesting ruins of a Roman temple to explore and the clear remains of workers’ dwellings scattered across the arid valley floor. Nearby are the shafts of the ancient mines where once these labourers would have toiled, mining the desert escarpment for emeralds in support of the Roman Empire. Peer at the ground around these aged earthworks, the largest of their kind, and it seems to jump with glancing specks of light from mica-like deposits, indicating the likely presence of beryl – the family to which emerald belongs. Mounds and middens show caravan routes have passed this way for centuries, perhaps attracted by the thought of hidden gems. All these relics of the past remain interesting to us to this day but it’s the living legacy of human continuity in the area, expressed through the Badawi’s finely tuned interaction with their environment, that perhaps proves the most memorable.

The nomadic ability to make the most of very little is instructive. A loaf of flour and water is baked in the embers of the fire that brewed the tea. A shimag is used as headdress, scarf, rope, tray and tablecloth. Slices of cucumber never tasted so good than as spoons for the bean stew cooked over a fire, the wood for which was carefully culled from the brittle underside of an aged acacia.

It’s this economy of life that takes little and still has something left to share with other members of the desert community – dhub and crow – that marks the Bedouin life. It also makes a day in their company (organised, for example, through Marsa Shagra Resort) worth skipping a day’s diving for.


DESERT INSIGHTS

Desert guides Mohsin Badawi, Abdullah Bastawi and Muntassah Said are cousins who love to share what the desert has to offer (desert-experiences.com).

Space to Think

It’s important for people to do something different and to be quiet for a bit – the desert has a power and silence that gives you space to think about life.

Providing Sustenance

The desert is a hard place to live but it gives you what you need. We know about medicinal herbs and how to survive for a long time in the desert without technology.

Place of Shelter

Our strength is our family. We share everything together and the desert gives us our family home with the acacia for shade and firewood.




Getting Around

Getting to and from Al Quseir (two hours southeast of Hurghada and two hours northwest of Marsa Alam) is relatively easy by bus as Cairo-bound buses stop at the town’s bus station. Microbuses run around town but to explore the sites of interest it’s more convenient to take a taxi from the bus station to the waterfront and wander around on foot.

Exploring the coast south of Marsa Alam is best managed via pre-booked taxi as timetables for the few buses that currently head south are subject to frequent change. Most accommodation options in Marsa Alam can arrange transfers to other resorts and camps but it’s important to book a return to avoid getting stranded.

Currently, the only way to explore the Eastern Desert is on a 4WD excursion. Trips, which require an official permit, can most easily be organised through Marsa Shagra Village at their Bedouin tent on the beachfront.







SINAI
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SUN, SAND AND A BEDOUIN SOUL


Spellbinding Sinai is a region of undeniable intrigue, where Egypt’s loftiest mountains meet the creature-rich and coral-filled Red Sea.



[image: jpg]

Coloured Canyon | STENTORIII/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Rugged and stark, the Sinai Peninsula has captured imaginations for centuries, coveted for its deep religious significance and strategic position as a crossroads of empires.

Separated from the Egyptian mainland by the Suez Canal, Sinai is a tone shift from the rest of the country, but its allure for today’s traveller is just as clear. A springboard to the Red Sea’s underwater wonders, Sinai’s seaside resorts serve up sun-drenched holiday fun. Steer away from the coastal buzz, however, to discover Sinai’s true heart, where its deep Bedouin roots show off the traditions and hospitality of the people who have long been stewards of this land.

The peninsula’s uniquely sensitive location sandwiches it between a rock and a hard place, battered by a painful recent history of Israeli occupation and terrorist attacks that can quickly drive away tourists and much-needed income. But Sinai and its complex dualities soldier on. Hikers bag the peak of Egypt’s highest mountain, and divers plunge into the depths of the sea. Palm-frond beach huts without electricity or running water lie down the coast from internationally branded luxury resorts with sumptuous spas and infinity pools. Away from the hubbub of the coast, hiking trails and star-studded nights in the mountains are enveloped in profound silence. No matter which side of Sinai you see, it casts a spell over all who visit.
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THE MAIN AREAS

SHARM EL SHEIKH

Reams of Red Sea resorts.

DAHAB

Laid-back coastal hub for free spirits.



Find Your Way


Sinai’s main traveller hubs are dotted along the eastern coast, from Sharm El Sheikh at the southern tip to Taba at the border with Israel. The only commercial airport is in Sharm.
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Plan Your Time


This region is no place to hustle. Sinai’s coastal treasures are the most obvious draw, but leave enough time in your schedule to visit the majestic mountains of the interior.
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Pressed for Time

• Many travellers pop over from Europe for a quick beach break. If you’ve arrived on a fly-and-flop flight to Sharm El Sheikh, you’ll want to make a beeline for the beach, either the private stretch at your resort or one of the public (but paid-for) spots at Na’ama Bay or El Fanar. Snorkelling and scuba are superb in these waters, and many dive sites are easily accessed from the shore.

• Depending on the atmosphere you’re after and how long you have to spend, Dahab might make a better base if you prefer indie instead of international hotels.




A Week of Sun & Fun

• Book a diving or snorkelling trip to Ras Mohammed National Park, an underwater wonderland of sea creatures and shipwrecks, leaving ample time to decompress and experience the park after hours at the Bedouin-operated camp of Bedawi.

• Re-enter society with a flat white and wi-fi connection in Dahab, an oasis for divers and digital nomads.

• Don a mask and peer into the depths of the Blue Hole, one of the world’s most infamous dive sites, and try not to get sucked into the laid-back lifestyle that frequently keeps travellers here much longer than they originally intended.




Explore More

• Even if you’re only in Sinai for a short time, every itinerary should include a trip to the mountains. Watch a new day begin from the summit of Mt Sinai and then visit caramel-coloured St Katherine’s Monastery, the oldest continuously inhabited Christian monastery in the world, at its base. Marvel at blossoming orchards and turquoise pools in the desert on a longer hike through the wadis (valleys) surrounding St Katherine village (locally known as Katreen or Al Milga, and often spelled St Catherine on maps and signs).

• Kick back at a beach camp near Nuweiba, getting your legs ready to tackle a section of the 550km-long Sinai Trail.



Seasonal Highlights

Sinai has balmy winters and blistering summers. In the cooler months, it can be too cold to swim in unheated hotel pools, while the summer sees Red Sea marine life in abundance.

JANUARY

The Tarabin and Muzeina Bedouin tribes take their prize camels to the track between Dahab and Nuweiba for competitive races.
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APRIL

A colourful flurry of flowers carpets the sands after bursts of spring rain (which can also wash out roads).
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AUGUST

Air temperatures are scorching, but diving conditions and the chances of spotting sharks, rays and other sea life are at their peak.
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OCTOBER

The Chill O’posite festival brings the vibe to Dahab, with electronic and down tempo music from mostly regional artists and DJs.
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DECEMBER

The price of flights and hotels increases as Europeans leave the cold and migrate south to Sharm El Sheikh.
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RAMADAN

Life in the towns mostly carries on as usual, but many Bedouin guides press pause on trips into the mountains.
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ORTHODOX FEAST DAYS

As a still-working religious compound, St Katherine’s Monastery closes its doors on Orthodox holidays.
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SHARM EL SHEIKH
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Backed by jagged mountains and lapped by the sapphire waters of the Red Sea, the purpose-built resort town of Sharm El Sheikh stretches out like a lazy sunbather on a flat stretch of sand between crags and coast. Sharm’s sprawling low-rise resorts cater to families and the fly-and-flop crowd, and it’s a favourite winter sun warm-up spot for shivering Europeans.

What Sharm might be lacking in looks at sea level is summarily corrected when you don a mask and head underwater. Offshore are some of the world’s best scuba diving and snorkelling sites, where colourful fish swim by the thousands and technicolor coral reefs have conquered rusted shipwrecks.

Nicknamed the ‘City of Peace’, Sharm often hosts high-profile conventions, including de-escalation negotiations between the Israelis and Palestinians and 2022’s UN Climate Change Conference. But it remains subject to the start-and-stop whims – are those buildings half-constructed or half-abandoned? – of politics and economics.
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SIGHTS

see 7 Al Sahaba Mosque

1 Sharm El Sheikh Museum

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

2 Na’ama Bay

3 Ras Ghamila

4 Ras Katy

5 Ras Nasrani

6 Sharks Bay

SHOPPING

7 Sharm Old Market

8 Soho Square




TOP TIP

The rise of all-inclusive resorts has led to a dearth of eating options outside the hotels. Check the menu when ordering or ask restaurant staff whether service tax and VAT are included. Otherwise, you could find yourself paying an unexpected 25% or more for your meal.



Diving Deep

UNDER THE SEA IN SHARM

One of eight countries that border the Red Sea, Egypt has the most accessible stretch of coast and a well-developed network of scuba diving centres. Most of the coral is in great condition, blossoming in wild colours and attracting a rainbow of fish and other sea critters. Sharm has about 15 dive sites right off its shore, plus a dozen more further-flung sites and shipwrecks around Tiran Island and in the Gulf of Aqaba between Egypt and Saudi Arabia.

Every hotel and resort on the coast has an attached dive centre, and some offer good-value dive-and-stay packages.

Dive centres have varying schedules for which sites they go to each day (and the sites visited are also dependent on the wind and currents), so if you’re especially keen on specific spots or short on time in Sharm, check with the centre before you book.
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Southern Sharm

The dive sites between the marina and Na’ama Bay cater well to beginners thanks to their sheltered locations and general lack of current.

Tucked in a bay, the calm waters around Ras Katy make it a perfect spot for learning to dive. A large coral pinnacle, which drops from the surface to 18m, attracts schools of butterflyfish, pipefish, fusiliers and glassfish, while crocodilefish, blue-spotted stingrays and scorpionfish can be spotted in the sandy bottoms. When the tide rises, the current gets stronger, allowing for a drift dive to Temple, 400m away. Its name comes from three big coral pinnacles thought to look like the columns of an ancient temple. Parrotfish, lionfish and butterflyfish flit among the colourful coral that’s punctuated with bursts of gorgonian fans.

Below the lighthouse at the eastern end of a bay, Ras Umm Sid is one of the best dive sites in the area. It features a spectacular gorgonian forest along a dramatic drop-off that hosts a great variety of reef fish, including barracuda, parrotfish and huge Napoleon wrasse. To the east, the sloping gardens of Paradise and Turtle Bay have shallow caves and a bounty of soft and hard coral. The pinnacles invite butterflyfish and giant moray eels. Amphoras, named after a 17th-century Ottoman shipwreck that spilt its cargo of mercury-filled jars, has similar topography but adds in archaeological fragments (though they can be hard to spot).

Little-visited Pinky’s Wall is so called for its abundance of multicoloured soft corals – one of the most concentrated areas on this coast – that are stuck into a sheer wall that descends 180m. The best viewing point is at 15m, making it suitable for divers of all levels.

Tower has a 120m-deep canyon and coral-covered pinnacles where you’ll spot plenty of nudibranchs and patrolling lionfish. Crevices and caves hide glassfish, squirrelfish, bigeyes and sometimes whitetip reef sharks. Divers might also see whale sharks and manta rays.
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BEST DIVE CENTRES

Reef Oasis

PADI five-star centre with a full schedule of daily dives and boat trips; its ‘house reefs’ are at the famous sites of Far Garden and Temple.

Camel Dive Club

Long-standing spot with solid sustainability and inclusivity efforts, including specialised instructors for divers with disabilities.

Oonas Dive Club

Professional instructors operating from a prime spot on Na’ama Bay. Family atmosphere and friendly option for solo divers.

Sharks Bay Umbi Diving Village

Laid-back Bedouin-run centre with years of experience on a quieter bay than Na’ama.



CORAL TO SPOT

Fire Coral

Brown or yellow-green branches grouped in a bushy bunch; their tentacles can deliver a jellyfish-like sting.

Fan Coral

Circular lattice like the veins of a leaf; also called gorgonian coral, after the snake-haired Gorgons of Greek mythology.

Table Coral

Hard corals with large, flat tops that spread out horizontally to catch the sun and wave motion for feeding.

Pore Coral (Porites)

Yellowish globs that can be flat or protrude like fingers from the reef; form huge colonies in calmer waters.

Salad Coral

Vibrant green layers like a head of lettuce; usually found between 5m and 15m below the surface.

Brain Coral

Cerebral-looking coral with a grooved surface; can grow up to 2m and live for 900 years.

The Gardens

The perennially popular Gardens are actually several sites in one. Closest to Na’ama Bay, Near Garden has a lovely chain of pinnacles home to glassfish, triggerfish, shrimp and anemones. Larger critters such as moray eels, whitetip reef sharks, stingrays and hawksbill turtles might be spotted in the sloping coral garden. Middle Garden features a fringed ridge that gently descends to 20m-wide sandy ‘roads’ lined with hard corals. In summer, it’s a good spot to see a variety of rays, including spotted eagle rays, manta rays and stingrays. Far Garden has a wealth of coral formations and pinnacles frequented by clouds of orange anthias fish. Experienced divers can dip down to the roof of the ‘Cathedral’, a colourful overhang in deep water.


When to Dive

There’s no bad time to plan a diving trip in the Red Sea. Year-round, the waters have good visibility (about 20m to 30m) and generally warm temperatures.

Those who can handle the scorching summer months of June to September are most likely to spot bigger marine life, such as hammerhead sharks, whitetip reef sharks, whale sharks, eagle rays and manta rays.

Water temperatures peak around 28°C in summer and dip to 22°C in the cooler winter months at the start of the year.



Sharks Bay & Northern Sharm

Despite its name, Sharks Bay sees far more swimmers than larger fish species. Its calm waters make it a popular spot for training dives, and a large canyon on the southern flank attracts technical divers to its depths. Boats from the pier take divers to Tiran Island.

To the north, well-sheltered White Knight has a series of crevices, canyons, tunnels and caves, as well as a group of garden eels near the boat mooring point at 10m. Manta rays have been known to make an appearance on summer afternoons.

The current can be much stronger around Ras Nasrani. Look carefully in the large area of Porites hard coral to spot the narrow squiggle openings of giant clams – this headland has the highest population density in the whole Red Sea. Though not always labelled as such on maps, the southern part of Ras Nasrani is called Ras Bob, named after an underwater photographer who worked in the area. Weaker currents bring out beginner divers, and crocodilefish and blue-spotted stingrays rest on the sandy bottoms outside the small caves.

Ras Ghamila (‘Beautiful Cape’ in Arabic) lives up to its moniker, filled with diverse coral colonies, parrotfish and groupers. Marking the western edge of the Straits of Tiran, this spot is often visited in the afternoon after two morning dives around Tiran Island. Ships from Eilat, Israel, and Aqaba, Jordan, must pass through these shallow waters between the green beacon at the lagoon edge and the red and white beacon near the island, and the current can be strong.


Red Sea safaris

If you’re in Sharm simply to scuba dive, why stay on land? Independent companies as well as some hotels and dive centres offer liveaboard boats that head out on week-long sea voyages. They anchor offshore near Sinai’s top dive sites, including Tiran Island, Ras Mohammed National Park and fascinating shipwrecks in the Gulf of Suez that either make very long day trips from Sharm or aren’t visited at all.



Tiran Island

Occupying part of the narrow 6km strait between Tiran Island and Sharm El Sheikh are a handful of gorgeous reefs, four of which are named after the 19th-century English cartographers who made the first nautical map of the area. The geographical squeeze and relatively shallow seabed cause strong currents, which bring in plankton and nutrients for the abundance of coral, reef fish and pelagic species but mean that some dive centres don’t allow beginners to go without a personal guide, increasing the cost of a visit – check before you book. These reefs are popular, and you certainly won’t have them to yourself, as dozens of boats disgorge divers here every day. Historic shipwrecks are still caught in some of the high-rising reefs.

On the northern side, Jackson Reef is crowned with the remains of a Cypriot cargo ship, the Lara, which ran aground in the 1980s and has been partially demolished. Scalloped hammerhead sharks can sometimes be spotted nearby, especially between July and September. Dives usually start on the southern side, which is more protected from the currents, and then drift around either side of the reef past forests of fire coral and clownfish playing hide and seek in the anemones. Whitetip reef sharks, grey reef sharks and sea turtles are commonly sighted.

En route from Jordan, the phosphate-carrying Kormoran wrecked on Laguna Reef in 1984 and now rests at a shallow 12m, making it the only wreck dive suitable for beginners. The anchor winch, propeller and engine are well preserved, but visiting requires a miracle of calm waters for slower currents and better visibility.
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More than 1km long, Woodhouse Reef is a drift dive for those with experience. A 30m-deep wall reef and coral-lined canyon house giant morays, groupers and pufferfish, and this site is an excellent spot for seeing eagle rays, sea turtles and many species of shark. A dangerous whirling current that often churns at the northern end of the reef is nicknamed ‘the washing machine’ and should be crossed only in good conditions. Thomas Reef is another difficult but utterly spectacular drift dive. Colourful soft coral clings to the steeply plunging walls as schools of fish and sharks cruise by. With good air consumption and water conditions, you can circumnavigate the entire reef.

The southernmost dive site of Tiran, Gordon Reef has slightly calmer waters. The corroded Panamanian cargo ship Loullia, which wrecked on the reef in 1981, is beached at its northern end, but divers are usually dropped on the southern section, which teems with cornetfish, bannerfish, goatfish and Napoleon wrasse. Manta rays, eagle rays, whitetip reef sharks and potato groupers often swim past.
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SEA-ING RED

Discover even more of the Red Sea’s huge host of marine life on a dive or snorkel trip from Hurghada or Marsa Alam on the Egyptian mainland.




Tiran Takeover

At the gateway to the Gulf of Aqaba, the two small uninhabited islands of Sanafir and Tiran hold immense strategic importance, overseeing maritime traffic to Israel and Jordan. Under Egyptian administration for decades, the islands were given by Egyptian President Abdel Fattah El Sisi to Saudi Arabia in 2016, a move deeply unpopular with Egyptians that set off public protests.

Years later, the full transfer remains incomplete, said to be held up by Sisi in exchange for economic aid. Saudi Arabia wants to develop the islands for tourism, and for now, diving in the waters surrounding the islands remains unaffected. Going ashore is still not permitted.



WHERE TO STAY IN SHARM EL SHEIKH

Four Seasons

The height of secluded luxury. Huge rooms blend modern design with lattice woodwork and bronze fixtures. $$$

Reef Oasis Blue Bay

The elevated infinity pool and dive centre at Far Garden reef will lure you out of the room. $$$

Ras Katy Sunset Views

Three-room self-catering villa high above the water on its namesake headland in the quiet Hadaba area. $$

Mövenpick

Whitewashed hotel on a calm curve of Na’ama Bay; private beaches, spa, pool and on-site horse stables. $$$

Umbi Sharks Bay Diving Village

Bedouin-owned spot with basic rooms; feels delightfully local and laid-back. $$

Meraki Resort

Adults-only hotel with an Ibiza-party ethos and sleek white and gold rooms made for Instagram. $$$


The Desert Goes Green?

In November 2022 Sharm El Sheikh hosted the UN’s Climate Change Conference (COP27), and in preparation, the city cleaned up its act, planting trees, resurfacing bike lanes and upgrading a pedestrian promenade along busy Peace Rd.

But was Sharm’s show of sustainability just a smoke screen? Many resorts tout their eco-friendly practices while stocking single-use toiletries. Posters show routes for electric buses, but they’ve been shipped to Cairo. Baddel, a bike-sharing scheme, might be up and running, but we saw only two cycles in the whole city and couldn’t get the app to work with Egyptian or international phone numbers.

Even if Sharm appears to have taken a step back post-COP, perhaps at least the seed has been planted.



Snorkelling the Sea

FISH OF ALL STRIPES

You don’t have to get scuba certified to enjoy the underwater aquarium in the sea around Sharm El Sheikh. With just a mask and snorkel, you can visit many of Sharm’s excellent shallower sites and see the colourful marine jungle and all the beautiful creatures that call it home. Many spots along the coast have vertical wall reefs, so flora and fauna abound even near the surface. Some snorkelling sites can be accessed from the beach, while others are best visited by boat. Many dive centres, resorts and hotels run boat trips for snorkellers, either in combination with groups of divers or smaller Zodiacs for snorkellers only. Be mindful that some sites can have strong currents.

In northern Sharm, the shallow coral gardens of Ras Nasrani and Ras Bob are a treat for snorkellers, who are sure to spot peacefully gliding butterflyfish and other reef species. White Knight has a snorkelling area that’s sheltered from waves and currents. Sharks Bay has a snorkelling spot at the reef along Umbi Sharks Bay Diving Village. On the plus side, it’s easily accessible from the beach; however, it’s not as impressive as other locations, and the water can be crowded and murky.

Just north of Na’ama Bay, the multiple dive sites of the Gardens are great for snorkelling, as the magnificent coral wall begins right below the jetty.

On Sharm’s southern stretch, Tower is a gorgeous spot that’s rich in reef fish, including neon parrotfish. Fans of colourful coral should seek out Pinky’s Wall, named for the many bursts of raspberry-hued alcyonarians. The vibrant landscape of Paradise has alternating stretches of coral gardens and sandy bottoms for a diverse cast of critters. Laid-back restaurants and cafes line the beaches near Ras Umm Sid and Temple, making these spots good choices if you’re not staying at a hotel that’s laid claim to a stretch of sand (you will still pay at least LE50 per person to use the beaches here, though). Ras Katy has a snorkelling area and coral columns that rise nearly to the surface.

Nearby Ras Mohammed National Park also has prime spots for snorkelling. Arrange a visit through your hotel. Boats leave from the marina in southern Sharm.
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WHERE TO STAY IN SHARM EL SHEIKH

Novotel

Choose the livelier Na’ama Bay side or the ‘Palm’ wing with pools and colourfully blooming grounds. $$

Rixos Adults Only

‘Ultra all-inclusive’ resort with seven pools, nine bars and a recommended sushi restaurant (plus eight other options). $$$

Camel Dive Club

Chilled-out Na’ama Bay hub for divers and budget travellers; quiet rooms surround a courtyard pool. $$

Cleopatra Luxury Resort

A firm family favourite with a kids’ club, two shallow pools for younger swimmers and outdoor playground. $$$

Fayrouz Resort

This Na’ama Bay property shows its age, but the bungalow-style rooms can’t be found anywhere else. $$$

Steigenberger Alcazar

Grand lobby, huge pool and well-manicured grounds at the furthest reaches of Nabq’s development. $$$

Sands of Sharm

LIFE’S A BEACH

If the call of the sunlounger is stronger than that of the sea, the beaches of Sharm have thousands of seats where you can kick back and relax. Most resorts have beach access – either their own stretch of waterfront or by agreement with another resort. Check when booking, including the specific name or ‘wing’ of the hotel. If the property uses phrasing like ‘palm’ or ‘aquarium’ in the name instead of ‘beach’, the room rate is cheaper, but you could be a 15-minute walk from the sea once you navigate your way through the maze of the resort and potentially across major roads. Ras Katy, Hadaba, El Fanar and Ras Umm Sid in southern Sharm sit atop a lofty perch (‘ras’ means headland in Arabic), meaning that the shore either isn’t accessible at all or requires clambering up and down extremely steep stairs. Satellite view on Google Maps is a good way to check.

Nearly all hotels allow day access on their beaches for a small fee (usually around LE100 per person), as do the cafes and restaurants around El Fanar.


Accommodation Advice

The most important decision – or perhaps the only one besides how many desserts to get at the buffet – is where to stay. Sharm has hundreds of hotels, mostly spread long and thin along 30km of coast.

At the southern end, Hadaba is a quieter residential neighbourhood with villa rentals and self-catering properties removed from the action but good for groups and longer-term stays. Hotels on Na’ama Bay curl around a sideways smile of sand that slopes down to snorkelling sites. Restaurants and bars are a short walk away should you decline the all-inclusive package. Sharks Bay feels less crowded and built-up. Nabq is the latest stage of development, with few amenities outside the resort gates.



On the Water

WHATEVER FLOATS YOUR BOAT

If you’re travelling with little ones or would rather see underwater without getting wet, hotels arrange a number of waterborne excursions with no bathing suit required. Glass-bottom boats head off for coral-viewing sessions several times a day, while the Royal Sea Scope boat has an observation deck a few metres below the water line.

Resorts also organise short parasailing, banana boating, water skiing, wakeboarding and tubing trips. Windsurfers and kitesurfers flock to the northern reaches of Nabq, where the reef separates a calm lagoon from the open sea, making it ideal for beginners.


Day Trips to Cairo, Jerusalem & Jordan

Companies in Sharm El Sheikh offer a mind-boggling array of local tours, as well as day trips to Cairo, Jerusalem and Petra by bus and plane. While it’s tempting to squeeze in some of the region’s most famous cities and archaeological sites, these whirlwind trips are not worth it. You’ll spend most of your time in transit with only cursory visits to the places you signed up to see.

Even tours to Cairo can be problematic. The road between Sharm and the capital has several security checkpoints, which can turn a theoretically six-hour one-way drive into 10 hours or more. Some operators offer flights instead, but consider the environmental impact.



Cultural Charms of Sharm

MUSEUM, MOSQUE AND MARKET

While the rest of Egypt packs in a heaping helping of history, Sharm El Sheikh is light on cultural sights, despite being one of the country’s major arrival points for travellers.

Opened in 2020, the Sharm El Sheikh Museum is the only antiquities museum in Sinai, and its three halls of artefacts do a decent job of curating Egypt’s staggering amount of heritage into a digestible visit. Highlights include mosaic-floored Greek baths from Alexandria, 19th-century royal jewellery from the family of Muhammad Ali and two cedar-wood boats of Senusret III (r 1878–1839 BCE), which are thought to have carried the pharaoh’s body down the Nile during his funeral. Don’t miss descending into the ‘tomb’ of Princess Maatkare to view her nested coffin set painted with spells from the Book of the Dead.

About 10km southwest of the museum, the fantastical Al Sahaba Mosque has welcomed worshippers only since 2017, but it fuses historic Fatimid, Mamluk and Ottoman architectural styles into a Disney-esque display of huge central domes, golden accents and swirling brickwork up the 70m-tall minarets. Entrance to the mosque’s interior (which is unfortunately not as impressive as the exterior) is at the whim of the guardians. All visitors must dress modestly, covering their knees and shoulders. Scantily clad social media influencers are regularly shooed from the stairs.
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The mosque is at the heart of Sharm Old Market, which, despite its name, is a small scrubbed-up grid of wide shopping streets. Stores line up cheek by jowl and sell standard tourist tat, plus luxury handbags, sunglasses and beach essentials. Smoking sticks of incense perfume the streets. The area really comes to life after sunset, when touts offer camel rides to strolling families and tourists weighed with shopping bags and ice-cream cones. Fish restaurants west of the mosque put the catch of the day on ice out front and charge by weight.
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Near the airport, Soho Square is an even more modern shopping hub, with a Culturama centre that plays a film of Egyptian history, plus family-friendly dancing fountains, an ice-skating rink and a bowling alley. An array of top-end restaurants dish up international cuisine to those abiding by the smart-casual dress code (no flip-flops), while more laid-back cafes and bars show football matches on TV and offer a spot to wind down with shisha and a few drinks.


BEST DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

Farsha Mountain Lounge

If an antiques shop got seasick down the side of a hill, Farsha might be the result. A jumble of knickknacks surrounds low seating at precariously perched intervals. At night, lanterns glow orange, and the air is filled with chilled-out music and shisha smoke.

Camel Bar & Rooftop

Low-key place to start off the evening, especially for divers looking to swap stories from down under.

Pacha

The hub of Sharm’s nightlife, with DJs and a heaving dance floor.




SINAI-ONLY VISA

If you are visiting south Sinai and won’t be going to mainland Egypt, you can get a Sinai-only visa.



WHERE TO EAT IN SHARM EL SHEIKH

Fairuz

Huge menu of delicious Lebanese mezze and Middle Eastern favourites served on an alfresco terrace. $$$

Rangoli

Beloved Indian restaurant at the Mövenpick; snag a balcony table for sublime sunset views. $$$

El Fanar

Snack on pasta and pizza before stepping down the stairs to snorkel at Ras Umm Sid. $$

Il Punto

It’s worth heading a few kilometres inland for the wonderfully fresh pasta and friendly service. $$

Fares Seafood

A Sharm institution for good-value seafood; pick your poisson from the selection on ice out front. $$

Sala Thai

Romantic spot made from hand-carved wood with authentic curries and considerate service. Mind the dress code. $$$


Getting Around

Not many people move around Sharm, instead opting to stay cocooned at a resort for the duration of their stay. Taxis are the fastest way to get around, but they drive a hard bargain – expect to be quoted a ridiculous price before negotiations begin. Hotels can also arrange taxis, albeit at inflated rates. Rideshare service London Cab Egypt (londoncabegypt.com) makes a good alternative, though the app is sometimes buggy. Microbuses regularly ply the main roads and charge LE5. Arrange airport transfers through your accommodation.






Beyond Sharm El Sheikh
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Egypt’s first national park preserves a barren coastline of extraordinary beauty, the crown jewel of the Red Sea.


At the southernmost tip of the triangular Sinai Peninsula, Ras Mohammed National Park is a paradise for underwater adventurers in search of shipwrecks, schools of fish, and soft and hard coral on reefs that are up to two million years old. Established in 1983, the national park – named by local fishers for a cliff that resembles a man’s profile – protects both the land and the sea and is one of Egypt’s sustainability success stories. The International Union for the Conservation of Nature includes RMNP on its Green List, noting that live coral cover in some areas is an impressive 90%, with an average of more than 65%, compared with 20% to 30% outside the reserve.
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TOP TIP

All visitors must bring their passports to enter the park. The entry fee is US$5 or that day’s equivalent in Egyptian pounds.




Bedding Down at Bedawi

Ras Mohammed National Park is visited almost exclusively by day-trippers, but staying overnight is a soul-soothing balm. If you’re not a hardcore camper who packed a tent and supplies, eco-minded Bedawi makes it possible to experience Ras Mohammed’s stark, visceral beauty at its best – after everyone else has left.

This sustainable outfit has set up camp with canvas tents, a composting toilet and a communal Bedouin-style space on a prime slice of Ras Mohammed shore, meaning you can get first crack at early-morning snorkelling in crystal-clear waters and linger long enough to stargaze and drink tea around the fire. Bedawi can also organise dives and tours of the park’s land-based sights.



Reefs of Ras Mohammed

SNORKELLING AND DIVING THE GLORIOUS GARDENS

The Red Sea is the equivalent of an immense underwater rainforest that’s home to more than 250 species of corals, 8% of which are found nowhere else in the world. Enticed by the prospect of marvelling at some of the world’s most spectacular marine ecosystems, more than 150,000 visitors come to Ras Mohammed each year. Most, if not all, of the 1200-some species of fish – with discoveries still being made – can be seen in the park’s waters, including sought-after pelagics, such as hammerheads, manta rays and whale sharks.

Because of strong currents, some dive centres require beginners to go with personal guides.

RMNP has seven dive sites, some of which are also accessible for snorkellers. Off the south lip of the deep bay of Marsa Bareika, Ras Za’atar is a drift dive along a series of chimneys and a wall reef of colourful soft corals and black coral trees. To the south, Jackfish Alley has two caves filled with shoaling glassfish and pierced by stunning beams of light. Snorkellers often visit nearby Eel Garden (accessible by boat or land), filled with endemic eels that can grow up to 80cm and pop out of the sandy slope to catch plankton.

Shark Observatory is a stellar dive site where you drift along a coral wall and gaze into the blue to spot pelagic predators and hawksbill turtles. The 50m-high clifftop above the water also has a lookout point for landlubbers.

The two-for-one special of Shark and Yolanda Reef is one of the most famous dives in the Red Sea. Strong currents push divers past a balcony plateau called Anemone City, along sheer coral walls, through vast schools of fish and eventually to the remains of the Yolanda, a Cypriot merchant ship that hit the reef and sank in 1980 while carrying British-made toilets and bathtubs, a favourite photo stop.

Shipwrecks in the Straits of Gubal

GOING DOWN WITH THE SHIP

With an average depth of just 80m, the Gulf of Suez is surprisingly shallow, which has had dire consequences for some historic carriers that now lie on the seabed.

The most famous shipwreck here is the Thistlegorm, one of the top wreck dives in the world. This 126m-long British cargo ship was on its way to Alexandria carrying supplies to restock the British army during World War II when it was bombed by German aircraft and sank. Jacques Cousteau discovered the wreck in 1955 but didn’t reveal its whereabouts, and it was forgotten for four decades. Experienced divers can explore the Thistlegorm’s cargo of armaments and vehicles, including Bren gun carriers, motorbikes, Bedford trucks and jeeps.
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About 11km west of Ras Mohammed, the Dunraven, a British steamer, ploughed into the reef, caught fire and sank in 1876 on its journey between India and England. Today, the upside-down cave-like wreck is encrusted in coral and home to groupers, goatfish and pipefish.

Other diveable wrecks include four sunken ships around the half-submerged reef of Abu Nuhas, which date from 1869 to 1983 (a fifth, the Olden, sank in 1987 but has not been rediscovered beyond its anchor at 50m), and the coal-carrying Kingston at Shag Rock, which sank in 1881 en route to Yemen.

Dive centres in Sharm often make day trips to the Thistlegorm and Dunraven, but it’s a long journey. For more time at the sites and a quieter experience, book a liveaboard.
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Security in sinai

Sinai’s unique position between cultures and continents means it’s always struggled with security concerns. Travellers are sure to notice the excessive number of roadside security stops, passport checks, and the under-car inspections, metal detectors and X-ray machines needed to enter hotels. Nearly every activity requires advance permission and yet another copy of your ID.

Foreign governments advise against travel to North Sinai, but some warnings have trickled into South Sinai. Advisories vary considerably: the US State Department warns against all travel to Sinai, except arriving in Sharm El Sheikh by air, while the UK’s FCDO puts all tourist zones in green.

The majority of travellers to South Sinai enjoy their visit without incident. Read your embassy’s advice for updates.




Getting Around

Most visitors to Ras Mohammed National Park arrive on prearranged tours from Sharm El Sheikh or Dahab. All boats leave from the Wataneya Marina in southern Sharm – boats do not travel all the way from Dahab. Some operators also run overland tours that take in the mangroves and desert scenery above water.





DAHAB
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The antithesis of Sharm in nearly every way, low-key and laid-back Dahab is the Middle East’s prime beach town for independent travellers. In just a few decades, it’s undergone a startling transformation from dusty beach-hut outpost to a spruced-up hipster village that now attracts more nomads of the digital sort than the Bedouin kind (though goats and sheep are still herded through the streets). This change has brought a great diversity to Dahab, with an impressive range of restaurants and coffee shops for such a tiny town, though it’s come at the expense of local flavour.

Reeled in by its mellow ambience, many travellers plan to spend a few nights and end up staying for weeks. Most are here to dive or simply do nothing. Much of the town is delightfully walkable, and a cafe-lined pedestrian path traces the curve of the coastline for a few kilometres.
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ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

1 Blue Hole

2 Canyon

3 Eel Garden

4 Gabr El Bint

5 Lagoon

6 Lighthouse

7 The Islands

8 Wadi Gnai

SLEEPING

9 Elite Residence

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

see 6 Mojo Cowork Café




TOP TIP

Dahab’s beaches are rocky rather than sandy, so if your suitcase has space, pack water shoes for the spiky shoreline. Some accommodation options, such as Dar Dahab, offer complimentary pairs for guests to borrow during their stay.



Diving Dahab

INTO THE DEPTHS

All of Dahab’s sights are underwater, and the rocky coastline leads onto the reef. Most dives in Dahab are from the shore instead of by boat. It’s worth having an advanced diving qualification – or getting one while you’re here – because the most interesting spots are below 18m.

The most famous – or infamous – dive site in Dahab is the Blue Hole. This gaping sinkhole drops 130m and is linked to the open sea via a 26m-long tunnel with a ceiling depth of 52m. It’s seen a number of fatal accidents, and a sobering wall of memorial plaques at the entrance to the site remembers divers who have lost their lives here. Despite its reputation, the Blue Hole is safe for those who don’t push their limits. It’s a common training spot for technical divers and is popular with snorkellers, even though its sheer walls have few corals or fish. The biggest appeal for divers is entering at the Bells, a narrow breach in the reef table where you descend through a semi-enclosed chimney. Exit the hollow and drift by coral-covered walls, anemones and sponges before arriving at a saddle with a coral garden that leads to the Blue Hole. It costs US$10 (or that day’s equivalent in Egyptian pounds) to enter this protected area, and the dusty road is lined with basic cafes.
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The Blue Hole is often combined with a dive at the Canyon, a gorgeous and popular site that contains a 30m-deep and narrow trench that runs perpendicular to the reef shelf. It’s home to prolific hard and soft corals and schools of glassfish.

The starkly beautiful Ras Abu Gallum Protectorate, which contains the Blue Hole, covers 500 sq km of coastline between Dahab and Nuweiba, mixing coastal mountains, narrow valleys, sand dunes and fine-gravel beaches with several diving and snorkelling sites. Scientists describe the area as a ‘floristic frontier’, where Mediterranean conditions are influenced by a tropical climate. With its 165 plant species (including 44 found nowhere else in Sinai) and wealth of mammals and reptiles, this environmentally important area is a fascinating place to visit.

The shores of Dahab town also have several diving and snorkelling sites accessible simply by walking through the cafes that line the bay. On the northern end, Eel Garden takes its name from the countless garden eels that carpet the seafloor. Other highlights include huge coral boulders and dense congregations of barracudas. The sloping reef at Lighthouse, the house reef of Red Sea Relax and close to a number of other dive centres, is home to a bounty of parrotfish, lionfish, bream and sometimes octopus. A profusion of coral towers pokes skyward from the depths. Lighthouse is Dahab’s main night-diving site.

South of Dahab, The Islands is an underwater Alice in Wonderland–esque site with an outstanding labyrinthine topography of pools, coral alleyways and valleys. Gabr El Bint, 25km south of Dahab, features a dramatic seascape highlighted by a 60m wall cut by numerous chasms, faults and sandy ravines. If you access the site by land instead of by boat, the journey combines a 4WD trip and a Bedouin-led camel convoy, which takes a full day and includes multiple dives at this site, which is divided into northern and southern sections.
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BEST DIVE CENTRES

Red Sea Relax Dive Centre

Long-standing five-star PADI centre with an excellent reputation. Offers courses of all levels taught by caring and careful instructors.

Big Blue Dive Centre

Popular and friendly PADI shop with a good reputation and well-maintained equipment.

Dive Urge

Commendable environmental credentials include no more than four divers per dive and daily dive litter clean-ups.

Nesima Dive Centre

A reputable club with welcoming instructors who teach a range of courses in a variety of languages.



WHERE TO STAY IN DAHAB

Red Sea Relax Resort

No-frills but spacious rooms wrapped around a central pool near the sea; excellent dive centre. $$

Elite Residence

Self-catering flats with fast internet; affable host Mahmoud makes fish barbecue dinners on the roof terrace. $$

Dar Dahab

Chic beachfront guesthouse with a gorgeous interior and furniture made from natural materials. $$$


WHY I LOVE DAHAB
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Lauren Keith, writer

You might say that relaxing isn’t my forte – I’m a completionist who has to see it all, even if it means rushing around trying to cram everything in, for most the polar opposite of a holiday. After a history-packed trip along the Nile a few years ago, I thought I’d do more, so I booked a bus ticket to Dahab. The atmosphere immediately felt different, unhurried and unbothered. What do you do when there’s nothing to do? I spent my time falling in love with the colours. Dahab means ‘gold’ in Arabic, but I’m still starstruck by the hazy purple mountains across the Red Sea and utterly green with envy at those who get this view every day.



WHERE TO STAY IN DAHAB

Malakot Mountain Oasis

Eco-lodges in scenic Wadi Gnai, 15km from Dahab. Delicious Bedouin food and a healing sweat lodge. $

Sindbad Camp

Chilled-out traditional Bedouin beach camp with a welcoming atmosphere in the heart of the Lighthouse area. $

Coral Coast

Rooms get mixed reviews, but the wellbeing centre and yoga sessions get it all back in alignment. $$

Acacia

Great waterside breakfasts; night owls love the regular electronic dance sessions from Cosmic Nomads. $$

Eldorado

Oozes playful style; enjoy top-notch pizzas and a proper patch of sandy beach with loungers. $$

Le Meridien Dahab Resort

A touch of Sharm in Dahab – a rare international chain in seclusion south of the lagoon. $$$

Windy Waves & On the Rocks

ADRENALINE ADVENTURES

Guarded by a hook-like tongue of sand, Dahab’s lagoon area is a prime spot for learning to windsurf and kitesurf. It’s sheltered from waves, but the wind blows consistently from the north, especially during the warmer months. A handful of schools line the bay for beginners to get set up and out on the water.

Inland during the cooler months (generally October to April), rock climbers get to grips with the crags and boulders of the desert. The main spot for rocks and rappelling is in the granite cliffs of Wadi Gnai, about a 20-minute drive from Dahab. The valley has more than 40 routes for various skill levels.


BEST PLACES TO EAT

Zanooba Slow Cooking

Gloriously creative vegetarian and meat dishes cooked for hours in a rich stew; order before 1pm via WhatsApp. $$$

Abo Ahmed

Cheap, filling and vegetarian ta’amiyya (Egyptian falafel), fuul (fava bean paste), fries, egg and fried cauliflower packaged in a pita. $

Vegan Lab

Organic international dishes (Beyond burgers, chocolate-chip pancakes, poke bowls) served in a hip space. $$$

Seaweed Sushi Bar

Impressively good sushi spot that wouldn’t be out of place in a town many times Dahab’s size. $$$



Dahab for Digital Nomads

CONNECTING WITH THE LAPTOP BRIGADE

Coastal Dahab has a boho allure unlike any other town in Egypt. The standard tourist hustle so pronounced elsewhere in the country fades significantly, and it’s easy for travellers to take a deep breath and relax into the groove. Its beachy location and laid-back attitude have made Dahab a draw for digital nomads and remote workers, who lug their laptops to the bayside cafes covered in colourful rugs and the glut of coffee shops serving European-style brews along the pedestrianised promenade.

While Bali it is not, Dahab ticks many of the boxes that characterise a remote-working hub. Year-round sunny skies, instant access to the beach, low prices, reasonable proximity to an international airport (in Sharm El Sheikh) and thrilling outdoor activities make the stock image of a remote worker on the beach a reality, as you sandwich meetings and spreadsheets between diving and rock-climbing lessons. Dahab has long had a New Age hippy vibe, but the uptick in digital nomads has brought out full-moon parties, yoga studios and all-vegan eateries.

The one drawback in Dahab, as in Egypt generally, is the shockingly poor internet speeds, and the option to tether from your phone doesn’t always work with tourist SIM cards. Elite Residence, which rents comfortable kitchen-equipped flats a short walk from the beach and promenade, has perhaps the fastest internet we’ve encountered in Egypt, plus a gorgeous roof terrace with a brightly coloured Bedouin tent and views of the surrounding mountains. Mojo Cowork Cafe is the only dedicated coworking space in Dahab, though it doesn’t offer anywhere with complete privacy for taking calls. Find out the latest from a number of Facebook communities, such as Dahab Digital Nomads and Dahab Rentals.
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BEST CAFES & BREAKFAST SPOTS

Ralph’s German Bakery

Dahab’s top stop for breakfast, brunch, coffee and croissants, with two locations in its growing empire. $$

Schoenemanns Café

Healthy brunch in a bright setting near the beach. $$

Shanti

Sink into a deep armchair for the best espresso coffee in Dahab. Don’t be surprised if someone at the next table is giving a tarot reading. $$

Tim’s Munch

Globetrotting breakfast platters of maple pancakes, shakshouka, Lebanese sausages cooked in pomegranate molasses, and a traditional Egyptian plate. $$




Getting Around

The main area of Dahab is small enough to get around on foot, and a communal-feeling pedestrian promenade traces the shoreline. For places further afield, pickup-truck taxis ply the main roads.






Beyond Dahab
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Hiking paths traverse barren mountains and wind-sculpted canyons, while blissed-out beach camps offer respite after time on the trail.


As the sun rises and falls over the soaring mountains outside of Dahab, the rocks and desert landscapes turn shades of pink, ochre and lilac. Bedouin wander through the wilderness, and travelling by camel or on foot is the best – or only – way to go, with much of the terrain too rocky even for a 4WD. Against this backdrop, some of the most sacred events in recorded human history are said to have taken place, immortalising Sinai in the annals of Christianity, Islam and Judaism.

Where the peaks peter off near the Red Sea coast, low-key camps stake claims in the sand along the stretch of road around Nuweiba and up to the border with Israel.
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TOP TIP

St Katherine’s Monastery has limited opening hours (9am to 11.30am Monday to Thursday and Saturday) and is closed on Greek Orthodox holidays.



In Awe of St Katherine’s Monastery

HOLY HIDEAWAY

Tucked into a sandy valley among lofty peaks, the ancient St Katherine’s Monastery traces its founding to about 330 CE, when Byzantine empress Helena had a small chapel and a fortified refuge for local hermits built beside what was believed to be the burning bush from which God spoke to Moses. Today St Katherine’s is considered the oldest continually functioning monastic community in the world, and religious observance – not tourism – is the priority here.

Inside the walled compound, the ornately decorated 6th-century Church of the Transfiguration has a nave flanked by massive marble columns and walls covered in richly gilded icons and paintings. At the church’s eastern end, a gilded 17th-century iconostasis separates the nave from the sanctuary and the apse, where St Katherine’s remains are interred (off-limits for visitors). High in the apse above the altar is one of the monastery’s most stunning artistic treasures, the 6th-century mosaic of the Transfiguration, although it can be difficult to see it past the chandeliers and the iconostasis. To the left of and below the altar is the monastery’s holiest area, the Chapel of the Burning Bush, which is not accessible to the public.

Growing around the back of the church is thought to be a descendant of the original burning bush in the monastery compound. Up the stairs on the southern side of the walled area, the Monastery Museum displays many artistic treasures. More than half of the world’s surviving Byzantine icons are housed here, and cases contain precious chalices, gold and silver crosses, and ancient manuscripts.
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Seeing Sunrise from Mt Sinai

PILGRIMAGE TO THE PEAK

Known locally as Gebel Musa (Mt Moses), Mt Sinai is revered by Christians, Muslims and Jews, all of whom believe that God delivered his 10 Commandments to Moses at its peak. The most popular way to visit is on a predawn hike to the summit, soaking in the scene and then returning to base for the opening of St Katherine’s Monastery at 9am. All hikers must go with a Bedouin guide.

The well-defined Camel Trail is the easiest route to the top, ascending gently over a series of long switchbacks. To save your legs (or tire different muscles), hire a camel at the base from one of the many Bedouin men offering their services (about LE650). Several kiosks on the route ensure you have enough fuel in the form of water, tea, coffee and sugary snacks to reach the finish line. The Camel Trail ends at a cafe near the plateau of Elijah’s Basin, where the prophet Elijah is said to have heard the voice of God, and then the real penitence begins. A series of 750 steep, rocky and uneven steps march to the top, where the congregation perches on the rocks to welcome the day. Settle in and take a deep breath. The journey to the top is a little under 5km and takes about three hours one way.

A small chapel and mosque take up some of the real estate at the summit – they are often locked but sometimes open to visitors. Peek through the chapel keyhole to see the frescoes. Under the mosque is a small cave where it’s said that Moses spent 40 days and 40 nights.

Wear sturdy shoes and bring plenty of water, a torch and warm layers – even in summer, it can be cold and windy at the summit. Another option is to walk up for sunset when the peak rarely sees more than a handful of hikers.

The Camel Trail isn’t the only way to the top, but security concerns and the whims of government officials can close other trails indefinitely and at short notice. On our visit, the Camel Trail was the only option to the summit. Occasional alternatives include the taxing 3750 Steps of Repentance, laid by one monk as a form of penance, and the Wadi Al Arbain Trail, which threads up the neighbouring mountain of Gebel Safsafa and takes in more historical sites.

For the most memorable experience, arrange a trip with Wilderness Ventures Egypt (wilderness-ventures-egypt.com). Salem or one of the other delightful Bedouin guides from the Jabaleya tribe takes you to Elijah’s Basin and sets up camp, where you might be the only visitor enjoying delicious meals and tales around the fire before conquering the steps up to the summit the next morning.


Monastery Visits

For centuries, St Katherine’s Monastery has been visited by pilgrims from around the world, many of whom braved extraordinarily difficult and dangerous journeys to reach the remote and isolated site. Today a paved access road has removed the hazards that used to accompany a trip here, and the monastery has become a popular day trip from Sharm El Sheikh and Dahab. The road from the coast and the path to the monastery have numerous security checkpoints and passport stops.

As St Katherine’s is a still functioning monastery, opening hours are restricted, and modest dress is required. No one wearing shorts is permitted to enter, and women must cover their shoulders.



WHERE TO STAY IN ST KATHERINE’S VILLAGE

Monastery Guesthouse

You can’t get any closer to St Katherine’s Monastery than these well-kept if slightly austere rooms. $$

Desert Fox Camp

Basic rooms amid olive-tree groves; chill in the Bedouin tent or communal fireplace room after trekking. $

Sheikh Mousa Bedouin Camp

Large ensuite rooms plus smaller spaces with shared facilities; arranges village tours, mountain treks and more. $


Great Transfiguration Project

Newly paved roads, half-built hotels and the lights switched on at the airport: the village of St Katherine is in the midst of a massive transformation. The scheme, dubbed the Great Transfiguration Project, is planting olive trees, building bike lanes and adding accommodation options in the hopes of attracting more visitors. The monastery’s library, which houses one of the biggest collections of manuscripts in the world, is also undergoing restoration.

The project promises closer links between the coast, where tourists to Sinai spend the vast majority of their visit, and the mountains. But as travellers today will notice, the biggest headache of visiting St Katherine’s isn’t the lack of options, but the hulking security apparatus that makes logistics a pain.



Hiking the Valleys Around St Katherine

MOVING MOUNTAINS

Mt Sinai might be the most famous peak around St Katherine’s, but South Sinai’s high mountain region puts out a siren call for adventurous types.

These mountains, once volcanic, have striking layers and veins of black basalt and sandstone that glow orange in the setting sun. Paths wind through quiet valleys of tranquil pools, and hikers scramble above waterfalls past unexpectedly lush gardens growing almonds, pomegranates, olives, quince, plums and figs. Aromatic herbs like sage, rosemary and thyme burst to life along the route, giving the sense that you’re walking through a spice market. Caves built by hermits and ruins of storage posts from the Nabataeans, the ancient civilisation that had its HQ at the famous site of Petra in modern-day Jordan, hint at the centuries-long importance of the footsteps you’re following.

A long but popular circuit travels through some of Sinai’s most dramatically beautiful scenery of high passes and lush valleys to the crystal-clear icy waters of Galt El Azraq, taking four to five days from the village. Shorter options include mountain climbs that take in history and heights. Reaching the summit of Gebel Katarina (Mt Katherine), Egypt’s highest peak at 2642m, requires about five hours along a straightforward but taxing trail. The views from the top are breathtaking, and the panorama includes the mountains of Saudi Arabia on a clear day. Crowning the top of Gebel Abbas Basha are the 18th-century ruins of an unfinished Swiss-style sanatorium that the namesake Ottoman ruler hoped would cure him.

Bedouin guides are required for all routes, and their knowledge of the flora, fauna and footpaths is unparalleled. Wilderness Ventures Egypt puts together wonderful bespoke itineraries based on your interests and abilities, or you can make arrangements at your accommodation in St Katherine’s village.
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Nuweiba Beach Break

CAMPS ON THE COAST

If Dahab, population 15,000, feels too like too much, Egypt’s last bastion of traditional beach camps chills out along the Red Sea shore between Nuweiba and the Israeli border. Ideal for those who want to seriously veg out, this region is all about back-to-basics beach living where lazing in a hammock is still the de rigueur activity.

The coastline of some 40km has dozens of camps, each with its own atmosphere, from family-friendly to fragrant with cannabis. These camps are essentially self-contained spots with little else nearby. If you tire of slothing on the sand, many can organise desert treks.

Opened in 1986, Basata is one of Egypt’s eco-pioneers with a strict sustainability ethos. It’s set between hikeable hills and a beautiful snorkelling reef. Travellers gather around communal tables to meet fellow guests and tuck into meals heavy with organic produce and ethically sourced fish. It’s the only place we’ve come across in the country with discounted rates for solo female travellers.

Adorable Al Magarra (‘the galaxy’ in English) has 18 simple but thoughtful huts named after planets, solar systems and other cosmic monikers. Low windows allow you to stare at the sea without leaving bed. The fantastic Beirut restaurant is deservedly popular, and you can dine directly on the sandy beach of Ras Shitan, one of the best in the area.

The town of Nuweiba isn’t much of a looker. Stretching over 15km, it lacks a defined centre or cohesive ambience and functions primarily as a port for the ferry to Jordan. Both the port and city areas are litter-strewn and have an air of serious neglect, which is a shame because with a little sprucing up, it could easily be the mellow beach-camp paradise that Dahab was a decade ago. Likewise, Taba, the town at the Egypt–Israel border, offers few worthy distractions for overland travellers.

North of Basata, Castle Zaman is a must-do diversion for foodies. Billing itself as the only slow-food restaurant in the region, Zaman dishes up roasted meats (veal, lamb, beef ribs, fish) with sides of molokhiyya (garlicky jute mallow soup), rice, salads and stunning Red Sea views from its elevated perch. Advance reservations are required.
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Unleash Your Inner Artist at Dar Jan

Run by passionate couple Gihan and Khaled, Dar Jan is a 3.5 hectare organic farm and art space offering accommodation, yoga and workshops on pottery, painting, calligraphy, off-grid living, sustainable building and much more. It’s the only artsy endeavour of its kind in Sinai and a perfect dose of entrepreneurship and creativity to counteract the big-box resort experiences elsewhere on the coast. Courses are taught by artists and specialists in their fields and aim to encourage and channel participants’ expression and free thinking. Dar Jan also puts on cooking classes for budding chefs to fix up a brunch or dinner spread using fresh ingredients from the farm.



WHAT TO PACK

Comfortable Walking Boots

Most paths are rock or gravel.

Hat, Sunglasses, Sunblock

The valleys offer some shade, but the Sinai sun can be fierce.

Water-purification Tablets

Unless you trust drinking from the springs.

Warm Layers

The nights can get chilly. Frost and even snow are common in winter.

Sleeping Bag

If you didn’t have space in your suitcase, check with your hike organiser.

Toilet Paper

You might pass or stay overnight at Bedouin encampments with basic long-drop toilets (no running water).


Taking the Ferry to Jordan

AB Maritime (abmaritime.com.jo) runs ferries from Nuweiba and Taba to Aqaba, Jordan’s only town on its short section of Red Sea coast. Few tourists use these services, and the timetables are rarely adhered to. Heavy thunderstorms, rough seas and power outages can postpone journeys for days, though a delay of a few hours is more typical. Keep your onward plans flexible.

The ‘regular ferry’ from Nuweiba runs daily at noon, arriving in Aqaba at 4.30pm, while the ‘touristic boat’ from Taba leaves at 1.30pm five days a week (not Mondays or Wednesdays) and gets to Aqaba an hour later – theoretically.

Most nationalities are entitled to receive a free Jordanian visa upon arrival in Aqaba.



Hiking Wadi Weshwashi & Coloured Canyon

DESERT SURPRISES

If you’re ready for a break from the laziness of the coast and want to stretch your legs, the hour-long hike to Wadi Weshwashi is a sampling of what the desert has to offer. This mostly flat walk winds along the valley floor on sand or loose gravel past soaring sandstone and basalt mountains, ending at a stepped series of pools. While the hike to the pools isn’t challenging, if you want to reach the upper watering holes, you’ll need decent upper-body strength and scrambling skills to pull yourself up the rocks, ropes and makeshift ladders. Bring your bathing suit and water shoes. Though the wadi is in a protected area, litter and the scent of urine can be pervasive around the lowest pool. The uppermost pool, with opaque emerald-green waters, is the most photogenic but less visited because of the difficulty of the climb.

Further into the mountains, striking Coloured Canyon derives its name from the layers of bright, multicoloured sandstone that resemble the strokes of a painter’s brush on its steep walls. Narrow, churning slot canyons lead the way and have a few sections that might be tricky for some visitors.

A Bedouin guide is required. Tour operators in Dahab run tours to both locations, though Coloured Canyon isn’t always open to them. To guarantee a visit, sign up for a day’s hike along the start of the Sinai Trail.


The Bedouin of Sinai

The Sinai Peninsula is home to a number of Bedouin tribes, and thanks to centuries of living in harsh desert conditions, the Bedouin have developed a sophisticated understanding of their environment. However, Sinai’s original inhabitants have often been left behind in the race to build up the ‘Red Sea Riviera’. Claims of mistreatment by police, the loss of traditional lands, pollution of fishing areas and insensitive tourism have contributed to the sense of marginalisation and unrest.

Throughout the world – and especially in Egypt – tourism has the power to shape the destinies of communities. Travellers can help limit negative effects by seeking out Bedouin-owned businesses, buying locally and staying informed of prevalent issues.



Trekking the Sinai Trail

EGYPT’S FIRST LONG-DISTANCE HIKE

Progressing from the Red Sea coast’s sandy plains and narrow canyons into the rugged mountain heartland of the peninsula, the Sinai Trail packs unforgettable scenery and stories into its 550km that mirror the upside-down-triangle shape of the peninsula. Organised by a cooperative of Bedouin, the trail passes through the territories of eight tribes – Tarabin, Muzeina, Jabeleya, Awlad Said, Garasha, Sowalha, Hamada and Alegat – and guarantees an up-close experience of the desert steeped in local culture.

The full thru-hike is an epic 52-day adventure, but travellers with less time can embark on shorter itineraries customised to how long they have to spend en route and the types of landscapes they want to encounter. Though you can begin your walk in various locations, the original starting point of the trail is on the Ras Shitan coast near Nuweiba, passing (but not going to) the pools at Wadi Weshwashi. The first day’s hike ends shortly after walking through the mesmerising palette of colourful sandstone at Coloured Canyon.

Geographically, the hike is divided into four sections, though the segments can be hiked in either direction from multiple start points. The eastern side of the triangle (from Ras Shitan to Ein Kidd and Ein Kidd to St Katherine) passes through low deserts, verdant oases and winding valleys, and climbs some larger mountains. The western part (from St Katherine to Serabit El Khadem) presents loftier challenges as it summits Sinai’s tallest peaks, requiring scrambling and walking on less-developed paths. The northern stretch (Serabit El Khadem to Ras Shitan) runs through Sinai’s great sand desert to a Pharaonic temple surrounded by ancient turquoise mines. The Sinai Trail’s website (sinaitrail.net) is a comprehensive resource of information and has a map of the route to help you get started on your hiking plans.

While the Sinai Trail is a more recent initiative (opening in 2015), the paths are generations-old Bedouin routes that have been linked together in a circuit. Bedouin serve as guides and storytellers along the entire route, giving this hike a rich cultural component that allows an insight into the traditional lifestyles of Sinai. For the tribes themselves, the trail offers a small but sustainable economy, creating jobs and other opportunities. It’s a vital initiative in a region where the Bedouin communities have often been sidelined in Sinai’s tourism scene.
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MUSALLEM ABU FARAAJ
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Musallem Abu Faraaj, a member of the Tarabin Bedouin tribe, is one of the original developers of the Sinai Trail. Here he shares his favourite places to hike in the area.

I love to hike the first part of the Sinai Trail, taking several days from the beach at Nuweiba to Ain Khudra. This is my area. This is where I like to do all of my hiking. It starts on the Sinai Trail, but it’s a different hike, a Sinai Bedouin branch trail. It’s going above the top of the mountains for five days, where you can see this beautiful view of the sea. I can never get bored of the mountains.




Getting Around

Sinai’s northeastern coast and the interior mountains cover a large area. While a few buses operate along the major roads, most travellers find it easier and more convenient to organise transport through camps, trip operators or private taxis.







TOOLKIT


The chapters in this section cover the most important topics you’ll need to know about in Egypt. They’re full of nuts-and-bolts information and valuable insights to help you understand and navigate Egypt and get the most out of your trip.
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Arriving


Egypt is well connected by air to the rest of the world. Cairo International Airport is Egypt’s main entry point, followed by Hurghada Airport, Sharm El Sheikh International Airport and Marsa Alam, which are served by some European airlines. Luxor Airport receives a handful of international direct flights.
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Border Crossings

Few tourists (with the exception of Israelis) arrive in Egypt by land. The Taba border crossing in South Sinai is the only entry/exit point between Egypt and Israel, and the Qustul border crossing is the most common entry/exit point between Egypt and Sudan.




Visas

Visas are required for all foreigners, except some Arab nationals. E-visas can be purchased from the official government website (visa2egypt.gov.eg). Visas can also be purchased – in US dollars, euros or British pounds – on arrival at approved bank kiosks within the arrival halls, before reaching immigration.




SIM Cards

Egypt’s mobile phone network has good coverage in urban areas. Prepaid 4G SIM cards from Vodafone, the largest network provider, are the cheapest way of using your phone and are available at the airport and most kiosks. Passport ID required.




Wi-Fi

Free wi-fi is available at most hotels, although the quality of service is variable and often weak. Many cafes in Cairo, and tourist centres such as Luxor and Dahab, also have free wi-fi. For guaranteed internet access, it’s best to get a SIM card with data.



Public transport from airport to city centre
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South Sinai-Only Visas

If you are visiting the resort towns on the Gulf of Aqaba coast and won’t be going to mainland Egypt, you can stay in Sinai for 14 days without buying an Egyptian visa. The Sinai-only visa allows travellers to visit Sharm El Sheikh, Dahab, Nuweiba, Taba and St Katherine, but you cannot go to Ras Mohammed National Park.

The Sinai-only visa is available at the airport in Sharm El Sheikh and the Egypt–Israel border crossing at Taba. If you arrive at Taba and plan to visit mainland Egypt, you must purchase a visa online in advance or at an Egyptian embassy abroad.






Getting Around


Transport in Egypt is fairly efficient and very reasonably priced. Although flying is quickest over long distances, trains, buses, taxis and private car hire with a driver can get you to more places.




TRAVEL COSTS

Flight from Cairo to Aswan
US$65–80

Cairo–Aswan sleeper train
US$80

Cairo–Alexandria by VIP train
US$25

Car & driver hire
US$20–40 per day



Air

EgyptAir is the main domestic carrier. Nile Air also flies between Cairo and the main centres, though it has fewer services. No alcohol is served on board. When booking online, switch your home country to Egypt to get the cheapest fare offers.

Boat

There are plenty of cruise ships and traditional riverboats plying the Nile between Luxor and Aswan, ranging from midrange to five-star luxury experiences. The main centre for organising felucca (Egyptian sailing boat) trips is Aswan.
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TIP

Uber and Careem operate in Cairo, Alexandria and Hurghada. They cost around the same as local taxis.



Watania Sleeping Trains

The private company Watania Sleeping Trains, also known as Ernst, runs sleeper services from Cairo to Luxor and Aswan. Reservations must be made before 6pm on the day of departure, or ideally a few days ahead. Compartments comprise two-bed sleepers where the seats convert to a bed and an upper bunk folds down. Clean linen, pillows and blankets are provided. Shared toilets are generally clean and have toilet paper. Two serviceable airline-style meals (dinner and breakfast) are served in the compartments. A steward serves drinks, and there’s a club car.
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DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the right.

In cities, whoever is in front has right of way. In the countryside, watch out for people and livestock on the road.
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The speed limit outside towns is 70km/h to 90km/h, and 100km/h on major highways.




Bus

You can reach almost anywhere in Egypt on a bus. Delays are common later in the day, particularly when departing Cairo in city traffic. Go Bus, We Go and Superjet have a wide network and newer buses with air-con and no-smoking policies. Hang on to your ticket and carry your passport in case of ID checks.




Train

The best option for travelling between Cairo and Alexandria, Luxor and Aswan. The two varieties of express train – Special, the most modern, and Spanish – both have air-con, assigned seats and meal service. For schedules and tickets, consult the Egyptian Railways website (enr.gov.eg).




Car Hire & Taxis

Hiring your own car isn’t common. Driving in Cairo is a crazy affair, and there are security issues in the Eastern and Western Desert. An alternative is hiring a private car with a driver or a taxi for a whole day. Hotels will recommend trusted drivers; taxis can be found everywhere and are inexpensive and efficient.








Money

CURRENCY: EGYPTIAN POUND (LE, EGP)
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Credit Cards


Cash is generally king in Egypt, although major cards are accepted in midrange and high-end restaurants and hotels, and large shops. In remote areas they remain useless. If using a card, always choose to be charged in local currency to avoid mark-ups and check your policy to make sure there aren’t high international transaction fees.

ATMs


Cash machines are common in main cities, but harder to find (or inoperable) in Middle Egypt and th eoases, so load up with cash before going somewhere remote. Most ATMs have a withdrawal limit o fLE6000. Banque Misr, Banque du Caire, CIB, Egyptian American Bank and HSBC have the most reliable ATMs.

Tipping

Always keep small change as baksheesh is expected everywhere. When in doubt, tip.

Cafes & bathroom attendants LE5 to LE10

Tourist site guards & mosque attendants LE5 to LE20

Restaurants For good service 10%; in smart places 15%.

Metered taxis Top up the fare by 5% extra.


HOW MUCH FOR…

a falafel sandwich
LE20

a Cairo–Luxor 1st-class train ticket
US$20–30

two sit-down meals
LE120

a flight from Cairo to Luxor
US$60–80



How to… Save Some Money

Students can get discounts on museum and site entry fees with an International Student Identity Card (ISIC). Some travellers have also been able to get the discount with HI cards and Eurail cards. Head to Egyptian Student Travel Services in Cairo to get an ISIC. You’ll need a university ID card, a photocopy of your passport and one passport photo. Cards can also be bought online. Beware counterfeit operations in Downtown Cairo.
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LOCAL TIP

There is a severe shortage of small change, which is invaluable for tips, taxi fares and more. Withdraw odd amounts from ATMs to avoid a stack of LE200 notes, hoard small bills and break big bills at fancier establishments.




The Art of Bargaining

Haggling is essentially a kind of scaled pricing: it can be a discount for people who have more time than money, but if your time is valuable, then you’re expected to pay more. Before engaging, check fixed-price stores first, decide a budget, then express a casual interest. You’re never under any obligation to buy – but you shouldn’t initiate bargaining on something you don’t want, and you shouldn’t back out of an agreed-upon price. The ‘best’ price isn’t necessarily the cheapest – it’s one that you and the seller are happy with.








Accommodation

Budget Hotels

Competition among budget hotels in Cairo, Luxor and Aswan is fierce, which keeps standards at a reasonable level. Air-con is also an option, sometimes at an extra charge. Places catering to backpackers often have lounges with satellite TV and internet access. Some hostels recognise the HI card, but they are generally noisy and rooms are segregated.

Camps & Eco-Lodges

Egypt has some great-value rustic lodges, beach and desert camps. Marsa Alam, Marsa Nakari and Marsa Shagra on the Red Sea coast, the Nuweiba–Taba highway, where you’ll find Basata Eco-Lodge, and Dahab in Sinai feature some great back-to-basics camps. In Siwa, Forest Camp Simple, Bahariya and Badry Sahara Camp stand out, as do Heissa and Eco Nubia Lodge in Aswan.

Resorts

Red Sea and Sharm El Sheikh resorts typically offer all-inclusive rates. Booking well in advance can yield major discounts, as can booking off season (September to May). High-end resorts are also opening at Sidi Abdel Rahman. Rates rise by 50% or more in summer. Those seeking independent resorts should head to Marsa Alam, Marsa Shagra, Al Quseir, El Gouna, Dahab and Nuweiba.


HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN...

a budget hotel
US$30 or less

an independent hotel
US$70–120

a package resort room
US$65–70



Midrange Hotels

Midrange options are surprisingly limited, particularly in Cairo and Alexandria, where investment is channelled into top-end chains. Even if you typically travel in this price bracket, consider budget operations as well – some can be dramatically nicer for half the price. Rates often rise by 10% during the feasts of Eid Al Fitr and Eid Al Adha.
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AIRBNB & ILLEGAL HOTELS

Prior to the pandemic, in 2018 Airbnb recorded a 134% growth in short-term rentals in Egypt. That said, Egypt’s home-sharing sector is unregulated and traveller complaints are rife. Given the millions of jobs dependent on the tourism sector, the platform threatens people’s livelihoods as it undercuts hotels. The lack of insurance and basic safety standards will also leave you at risk. Illegal hotels are an issue in Giza and among some of the cheaper hotels in Aswan and Luxor. Avoid paying for rooms upfront.
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International Brands

After South Africa, Egypt has the largest number of international hotel brands in Africa. Amenities are usually extensive and prices are stratospherically high for Egypt. Expect many more to come as Egypt plans to add some 30,000 new hotel rooms in 2023. Marriott, Hilton and Accor are the biggest brands. Mövenpick and Steinberger are reliable and more affordable.








Family Travel


Egypt is a thrilling destination for children, full of fantastical ancient monuments and exciting experiences such as camel rides, felucca trips and tomb exploration. The incredibly warm welcome towards children and babies can smooth over many of the small practical hassles you may encounter.



Attitudes

What Egypt lacks in child-friendly facilities, infrastructure and specialised activities, it more than makes up for in its doting attitude to small children and families. In all but the finest restaurants, waiters are delighted to see kids and are happy to accommodate their needs. By adolescence, separation of the sexes is more typical, so teens should abide by grown-up etiquette when meeting Egyptians of their age.

Facilities

• Don’t expect car seats (or even seatbelts) in taxis or private cars.

• Keep kids away from stray animals.

• In resort towns and cities formula is available, as are disposable nappies.

• Check in advance if you need a cot in your hotel room.


Eating Out

Hygiene in food preparation can be inconsistent, so be prepared for stomach problems. Rehydration salts are readily available and can be a life-saver. Check that juices and salads are prepared with bottled water. High chairs are available in better restaurants.




Sights & Activities

Egypt suits kids old enough to engage with the epic history and adventurous activities. Before departing its worth getting imaginations fired up. Look for books like the Percy Jackson Chronicles, play games, and watch films like Death on the Nile. On the ground, there are few family concessions, but dozens of well-priced packages are available.




KID-FRIENDLY PICKS

Cairo Although a sensory overload, Cairo has pyramids, an exotic souq, and cool food tours for older kids.

Luxor Sure there are world-famous temples and tombs, but there’s also hot-air ballooning and horse-riding.

Southern Nile Valley Straight out of a picture book: this valley offers temples, camels and old-time boat rides.

Western Desert Children will love oasis life where they can roll down sand dunes, find fossils and sleep in a tent.

Red Sea Coast Beaches galore with exciting diving courses, snorkelling trips and kid-friendly resorts.



Safety tips

Make sure children are up to date with routine vaccinations.

Stock up your first-aid kit, pack good sun hats (or parasols for infants) and don’t skimp on the sunscreen or rehydration salts.

For infants, you’ll want a sling or back carrier – strollers will get you nowhere. Bring your own car seat if travelling by car.

If you’re travelling in the desert or on a boat between December and March, bring warm sweaters and even woolly hats to tackle chilly nights and early mornings.

It’s nearly always worth paying a little extra money for better standards of cleanliness and safety in both hotels and restaurants.
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Accessible Travel


Although there are an estimated 12 million Egyptians with disabilities, the country is not well equipped for affected travellers. That said, there is no reason why intrepid travellers with disabilities shouldn’t visit Egypt so long as you make your needs known upfront. In general, you’ll find locals willing to assist with any difficulties.



Street Level

Kerb heights range anywhere from 10cm to 30cm and present a real challenge for wheelchair users. Ramps are nonexistent and most public institutions and facilities don’t have lifts. You’ll need to plan ahead carefully.


Airport

Cairo, Luxor, Sharm El Sheikh, Hurghada and Aswan airports all offer airport assistance. You need to notify the airline or your tour operator 48 hours in advance and arrive at the airport three hours before departure.




Accommodation

Accessible guest rooms are more likely to be found at international chain hotels such as Hilton, Marriott and Accor. However, with no accessible building standards in Egypt, it’s important to check everything from door width to shower/tub set-up and bed height before booking.



MUSEUMS

Efforts are being made to make Egypt’s museums more accessible. Cairo's National Museum of Egyptian Civilisation and the Graeco-Roman Museum in Alexandria are accessible, as are the main museums in Luxor, Hurghada and Aswan.

Archaeological Sites

Most monuments remain very tricky to navigate despite the installation of ramps and pathways. Limited access is possible at the Pyramids of Giza, and the temples of Karnak, Hatshepsut, Edfu and Abu Simbel. Tombs in the Valley of the Kings are off-limits to wheelchair users; sites in Sinai are remote and inaccessible.


RESOURCES

Arab Organisation of Persons with Disabilities (AOPD; internationaldisabilityalliance.org) An independent nonprofit founded in Cairo, aimed at promoting the rights of people with disabilities.

Helm Egypt (helmegypt.org) A nonprofit organisation that promotes the inclusion of people with disabilities in all walks of life.



Red Sea Resorts

Many Red Sea resorts cater for travellers with mobility issues, with ramps and handrails, wheelchair-friendly beaches and even facilities for divers with disabilities. Camel Dive Club & Hotel in Sharm El Sheikh is a standout.


Taxis

Londoncabegypt.com is a division of Sixt Rent a Car. It has a fleet of wheelchair-accessible TX4 black cabs fitted with a wheelchair access ramp, and all drivers speak English. Book online or through their app.



NILE CRUISING

Responsible Travel (responsibletravel.com) offers an eight-day wheelchair-accessible cruise. After visiting the pyramids and Egyptian museum in Cairo, guests transfer to Luxor where they tour Karnak Temple before boarding the boat. They then spend four nights floating down the Nile to Aswan, taking in Edfu and Kom Ombo temples.






Health & Safe Travel

INSURANCE

Travel insurance is highly recommended, particularly coverage of adventure activities and emergency evacuation. Also see your doctor and dentist before travelling. Consider registering with the International Association for Medical Assistance to Travellers (iamat.org) for a list of reputable doctors. The best health care in Egypt is private and you may be asked if you have insurance before being admitted for treatment.
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Vaccines

No vaccines are required for Egypt, but it is recommended to check you are up to date with vaccinations against hepatitis A and B and typhoid, which must be administered at least two weeks before travel, as well as measles, tetanus and rabies (if travelling to remote locations). Check iatatravelcentre.com for updated information about Covid-related travel requirements.

Medical Services

Private and university hospitals have good standards, but Egypt’s entire health-care system is over-burdened. For non-emergency care, Cairo is well supplied with private clinics. Be prepared to pay upfront for treatment, with a consultation costing around US$50. For minor illnesses, consult a pharmacist first. They are well trained, speak English and can dispense all kinds of medication.


AIR QUALITY

Pollution is a problem in Cairo and Alexandria. People with respiratory problems should keep inhalers to hand.



Food Poisoning

A bout of food poisoning (bacterial diarrhoea) is common. The best cure is rest and fluids (ask for Rehydran oral rehydration salts). Stomach disinfectants like Antinal (nifuroxazide) and Cipro (ciprofloxacin) are available and recommended above Immodium (loperamide), which only treats the symptoms rather than the cause. If symptoms persist more than 72 hours or are accompanied by fever, consult a doctor.


DRINKING WATER

Always use bottled water for drinking and for brushing your teeth. Wash your hands before eating. And ensure you drink enough water during the day. Bottled water is cheap and readily available, although filtered water bottles such as Lifestraw and Grayl can help reduce plastic waste. Unfortunately, filtered water isn’t available for refilling water bottles, but you could consider using iodine or Steripen tablets.



Schistosomiasis (Bilharzia)

This is an infection of the bowel and bladder caused by a freshwater fluke. It is contracted through the skin. Avoid swimming in slow-moving parts of the Nile. Travellers do swim in the Nile on dahabiyya (houseboat) trips and in Aswan, but always in places where the current is fast moving.


WOMEN TRAVELLERS

Lots of women travel solo in Egypt, and most have a great time. Travelling alone as a female, though, is unfathomable to many Egyptians, so expect a lot of attention. Unfortunately, Egypt has a bad reputation for sexual harassment. In a 2013 UN survey, a staggering 99.3% of Egyptian women had been harassed. For the most part, this presents as wearying amounts of cat-calling, leering or being followed, and minor groping in crowded spaces. However, attitudes are slowly changing. Sexual harassment was made a criminal offence in Egypt in June 2014. This is a huge leap forward in recognising a problem that has been brushed under the carpet for decades.



Heat Exhaustion

This is common. Symptoms include headache, dizziness and tiredness and can progress to vomiting if untreated. Drink liquids (ideally sports drinks or water with rehydrating salts) before you’re thirsty and wear a hat. A more serious affliction is heatstroke, which occurs when the body’s heat-regulating mechanism breaks down. If untreated it can be fatal. Rapid cooling with ice and water, plus intravenous fluid replacement, is required.

TEMPERATURES

Highest temperature Kharga Oasis 50.3°C

Lowest temperature Siwa Oasis 1.2°C

Average summer temperature 32°C

Average winter temperature 14°C

Crime & Safety

Egypt is generally a very safe country. Locals have too much to lose by stealing in a country where thieving from guests is particularly frowned upon. Punishments are harsh and, with unemployment so high, most Egyptians will not risk losing their job. Still, take normal street-smart precautions such as being vigilant of bag snatchers, avoiding dark empty streets at night and securing valuables in a hotel safe or locked bag.

Terrorism

The Governorate of North Sinai has been off-limits to travellers for years because of the increased risk of terrorism. These attacks are often aimed at Egyptian security forces, government targets and religious sites, but attacks against tourists have occurred. In 2015 a Russian passenger plane over North Sinai was bombed, killing all 224 on board. Roadside explosions near the Pyramids of Giza killed and injured tourists in 2018 and 2019.

LGBTIQ+ TRAVELLERS

Egypt is a conservative society that increasingly condemns homosexuality. Although homosexuality is technically not a crime, homosexual acts in public are, and gay men have been prosecuted under morality laws. Although there is a very underground social scene in Cairo and Alexandria, accessing it as a foreigner is risky. Use of LGBTIQ+ dating apps while here is not recommended and public displays of affection should be avoided. Most midrange and top-end accommodation will have no problem with a same-sex couple requesting a double room, but it’s advisable to steer clear of the budget accommodation.






Food, Drink & Nightlife


When to Eat

Egyptians eat a standard three meals a day. For most people breakfast consists of bread and cheese, olives or a fried egg at home, or a fuul (fava bean paste) sandwich on the run to work.

Lunch is the day’s main meal, taken from 2pm, but more likely around 3pm or 4pm when everyone’s home from work and school.

At night, Egyptians usually dine late, around 10pm, particularly in summer.



Where to Eat & Drink

Restaurants Range from smart hotel dining, where booking ahead is essential, to canteen-style budget restaurants serving Egyptian favourites. European-style dishes can be hit and miss at budget establishments and most don’t serve alcohol.

Cafes Usually open for most of the day and night. They serve drinks and shisha, no food.

Street food A huge part of the Egyptian food scene serving fresh staples at local prices.
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MENU DECODER

A’aish baladi Traditional bread. Locals use it in lieu of cutlery.

Fuul A fava bean paste.

Mezze Hot and cold small plates to start the meal.

Hummus Mashed chickpeas with lemon, garlic and tahini.

Tahini A paste of sesame seeds with oil, garlic and lemon.

Kibbeh Fried patty of bulgur wheat stuffed with minced lamb.

Ta’maya Fava bean falafel.

Tabbouleh Middle Eastern salad made of bulgur wheat, parsley and tomato.

Molokhiyya Soup made of shredded green leaves and garlic.

Koshary A mix of spaghetti, noodles, rice, lentils and chickpeas.

Hamam mahshi Stuffed pigeon

Kofta Spiced minced lamb or beef meatballs, skewered and grilled.

Kebab Flame-grilled chunks of meat, normally lamb (the chicken equivalent is called shish tawooq).



Regional Variations

When in Alexandria, along the Red Sea and in Sinai, you’ll find a marvellous array of fresh seafood. Local favourites are kalamaari (squid), balti (fish that are about 15cm long, flattish and grey with a light belly) and the larger, tastier bouri (mullet). You’ll also commonly find sea bass, sea bream, red mullet, bluefish, sole and subeit or gambari (shrimp) on restaurant menus. The Red Sea is famous for its spiny lobsters, while the tilapia from Lake Nasser is a delight. The most popular ways to cook fish are to grill them over coals or fry them in olive oil.

Egyptian Copts are also very fond of fesikh, sun-dried, salted and fermented grey mullet, traditionally eaten during the springtime Sham An Nessim festival. Shops selling fesikh are recognisable by the smell; the flavour is an acquired taste.


HOW MUCH FOR A…

cup of Turkish coffee
LE20–25

fuul sandwich
LE15–25

shawarma wrap
LE50–60

McDonald’s burger
LE80

midrange meal for two
LE150–250

local beer
LE40

bottle of wine in a restaurant
LE250–600



How to… Hang in Ahwa

The coffeehouse, known as ahwa (the Arabic word for coffee is now synonymous with the place in which it’s drunk), is an Egyptian social institution. Traditionally ahwas have been all-male preserves, but it’s now common to see young, mixed-sex groups of Egyptians in ahwas, especially in Cairo and Alexandria. The ahwa is a relaxed place where regulars go every day to sip a glass of tea, meet friends, talk about politics, play backgammon or wind down for the night.

Arabic ahwa (coffee) is a powerful Turkish-style brew served in small cups. You’ll want to specify how much sugar you want: ahwa mazboot is a moderate amount, ahwa saada is without sugar, and ahwa ziyada (extra sweet) will may make your teeth fall out. Traditionally you can tell your future from the coffee mud left at the bottom.

Another popular feature of coffeehouses is the shisha water pipe. Most people opt for traditional tobacco soaked in apple juice (tuffah), but in trendier places it’s possible to order strawberry, melon, cherry or mixed-fruit flavours. A decorated glass pipe filled with water will be brought, hot coals will be placed in it and you will be given a disposable plastic mouthpiece to slip over the pipe’s stem. To keep the coals hot, simply take a puff every now and then.
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Shisha

Although there is less nicotine (0.05%) in shisha pipe tobacco than there is in cigarettes (0.95%), the amount smoked in a session is much higher. Thus, an hour of smoking shisha is equivalent to 10 cigarettes.




Ramadan

Travelling in Egypt during the month of Ramadan, when observant Muslims abstain from all food and drink (including water) during daylight hours, affords visitors a unique insight into local culture, although it does present some challenges.

Most restaurants that serve Egyptians are closed during the day (less so in tourist towns), and the only reliable place to eat is in hotels – the same goes for finding alcohol of any kind. Don’t plan on taking desert tours, as guides will not want to venture far. Shop owners get cranky as the day wears on, and tend to shut by 2.30pm or so, so do your bargaining early. Avoid taking taxis close to sundown, as everyone wants to get home to their families.

Once night falls and everyone has nibbled on the customary dates, Egyptians regain their energy. Restaurants reopen and lay out a lavish fast-breaking feast called iftar (reserve ahead at high-end places). The streets are decked with glowing lanterns and thronged with families. The goal is to stay up – or at least catnap and get up again – for the sohour, another big meal just before dawn. In Cairo and Alexandria, there’s a whole circuit of sohour scenes, from the funkiest fuul vendors trotting out their best spreads to chic waterside pavilions with DJs –think after-party, but with food.

The best way to cope is to keep sightseeing expectations low, don’t eat in front of Muslims and take a long nap in the afternoon. Then accept any invitation to join the feast.








Responsible Travel

Climate Change & Travel

It’s impossible to ignore the impact we have when travelling, and the importance of making changes where we can. Lonely Planet urges all travellers to engage with their travel carbon footprint. There are many carbon calculators online that allow travellers to estimate the carbon emissions generated by their journey; try resurgence.org/resources/carbon-calculator.html. Many airlines and booking sites offer travellers the option of offsetting the impact of greenhouse gas emissions by contributing to climate-friendly initiatives around the world. We continue to offset the carbon footprint of all Lonely Planet staff travel, while recognising this is a mitigation more than a solution.

Go Local

Tourism is vital to the Egyptian economy. Thus, spending your money at locally owned guesthouses, restaurants and shops, and engaging Egyptian tour operators, is the most responsible thing you can do.

Tread Carefully

Mass tourism threatens ancient monuments. Be aware and don’t be tempted to tip guards to use your flash in tombs. Don’t clamber over pillars and statues. And don’t touch painted reliefs.

Protected Areas

Egypt currently has 30 ‘Protected Areas’ in a bid to preserve the incredible biodiversity in the country, which ranges from river islands and underwater coral reefs to desert ecosystems. Check out ecoegypt.org for a list of them.

Ras Mohammed National Park

Ras Mohammed is one of the best marine reserves in the world, encompassing an 850 sq km fossilised coral headland that is home to over 1000 species of fish.


Those seeking a responsible diving experience in the Red Sea should check out Marsa Shagra, Marsa Nakari and Wadi Lahami (redsea-divingsafari.com). They run a PADI programme called Dive Against Debris clean-ups. Also look out for Green Fin dive centres.




Although Egypt is well networked with flights covering the distances between Cairo, Luxor, Aswan and Abu Simbel, most of them take less than 1½ hours. Consider taking the train, bus or sleeper train to lower your carbon footprint.



A Bellies En-Route (belliesenroute.com) food tour is a Cairo highlight, while Karim Serrie and Rasha Aggag know the Alexandrian food scene inside out. Marsam Hotel in Luxor showcases country cooking.
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In the 2022 Sustainable Development Report, Egypt ranked seventh out of 20 Arab countries, fourth out of 47 African countries and 87th globally out of 163 countries.

Bird Watching

Egypt sits on a major migration route for soaring birds. Lake Nasser, Aswan, the wetlands of the Nile, Fayoum oasis and Ras Mohammed National Park are major birding spots. Winter and spring are the best seasons.

Animal Welfare

Animal welfare is an issue in Egypt and tourists will observe overworked animals everywhere. Avoid any activities with animals that appear skeletal or listless. Luxor Stables is a standout for its good practice.


Camp out in the White Desert National Park and marvel at its white chalk formations and unspoilt view of the Milky Way.




Fair Trade Egypt (@fairtradeegypt) is Egypt’s first certified fair-trade shop showcasing hundreds of local crafts and products.




Esna

Sustainable tourism initiative VISIT Esna is invested in restoring historic sites and using local guides to get tourists better engaged in the culture and crafts of the Nile-side town of Esna.
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RESOURCES

redsea-project.com Offers certified divers the opportunity to participate in projects such as sea turtle surveys.
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hepca.com Dedicated to conserving the Red Sea’s reefs through public awareness and community action.
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ace-egypt.org.uk Luxor-based charity providing free veterinary care and education.
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Nile Cruising


Cruising the world’s longest river, admiring the beauty of the stunning Nile Valley set within an otherwise barren desert landscape, and visiting Egypt’s extraordinary ancient monuments, all add up to a once-in-a-lifetime experience. Here are some tips on how to get the best trip out of this fabulous journey.
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ITINERARIES & SIGHTS

Large cruisers stick to rigid itineraries on the Luxor–Aswan route. Days are spent visiting monuments and relaxing on deck. By night there is entertainment: cocktails, dancing and fancy-dress parties.

Feluccas and dahabiyyas determine their own schedules and can stop at small islands or antiquities sites. Because they use sail power, a greater proportion of time is spent in motion. Night-time entertainment is typically stargazing, leisurely dinners and impromptu music from the crew.

Luxor

Luxor, the start or end of your journey, has some of Egypt’s most famous ancient monuments from the New Kingdom. Most cruises only cover the bare minimum, so if you are interested in Luxor’s sights, book an extra day or two here.

Luxor to Aswan

This most famous stretch of the river has stunning architecture and scenes of great natural beauty. All cruisers stop at the temples of Edfu and Kom Ombo. Dahabiyyas also stop at Esna, Al Kab and Gebel Silsila.

Aswan

Aswan is the picturesque end of the popular Luxor–Aswan cruise. Most itineraries include visits (by car) to the Temple of Isis on Philae Island, the High Dam, and the Unfinished Obelisk at the end of the cruise. Some offer an optional excursion (by plane) to Abu Simbel.

Lake Nasser

Because so few cruisers operate on Lake Nasser, moorings are never crowded and monuments – with the exception of the Temple of Ramses II at Abu Simbel – are not busy. Itineraries are three nights/four days from Aswan to Abu Simbel, or four nights/five days from Abu Simbel to Aswan.


CRUISING TIPS

When to travel Summer (June to August) is the cheapest season due to extreme heat. Christmas and Easter are busy and expensive. Spring and autumn are ideal.

Where to start Most cruises starting from Luxor are a day longer than those starting from Aswan.

Cabin choice On cruisers, avoid the lowest deck as the banks of the Nile are high.

Sailing time Large cruisers cover distances quickly and cruise times are often only four hours per day.



WHICH CRUISE IS BEST FOR YOU?

Best for adventure A felucca from Aswan to Kom Ombo or Edfu.

Made for romantics Luxury dahabiyyas will transport you to the romance of 19th-century travel.

Most popular route The stretch between Luxor and Aswan is the prettiest stretch of river.

Far from thecCrowds Lake Nasser offers dramatic empty landscapes and boat safaris combining cruising and trekking.






Nuts & Bolts

ETIQUETTE

Sacred ground Remove shoes before entering a mosque.

Touching Couples should avoid public displays of affection.

Feet Don’t show the soles of your feet; it’s considered disrespectful.

Hands Eat with your right hand; the left hand is used for ablutions.

Ramadan Don’t eat or drink in public during the fasting month of Ramadan.

Public Toilets

Few public toilets exist, but you can use the facilities in a restaurant or hotel. Toilet paper is seldom in stalls – an attendant will provide it, for a tip (LE5). Do not flush paper – deposit it in the bin next to the toilet.

Public Holidays

Businesses and government offices also close on major Islamic holidays.

New Year’s Day 1 January

Coptic Christmas 7 January

Revolution Day 25 January

Sham An Nessim March/April

Sinai Liberation Day 25 April

May Day 1 May

Revolution Day 23 July

Armed Forces Day 6 October


Smoking

Smoking is common in restaurants and bars, and there are few nonsmoking facilities.

Alcohol

In Egypt the legal drinking age is 21. Drinking in public spaces (eg parks) is prohibited.




GOOD TO KNOW

Time Zone
GMT/UTC + 2hr

Country Code
20

Emergency Number (Ambulance)
123

Population
109.3 million



ISLAMIC CALENDAR

Moulid An Nabi The birthday of the Prophet Muhammad.

Eid Al Fitr (Feast of Fast-Breaking) The end of Ramadan; a three-day feast.

Eid Al Adha (Feast of the Sacrifice) Commemorates Ibrahim’s sacrifice with the slaughter of a sheep. The holiday lasts four days.

Ras As Sana (New Year’s Day) A national day off.

Electricity
220V/50Hz
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Language


Arabic is the official language of Egypt. Note that there are significant differences between the MSA (Modern Standard Arabic) – the official lingua franca of the Arab world – and the colloquial language, ie the everyday spoken variety of a particular region.



Basics

Hello. أهلا. ah·lan

Goodbye. مع السلامة. ma’ sa·la·ma

Yes. أيوة. ai·wa

No. لأ. la’

Please. لو سماحت. law sa·maht (m) 	لو سمحتي. law sa·mah·tee (f)

Thank you. شكرًًًا. shu·kran

Excuse me. عن إزنك. ’an ’iz·nak (m) 	عن إزنِك. ’an ’iz·nik (f)

Sorry. متأسف. mu·ta·’as·if (m)	متأسفة. mu·ta·’a·si·fa (f)

What’s your name? 	إسمَك أيه؟ is·mak ay (m)	إسمِك أيه؟ is·mik ay (f)

My name is … إسمي ... is·mee ...

Do you speak English? 	بتتكلم/بتتكلمي bi·tit·ka·lim/			bi·tit·ka·lim·ee 	إنجليزي؟ in·gi·lee·zee (m/f)

I don’t understand. 	مش فاهم. mish fa·him (m) 	مش فهمة. mish fah·ma (f)





Signs

Entrance مدخل

Exit خروج

Open مفتوح

Closed مغلق

Information إستعلامات

Prohibited ممنوع

Toilets دورة الميّة

Men رجال

Women سيّدات


NUMBERS

1 ۱

واحد wa·hid

2 ٢

إثنين it·nayn

3 ٣

ثلاثة ta·la·ta

4 ٤

أربعة ar·ba’

5 ٥

خمسة kham·sa

6 ٦

ستة si·ta

7 ٧

سبعة sa·ba·’a

8 ٨

ثمانية ta·man·ya

9 ٩

تسعة ti·sa’·a

10 ۱٠

عشرة ’a·sha·ra



Directions

Where’s (the market)?

فين السوق؟. fayn is·soo’

What’s the address?

العنوان أيه؟. il·’un·wan ay

Could you please write it down?

ممكن تكتبه؟ mum·kin tik·ti·booh (m)

ممكن تكتبيه؟ mum·kin tik·ti·beeh (f)

Can you show me (on the map)?

ممكن تورّيني (على الخريطة)؟ mum·kin ti·wa·ree·nee (’al il·kha·ree·ta)





Time

What time is it? الساعة كم؟ is·sa·’a kam

It’s (two) o’clock. (الساعة (إثنين. is·sa·’a (it·nayn)

Half past (10). الساعة (إثنين) و نص. is·sa·’a (it·nayn) wi nus

morning الصبح. is·subh

afternoon الظهر. ba’d·duhr

evening بالليل. bi·layl

yesterday إمبارح. im·ba·rih

tomorrow بكرة. buk·ra





Emergencies

Help! إلحقني! il·ha’·nee

Go away! إمشي! im·shee

I’m sick. أنا عيّان. a·na ay·an (m) أنا عيّانة. a·na ay·an·a (f)

Call ...! إتصل ب …! i·tas·al bi …

 a doctor دكتور duk·toor (m) دكتورة duk·too·ra (f)

	the police البوليس il·bu·lees





Eating & Drinking

What would you recommend?

تقترح أيه؟. tik·tar·ah ey

What’s the local speciality? الأطباق المحلية أيه؟ il at·baa’ il ma·ha·lee·ya ay


DONATIONS TO ENGLISH

Many words originated from Arabic – alchemy, alcove, caravan, ghoul, giraffe, jar, kohl, safari, zero




Lingua Franca


With around 110 million people, Egypt has one of the largest single-country populations in the Arab world. Even so, Egypt’s cultural and linguistic influence far outweighs its size. Because Cairo has been the centre of Arab broadcasting and film, the city has an unrivalled cultural domination in the Arab world, and also, more significantly, within Egypt. Cairo (often referred to by the same word in Arabic as Egypt, Masr) is a city synonymous with a country, a reflection of the effect the Cairene metropolis has had at both regional and local levels.

In the rest of the Arab world, rare is the community that has never heard Cairene (Egyptian) Arabic dialect in a soap opera or radio broadcast. As a result of this cultural saturation, Cairene Arabic is the closest Arabs have to a colloquial lingua franca. Although there are regional variations within Egyptian Arabic, primarily between the north and the south, Cairene Arabic is spoken throughout the country and understood throughout the Arab world.



Ancient origins

The ancient Egyptians were a Hamito-Semitic race, which meant that their language was related to the Semitic language family, including Arabic, Hebrew and Aramaic, as well as the languages of East Africa (Amharic and Galla). Coptic, the language of Christian Egyptians, was an amalgam of Greek and ancient Pharaonic languages. A few words survive from this earlier time, mostly in the form of place names and in the Coptic calendar, which is still used by farmers throughout the country. Coptic was almost entirely supplanted by Arabic after the Muslim conquest of Egypt in 639.

 

Who speaks Arabic?

Arabic is an official language of 23 countries in the Arab world, including Algeria, Bahrain, Egypt, Iraq, Lebanon, Oman and the United Arab Emirates.
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THE EGYPT

STORYBOOK


Our writers delve deep into different aspects of Egypt life



A History of Egypt in 15 Places

Egypt has history few can rival – and it’s more than just the pharaohs.

Jessica Lee

Meet the Egyptians

The real Egypt is in the warm hearts of the Egyptians.

Shoroq Galal

Pharaonic Futures?

Egypt is engaged in a pharaonic building boom in an attempt to outsmart climate change.

Paula Hardy

A Slow-Travel Playlist with Umm Kulthum

Why journeys in Egypt are better measured in the songs of Umm Kulthum.

James Scanlan

Claiming Egyptology

How the west became obsessed with ancient Egypt and how Egypt is reclaiming its past.

Jessica Lee

Red Land

Egypt’s deserts from antiquity to present day.

Jessica Lee

[image: jpg]

Mausoleum-Madrassa of Qalaun, Cairo | SRSTUDIO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©







A HISTORY OF EGYPT IN
15 PLACES


Egypt has a history few can rival. The fertile Nile Valley and Delta set the scene for one of the world’s greatest ancient civilisations to take shape. Don’t make the mistake of assuming history here is only about the pharaohs though. That was just the beginning. By Jessica Lee



THE SURVIVING ARTISTIC and architectural legacy created across 30 centuries of Pharaonic rule are what pulls most visitors to the country but the past 2000-odd years have been just as eventful. Egypt’s resources and agricultural bounty have been fêted, plundered and taxed by a roll call of foreign rulers who fought to control this ancient land. The heritage left behind encompasses everyone from Roman emperors to the British, Mamluk soldier-sultans to Ottoman pashas, and Alexander the Great to Napoleon.

Christianity arrived early and Egypt played a fundamental role in shaping the doctrine of the early church. The traditions and culture of Egypt’s Copts remain vibrantly alive today. After the rise of Islam and the Muslim conquest, Egypt became a medieval powerhouse for the region’s ever-shifting ruling dynasties who bestowed Al Qahira (Cairo) with an unrivalled collection of Islamic architecture.

The fact that so much of 5000 years of history has managed to survive to the present day makes Egypt one of the world’s great historic destinations. Just don’t go thinking it’s only about the past. Modern Egypt may be steeped in tradition but its vivacious street life and cultural pulse are just as interesting and important as its heritage.

1. Wadi Al Hitan

ANCIENT WHALES IN THE DESERT

Start thinking in deep-time terms and the Pharaonic era begins to look like yesterday. Whales evolved from land-going to marine mammals during the Middle and Late Eocene epoch (47.8–33.9 million years ago) and it’s amid the rocky escarpments of Wadi Al Hitan, on the edge of the Fayoum depression, that the world’s finest examples of Archaeoceti (ancient whales) fossils have been discovered. The famous 18m-long skeleton of a Basilosaurus isis whale found here (displayed in Wadi Al Hitan’s museum) and the surrounding fossil sites, sitting incongruously amid orange-hued desert sands, help shed light on an epoch so mind-bendingly distant, it’s difficult to fathom.

2. Great Pyramid of Khufu

SUPER-STRUCTURE OF THE OLD KINGDOM

By the time Herodotus took a trip to the Great Pyramid in the 5th century BCE, Khufu’s towering tomb was already over 2000 years old. The engineering skills for building a true, smooth-sided pyramid were finally cracked when the Red Pyramid was raised at Dahshur by Khufu’s father, Sneferu – first pharaoh of the Old Kingdom’s 4th dynasty. Not to be outdone by dad, pyramid building reached its zenith during Khufu’s reign (c 2589–2566 BCE), resulting in this monolithic monument. From its completion in c 2570 BCE to 1311 CE, when England’s Lincoln Cathedral nudged it off top spot, Giza’s Great Pyramid of Khufu was the tallest structure in the world.

3. Beni Hasan

MIDDLE KINGDOM ARTISTRY

Stamping out threats to centralised rule was a continual headache for pharaohs in the Old and Middle Kingdoms. The nomarchs (local governors) of the Oryx nome – the area around modern-day Minya – were one such provincial upstart. The rock-cut tombs of Beni Hasan, built for the Oryx nomarchs of the 11th and 12th dynasties, are covered in intricate wall paintings of wrestlers, hunting scenes, trade delegations, flora, fauna and funerary rites, demonstrating the wealth and local prestige they had amassed. Senusret III (reigned c1874–1855 BCE) managed to curb their influence, along with rearranging Egypt’s administration to prevent local rulers getting too big for their boots again.

4. Karnak

GLORIES OF THE NEW KINGDOM

The New Kingdom (c 1550–1069 BCE) was ancient Egypt’s mightiest era and Thebes (Luxor) was the cult centre where every New Kingdom pharaoh worth their salt left their mark. Lording it up on the east bank, the massive temple complex of Karnak, dedicated to the god Amun-Ra, was the epicentre of religious life. Although construction began in the Middle Kingdom, it’s the roll call of famous 18th- to 20th-dynasty rulers – Hatshepsut, Tuthmosis III, Amenhotep III, Seti I and Ramses II – who added pylons (temple gateways), statuary, obelisks and the giant-scaled Great Hypostyle Hall that we mostly associate this colossal religious compound with today.
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5. Bibliotheca Alexandrina

AN ANCIENT LIBRARY, REIMAGINED

Alexander the Great marched into Egypt in 332 BCE and had a busy few months being crowned pharaoh and founding the city of Alexandria before zipping off to continue conquering everyone. The Greek Ptolemaic dynasty he left behind turned Alexandria into the Mediterranean world’s axis of knowledge and scholarship, with the Great Library of Alexandria central to the city’s fame. The Bibliotheca Alexandrina is a contemporary revival of its ancient predecessor and with its vast library, museums, events programme and art exhibition space, a library is again the heart of Alexandria’s cultural life.

6. Qasr Al Ghueita

ROMAN OUTPOSTS OF OASIS MAGNA

By the time Egypt became a province of Rome, the Romans had been nosing about and exerting influence in-country for around 150 years. And no wonder; once they got their hands on Egypt in 30 BCE, their wealthy new prize became Rome’s most reliable supplier of grain. Egypt’s agricultural output was so important to its new masters that major effort was put into building military forts such as Qasr Al Ghueita, in Oasis Magna (today’s Al Kharga and Dakhla oases), from where they could control and guard the oasis grain production and the connecting caravan routes.

7. Monastery of St Anthony

CRADLE OF MONASTICISM

By the time the 3rd century rolled around, the desert’s empty expanse was beckoning to Christian ascetics, seeking out a solitary existence devoted to prayer. So much for the hermit life though; St Anthony, an early adherent of this austere lifestyle, attracted thousands of disciples who pitched up to live near his cave, accidentally kick-starting monasticism as a religious practice. Set amid the rugged Red Sea Mountains, the Monastery of St Anthony today is still a major pilgrimage site for Egypt’s Copts as well as being home to one of the world’s most important collections of Coptic religious art.

8. Mosque of Amr Ibn Al As

EGYPT’S FIRST MOSQUE

Under the command of Amr Ibn Al As, the Muslim Arab army conquered Egypt in the campaign of 639–641 and founded their new capital, Fustat, near the Roman fort of Babylon. A year later, Egypt’s first mosque was raised over the site where he and his troops had set up camp. Fustat remained Egypt’s capital through the early centuries of Arab rule. Even after the Tunisian Fatimids blew into Egypt in 969 and founded Al Qahira (Cairo) just a nudge north, Fustat remained the commercial heart of the country. It was only in the 12th century, in the dawn of Ayyubid rule, that Fustat was supplanted.

9. Cairo Citadel

HILLTOP HOME OF THE SULTANS

Famed Kurdish military leader and founder of the Ayyubid dynasty, Saladin’s (Salah ad-Din’s) victorious record against the Crusaders eventually saw him crowned sultan of Egypt and Syria in 1174. In 1176 he began fortifying Cairo against Crusader attacks, building the great citadel and expanding the Fatimid-built city walls. The citadel itself, much renovated by successive rulers, became the base for Egypt’s sultans up until the 18th century. Saladin’s descendants ruled over Egypt until the mid-13th century, when they were usurped by their Kipchak Turk manumitted (ex-slave) military regiment known as the Mamluks.

10. Mausoleum-Madrassa of Qalaun

THE MAMLUKS REDESIGN CAIRO

Egypt’s newest overlords were warrior-rulers who expended much energy protecting and expanding the borders of their domain against attacks by both Crusaders and regional rivals. All this successful campaigning meant riches flowed into Cairo and the city flourished, enjoying its most prosperous era. When you walk through Historic Cairo today, it’s the Mamluk-era monuments, with their lavish decoration of muqarnas (stalactite-type stone carving), glass mosaic and stone panelling, that dominate. One of the finest examples of Mamluk artistry and architecture is the Mausoleum-Madrassa of Qalaun, built in 1279.

11. Rosetta (Ar Rashid)

OTTOMAN-ERA TRADING HUB

The Ottomans rolled into town in 1517 and made Egypt a province of their empire ruled by a series of pashas (governors). At first, remnants of Mamluk power made life difficult for Ottoman control and then Napoleon waltzed into Egypt in 1798 and spent two years trying to take over. During the 16th and 17th centuries the Delta city of Rosetta (now renamed Ar Rashid) rose to prominence, becoming Egypt’s major port city and a commercial centre. Today its lanes, lined by distinctive decorative-brick merchant mansions, are a reminder of its Ottoman heyday. In 1805 Ottoman-Albanian Mohammed Ali became pasha, bringing stability to the country but also signalling Rosetta’s decline with the 1819 opening of the Mahmudiya Canal to Alexandria.

12. Suez Canal

KHEDIVAL EGYPT’S AUDACIOUS PLAN

Although Egypt continued as an Ottoman vassal state after Mohammed Ali Pasha’s death, it was ruled autonomously by his descendants who promoted themselves to khedives (viceroys). Increased European meddling soon put the brakes on that though. Financed by European creditors, the Suez Canal was the super-project of its age. Opened to great fanfare by Khedive Ismail in 1869, it also heralded the beginning of the end. An indebted Ismail sold his canal shares to Britain, which in turn led to Britain invading in 1882, taking the reins and reducing the khedival title to a puppet role under their control.

13. Temples of Abu Simbel

NASSER TAMES THE NILE

In 1952 the army staged a coup and declared a republic. President of Egypt from 1956 to 1970, Gamal Abdel Nasser’s most ambitious project was the Aswan High Dam. When it opened, the Nile’s annual flooding – central to Egyptian life since time immemorial – came to an end, electricity production improved and farm-cultivation space vastly increased. But Lake Nasser, the dam’s reservoir, submerged vast tracts of Lower Nubia forever and displaced 44 Nubian villages. A massive rescue operation was launched to save some of Nubia’s monuments before the waters rose. The dismantling and re-erection of the Temples of Abu Simbel is one of the 20th century’s greatest engineering feats.
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14. Midan Tahrir (Tahrir Square)

HEART OF THE 2011 REVOLUTION

Between 1970, when Nasser died, and 2011, Egypt only saw two further presidents: Anwar Sadat (1970–81) and Hosni Mubarak, who by 2011 had been in power for 30 years. His rule was marked by repressive emergency laws, granting extended power to the police and suppressing non-approved political activity. Electrified by Tunisia’s revolution, on National Police Day (25 January) 2011, people headed to Midan Tahrir to protest police brutality and call for electoral reform. This snowballed into a mass country-wide protest movement, centred on the square, which, after 17 days, toppled the Mubarak regime.

15. Grand Egyptian Museum

CUTTING-EDGE HOME FOR ANCIENT TREASURES

Foundations for the Grand Egyptian Museum (GEM) were laid in 2002. Twenty years, and an approximate US$1 billion price tag, later, the museum is nearly (maybe) ready to open. Egypt’s had a rocky time of it since the 2011 Revolution. There have been several violent crackdowns; an ongoing insurgency broke out in northern Sinai, leading to multiple terrorist attacks; the first democratically elected leader, Mohamed Morsi, was overthrown in2013; and Abdel Fattah El Sisi, formerly head of the Armed Forces, was elected in 2014. Finally opening the GEMis part of Sisi’s controversial mega-project agenda, which includes the 2015 opening of a new Suez Canal channel and the New Administrative Capital currently being built east of Cairo.





MEET THE
EGYPTIANS


You might think Egypt is all about pyramids and history, but the real Egypt is in the warm hearts of the Egyptians. Shoroq Galal introduces her people.
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YOU WON’T GET lost here, not because there’s a map on your phone, but because if you ask the nearest person for directions, they’ll help you without question even if they have no idea where the place is (in which case they’ll stop someone else and ask them).

Tourists visit Egypt for its tombs, pyramids and relics but they stay for the kindness and warmth of the Egyptians. You might be at the till and realise you’re short on cash. ‘Pay me back next time,’ the cashier might say. And they won’t be joking. Feeling poorly? A passer-by will stop to see if you’re alright. Egyptians are passionate about helping, regardless of the reason.

In 2022 around 14 million Egyptians left to find a better life for themselves or their children in the West, or to seek money in the Gulf. But this doesn’t affect their love of Egypt, the ‘Mother of the World’, as we call it in Arabic. Wherever they are, Egyptians will always be proud of being Egyptian.

Cairo remains the hub for opportunities in terms of education, entertainment, jobs and salaries. It has 20% of Egypt’s population, a mix from all over the country. And Egyptians can tell each other’s origins by their accent – if not the exact village, then we can guess the region (especially the distinctive dialects of Upper Egypt, the Delta and Port Said).

In Egypt, Bread Means Life

It’s the same word in Arabic. The ancient Egyptians had over 100 kinds of bread and in modern Egypt every city has its own unique type. Bread is also cutlery: Egyptians scoop up food with a technique called ‘cat ear’.

Ninety per cent of Egypt’s 109 million population are Sunni Muslim and the other 10% are mostly (90%) Coptic Christians. As a whole, Egyptian society tends to be conservative and hold its traditions dear.

It’s the same with football. There are 18 clubs in the Egyptian Premier League, but most Egyptians support only two: Al Ahly or Zamalek. Egyptians are united, however, in their love for Mohamed Salah, ‘The Pride of the Arabs’.

And we’ll call ‘Mohamed’ to catch someone’s attention (because it’s a common name), or say ‘pssssst’ (as if calling a cat). We’re a curious bunch, so they’ll turn around for a chat.

When we talk we believe we own the truth. It can be amusing to watch Egyptians having a long discussion in which each side is convinced by their own point, citing Facebook posts as sources. But what can sound like a full-blown argument will often enough end jovially. We take most things (not just food) with a pinch of salt.

Talking is how we kill time when queuing or stuck in traffic. Before arriving at our destination, we’ll know the life story of the passengers around us. Life-long friendships (and sometimes marriages) have been forged in queues or on public transport. When travelling in Egypt, you will come away with much more than memories.


EGYPTIANS, EVERYWHERE, ALL AT ONCE

I was born in the Nile Delta in a town called Mit Ghamr, famous in Egyptian history for standing up to British colonial rule in 1919.

Despite growing up far from the capital, I did my best to get ahead in my own small way. To encourage people to get outside and play sport every day, I founded a group called ‘Happy Gathering’. I faced resistance but also found support. I succeeded and eventually convinced my father to let me move to Cairo to pursue my career.

It’s not always easy to live independently as a girl in Egypt. But those who have the chance remain proud of their roots. I’ve travelled miles through the Delta on foot as a way of seeing my backyard with fresh eyes, drinking tea with people and hearing their stories

I’m currently a full-time mum living by the sea in Dahab. I’m even married to a Brit, though I’ll always be proud of my ancestors in Mit Ghamr.







PHARAONIC
FUTURES?


In the land of the Great Pyramids, Egypt is engaged in a Pharaonic building boom in an attempt to outsmart climate change. By Paula Hardy
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IN APRIL 2021, as the COVID-19 pandemic petered out, Egypt live-streamed the extravagant Pharaohs’ Golden Parade to a global audience. This multimillion-dollar, made-for-TV spectacle featured the relocation of 22 ancient Egyptian kings and queens from the Egyptian Museum in Tahrir Sq to the new National Museum of Egyptian Civilisation (NMEC). Over the 7km journey, the royal mummies travelled in specially designed nitrogen-free casks loaded on boat-like vehicles – symbolic of the golden barques that ferried pharaohs to the afterlife– and were accompanied by a song extracted from the Hymns to Isis. On arrival, President Abdel Fattah El Sisi welcomed the ancestral royals, presenting an image of past Egyptian glory seamlessly connected to the country’s modern leadership.

Although ostensibly aimed at relaunching Egypt’s critically important tourism industry, the parade also signified President El Sisi’s broader aim of re-envisioning contemporary Egypt as a glorious civilisational state in the same vein as China, India and Russia. To this end, NMEC is more than a national museum. Created with support from Unesco, it is one of the largest civilisational museums in the world, and the largest of its kind in the Middle East and Africa. Like the pyramids in their day, it is one of the most important state projects of the moment and although the Royal Mummies Hall is the highlight, the museum will also showcase the diversity of Egyptian civilisation with acres of artefacts from the Graeco-Roman, Coptic Christian and Islamic periods.

The allure of the great civilisational story of the Pharaonic era with its integrated religio-socio-political structure and hierarchical organisation is clear to see, particularly since the military coup of 2013, which put President El Sisi in power. Having ousted then-president Mohamed Morsi, Sisi and Egypt rejected the Muslim Brotherhood’s brand of political Islam and outlawed the movement. Likewise, in the 2014 election, Sisi saw off prominent nationalist Hamdeen Sabahi in a landslide victory of 97%. With the narratives of nationalism and political Islam off the table, and Western-style secular, liberal democracy out of the question, Sisi is in search of a new model for the country he seeks to create. Unsurprisingly, Egypt’s Pharaonic heritage re-emerged as a foundation upon which to build the future.

Despite its rather clichéd image, there is so much more to ancient Egypt than temples, tombs and Tutankhamun. As the world’s first nation-state, predating the civilisations of Greece and Rome by several millennia, Egypt was responsible for some of the great achievements in human history. It was one of the first places where writing was invented – in 3200 BCE – along with the first writing material, papyrus; the first stone monuments were erected here, requiring the first quarrying, surveying and system of mathematics; and an entire culture – with its own unique art, customs, beauty rituals, medicine, food and religion – was created and remained unchanged for 3000 years. As such, it is one of the world’s longest continuous civilisations.

Historians have typically organised the ancient Egyptian era into three distinct kingdoms – the Old, Middle and New Kingdom – ruled by familial dynasties, separated by periods of instability and decentralisation known as Intermediate Periods. King Narmer (also possibly the mythical Menes; c 3100 BCE) was the first Egyptian king to unite Lower and Upper Egypt and establish a capital at Memphis near the Pyramids of Giza. From here he could control the labour force and agriculture of the fertile Delta, as well as the critical trade routes to the Levant. His increasing wealth, coupled with the strong institution of deified kingship that legitimised control over land, labour and resources, resulted in the Old Kingdom of the early Bronze Age.

Lasting from 2686 to 2181 BCE, the Old Kingdom saw the emergence of a complex civilisation with major advances in art, architecture and technology. These resulted in the great Pyramids of Giza, the establishment of a highly organised bureaucracy, the implementation of an effective tax system, new irrigation projects to improve crop yields, and the establishment of a justice system to maintain law and order. To function effectively, a new social hierarchy also emerged. This was also structured like a pyramid, with the gods at the top, followed by the all-powerful pharaoh (who manifested the gods on earth) and then in order of importance: noble families, priests, soldiers, scribes, merchants, artisans, farmers and slaves, who were usually foreigners or prisoners of war.

Each of Egypt’s great ‘kingdoms’ lasted for centuries – the Old and New Kingdoms for approximately 500 years, and the Middle Kingdom for 250 years – an extraordinary length of time when viewed in the context of the entirety of human civilisation, which spans roughly 6000 years. To really contextualise this, consider that the last ancient Egyptian pharaoh, the famous Cleopatra VII (68–30 BCE), is closer to us in time by nearly 700 years than she was to Zoser (Djoser; c 2667–2648 BCE), who was buried in Egypt’s first step pyramid at Saqqara, the oldest monumental stone building in the world.
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These extensive periods of civilisational prosperity and stability were inextricably linked to the life-giving waters of the River Nile and the ancient Egyptians’ ability to harness and adapt to them. The annual flood typically occurred each September after the rains in the Ethiopian highlands transformed the great, barren deshret (‘red land’) either side of the Nile into a thick band of kemet (‘black land’) a dozen miles wide, which could be farmed with relatively little effort. After the water soaked into the earth, farmers cast seeds into the rich fertilising silt and turned it over with wooden ploughs pulled by oxen. Nature did the rest until it was time to harvest the crop in spring. Surplus crops were gathered as taxes, which were used to run the administration, feed the army and the population during lean harvests, and fund ambitions building projects, such as the pyramids, temples and tombs. Those in turn enhanced royal status and encouraged society to cohere around religious values, centres and festivals.

The Nile’s abundant harvests also supported domesticated animals and enabled a well-fed population to expand from just under one million people in the Old Kingdom to 2.5 to three million people in the Middle Kingdom and over five million people in the final Graeco-Roman period when Cleopatra VII sat on the throne in the 1st century BCE. Likewise, the river’s endlessly renewable silt was repurposed to make mud bricks to build climate-friendly homes, which were whitewashed on the exterior and painted within with natural dyes derived from minerals. The wealthy built palaces with walled gardens, drainage systems and ensuite bathrooms. They furnished them with inlaid chairs, storage chests and feather-stuffed cushions. Temples employed thousands of people and functioned as town halls, colleges, libraries and medical centres. River-grown flax was transformed into fashionable linen garments, while both men and women sported jewellery, wigs, hair extensions and tattoos.

In short, in times of plenty, when the floodwaters of the Nile were stable, life in the kingdom was good. Government bureaucracy functioned well and was not over-burdensome, agricultural output increased, and Egypt had enough wealth and energy for epic building projects, extensive trade relations and ambitious territorial expansion. By the New Kingdom (1550 to 1070 BCE), the empire reached its peak and included much of Nubia (modern-day Sudan), northern Sinai and Canaan (now modern-day Israel, the West Bank and Gaza, Jordan and southern areas of Syria and Lebanon). Iconic rulers of the period include Tutankhamun, Thutmose III and Ramses II, who may have been the biblical pharaoh of the Exodus story.

THERE IS SO MUCH MORE TO ANCIENT EGYPT THAN TEMPLES, TOMBS AND TUTANKHAMUN. AS THE WORLD’S FIRST NATION-STATE ... EGYPT WAS RESPONSIBLE FOR SOME OF THE GREAT ACHIEVEMENTS IN HUMAN HISTORY
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In contrast, the three chaotic and turbulent Intermediate periods (2168–2010, 1640–1548 and 1086–664 BCE) are characterised by significant climatic stresses such as decades-long drought or severe flooding, combined with an over-extended economy (usually the consequence of failed harvests or military campaigns), top-heavy bureaucracy and periods of mass migration. The latter includes the influx of the Semitic-speaking Hyksos (Canaanites), who were brought to Egypt by Pharaoh Amenemhat III in order to expand his mining and construction projects and who then seized power, ushering in the Second Intermediate period. Likewise, the end of the New Kingdom was brought about by the Sea Peoples, an ethnically diverse band of refugees displaced from Western Europe by a mega-drought that saw the collapse of various Mediterranean civilisations in a period known as the Bronze Age Collapse.

The question now is whether Egypt is in another disruptive Intermediate period or at the start of a hopeful new ‘kingdom’. Certainly, the current administration has embarked on a series of epic infrastructure projects that are Pharaonic in their scale and ambition. This includes the creation of 45 new cities, 22 of which are already built or part-built including Marsa Matrou and El Alamein in the west; New Luxor, New Aswan and Toshka in the south; New Islamiliyah and New Rafah in North Sinai; and, largest of all, the New Administrative Capital (NEC), located 45km east of Cairo. The latter cost $59 billion and is furnished with a crystal pyramid and an ankh-shaped presidential palace modelled on the ‘Key of Life’ symbol of ancient Egypt.

This urban plan is undoubtedly the largest new cities programme the world has ever seen – a dream of bustling new communities in a desert landscape, powered by renewable energy and smart technology, and connected by multi-modal transport networks and digital communications systems. Providing homes for at least 30 million people, these fourth-generation cities also aim to provide high-quality jobs to Egypt’s youthful population, 60% of whom are under 30 years old. It’s one of the fastest-growing populations in the world and is currently estimated to increase from 109 million today to 160 to 180 million in 2050.

A DREAM OF BUSTLING NEW COMMUNITIES IN A DESERT LANDSCAPE, POWERED BY RENEWABLE ENERGY AND SMART TECHNOLOGY
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Hand-in-hand with this urban development, Egypt aims to increase arable land via reclamation of the desert, boosting crop self-sufficiency and raising average yields. This will be supported by some 60 new desalination plants, modernised irrigation systems, groundwater-extraction facilities and wastewater treatment plants such as Bahr Al Baqr, now the largest plant in the world. As the population grows, Egypt will also require greater animal production to meet dietary requirements. The FAO estimates that between 2020 and 2050, beef, poultry and fish production will need to rise 109%, milk by 290% and eggs by 162%.

The task is immense and eye-wateringly expensive, but the vision is transformative. Likewise, the constraints and challenges are considerable. Today, Egypt faces acute environmental issues due to overpopulation, pollution, a reduced share of the Nile water (exacerbated by the Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam) and increased salinisation of the land due to the rise of groundwater levels. According to the World Bank, as climate change increases desertification, Egypt is projected to reach extreme water scarcity by 2033. What’s more, despite the food security provided by the Nile in Pharaonic times, Egypt now produces only about one-third of the food it consumes. It is frequently the world’s largest importer of wheat, as well as being a net importer of fish, which accounts for 25% of the nation’s protein intake.

Finally, the last grand Egyptian mega-project, the Aswan High Dam and its sibling Lake Nasser, inaugurated in 1971, have turned out to be a mixed blessing. While they expanded arable land by 30% by ensuring reliable irrigation, the dam also prevents the rich deposits of silt from travelling downstream and fertilising the soil, which must now be done artificially. The absence of the annual flood also no longer flushes away the high salts in the earth, resulting in the increasing degradation and contraction of that same farmland. In fact, the Nile now has so little outflow, and deposits so little silt, that erosion has become a major problem in the Delta. The Mediterranean Sea threatens 13% of the coastline, already endangering the city of Alexandria and depleting Delta fish stocks with the incursion of seawater.

Which brings us back to the Pharaohs’ Golden Parade. Although covered with much fanfare around the world, locally the parade evoked some pride but also resounding criticism of the event’s vast expense. Many Egyptians also commented on the inappropriate glorification of the past at the expense of the needs of the living, who are currently being squeezed by stagnating wages, rising prices and high unemployment. Over 30% of Egyptians now live below the poverty line on less than $3.20 a day and national debt has spiralled to US$370 billion, consuming over one-third of the country’s budget. Since March 2022, the Egyptian pound has lost 70% of its value and in 2023 Egypt became the IMF’s second-biggest client after Argentina.

The signs are troubling given the lessons of the past. But the question is: as the most populace Arab state, now home to nine million refugees, and a place of geostrategic importance to the United States, Europe, Russia and even China, is this new Pharaonic Egypt too big to fail?





A SLOW-TRAVEL PLAYLIST
WITH UMM KULTHUM


Why journeys in Egypt are better measured in the songs of Umm Kulthum. By James Scanlan.
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AN EGYPTIAN BOARDING the train from Alexandria to Cairo might ponder: ‘Which three Umm Kulthum songs shall I listen to?’

And you, dear mindful traveller, should too; that is, in between furiously polishing off Raphael Cormack’s Midnight in Cairo with one hand and reaching for Noor Naga’s If an Egyptian Cannot Speak English with the other on this lazy chug through the fertile valley.

But, in a world where quick digital fixes are forever at our fingertips, could you really dedicate an hour of precious analogue attention to just one song? Well, yes. We are in 2023 and you’re reading a paper guidebook.

You read slow, so why not travel slow? With the emphasis on making connections with the people, culture and music of the destination. And there’s nothing slower (and more intrinsically connected) than listening to three Umm Kulthum songs over three hours while in Egypt.

If you are the kind of traveller who seeks out those old (grand but grubby) joints – part of a phenomenon known as ‘nostalgia tourism’ – then do it the right way in Egypt, with a playlist from the doyenne of nostalgia herself. Because travel in Egypt can sometimes be frustrating, distances may be more whimsically measured (and traversed) in the songs of Umm Kulthum.

Specifically the live-recorded versions of her monthly Thursday-night concert performances, where she would draw out each song for over an hour. If travelling by train from Cairo to Hurghada, you’ll need around six songs. Ramses Hilton to Saqarra – one (in fair traffic). Luxor to Cairo – 10 (yipes!). Compare this to Wegz (Egypt’s most-streamed artist in 2022) who, with his heartbreaker hit ‘ElBakht’ (‘Luck’), will barely get you midway through a turbulent trip to the loo.
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Hold the Phone!

But would any sane traveller (here’s looking at you, Gen Zers) actually do this? Surely, if an Egyptian is intent on being mawkish on the move, they’d listen instead to the never-ageing Amr Diab? Not so, says Donia Ismail, deputy editor-in-chief of Arabia Vox. For new generations, the significance of listening to Umm Kulthum is often linked to childhood memories of exactly this: long journeys. For her and her father, it was listening to the song ‘Al Atlal’ (‘Ruins/Traces’, 40 minutes) as they drove to Sharm El Sheikh ‘with nothing but the desert surrounding us’.

Umm Kulthum (1904–75) continues to be revered as the queen of Arabic music. ‘Star of the East’ and ‘Egypt’s fourth pyramid’, her image is as inescapable on Egypt’s streets as portraits of Mohamed Salah and President El Sisi. Rolling Stone magazine ranked her 61st in its 2023 list of the greatest 200 singers of all time (ahead of Michael Jackson, Bob Marley and Rihanna). Today she represents the nostalgia of an era of perceived authenticity and possibility.

Umm Kulthum sang a mixture of classical Arabic and colloquial Egyptian poetry, but it’s not necessarily a matter of understanding the words. Beyoncé, Shakira, Bob Dylan, Bono and Robert Plant all claim to have been transported by Umm Kulthum’s powerful voice despite their poor grasp of Arabic morphology.

The entire discography of The Beatles (213 songs with a total of 10 hours, as it’s generally regarded) will leave you stranded two Umm Kulthum tracks short of Siwa when busing from Cairo.

Though The Beatles are comparable in the English-speaking world to Umm Kulthum with Arabic speakers, the equivalence falls somewhat short. According to her biographer, Virginia Danielson, to capture all that Umm Kulthum embodied you would need a singer of Ella Fitzgerald’s musical skill, with the audience of Elvis Presley and the public persona of Eleanor Roosevelt (she’s said to have raised more than two million Egyptian pounds for the Egyptian Treasury after the 1967 defeat to Israel).

Umm Kulthum’s goal, writes Tom Faber in The Guardian, ‘was to induce in her listeners tarab, a state of rapturous enchantment, where time and self dissolve in the music’.

Perfect. What better state to be in when touring around checkpoints and rest stops than one in which you are utterly oblivious to everything except the rhapsodies of Egyptian ecstasy. (If you’re lucky, maybe two hours in, you may reach saltana, a level beyond that even of tarab.)

Across the Arabic-speaking world, it is understood that Umm Kulthum is listened to in the evening (where the mind – perhaps aided by shisha – is more predisposed to drifting along her lyrical contours). Mornings, on the other hand, are reserved for sipping coffee to the equally evocative tunes of Fairuz (Lebanon’s own woman for all seasons). This custom is perhaps comparable to the way an Italian wouldn’t dare order a cappuccino after noon or anyone in their right mind wouldn’t put fried liver on a bowl of kushari.

Yet, just as a travelling Muslim is permitted to break their fast during Ramadan, the traveller in Egypt may breach this unwritten rule. Travel may as well exist outside of time. Especially when the best part of a day is racing past the window, and you are already being whimsical.

All Aboard the Whimsy Express!

Now, wherever you are heading – be it to Cairo in the aromatic and (once, long ago) plush chairs of the Alexandrian train, the overnight haul to Luxor or the Pyramids by taxi – press play on ‘Enta Omry’ (‘You Are My Life’) and lose yourself in 59 minutes of ponderous instrumentals and euphoric vocals.

When you hear a series of catchy idiosyncratic twangings, remark to the nearest Egyptian: ‘Did you know this was the first time the electric guitar was used in an Umm Kulthum song?’ The Egyptian nods sincerely. You glow with cultural understanding and re-immerse till the end.

Then straight into the epic ‘Alf Leila We Leila’ (‘One Thousand and One Nights’, 42 minutes), as recently used in Moon Knight, Disney’s 2022 show, the first time a female Egyptian superhero has appeared on screen (well, if you discount Umm Kulthum’s TV appearances). (The show used DJ Kaboo’s remixed, three-minute version; otherwise, the song would have taken up the entire episode.)

AN EGYPTIAN BOARDING THE TRAIN FROM ALEXANDRIA TO CAIRO MIGHT PONDER: ‘WHICH THREE UMM KULTHUM SONGS SHALL I LISTEN TO?’
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Listen out near the 10-minute mark – amid audience coughs and cheers – for a rapturous outburst of (an abbreviated version of the now infamous phrase) ‘Azama ala azama ya sitt!’ (‘Greatness upon greatness, oh lady!’) by Said al-Tahan, a merchant from Tanta in the Nile Delta who, over the course of 30 years, attended every single one of her concerts.

Interaction is crucial to musical performance (and, apparently, cinema attendance) throughout the Arabic-speaking world. Listeners are as important as singers. Part of the reason songs could stretch up to 90 minutes was the repeated audience calls for lines to be repeated. Virtuoso improviser, Umm Kulthum relished this and frequently obliged.

Sensing excitement from the audience at a certain line (often with calls of ‘Allah!’), Umm Kulthum would linger in that part of the poem, repeating it with varying pitches and modes (an aesthetic called maqamat, which is key to classical Arabic music) to tease out different meanings and then rise to a tremendous crescendo before moving on.

‘There were many times when an entire 20-minute introduction was repeated because the audience just liked it so well’, says Danielson. Hence the joke by the satirist Karl Sharro: ‘So Um Kalthoum walks into a bar. Walks into a bar. Walks into a bar. Walks into a baaaaaaaaaaaaarrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr’.

Come Again?

During the first live performance of ‘Seret El Hob’ (‘A Love Story’, 39 minutes), Said al-Tahan yelled out, ‘Again! Again! I’ve come all the way from Tanta!’ (Incidentally, so have you. You were likely pulling in at Tanta station just as you emerged from the reverie of ‘Enta Omry’.) Umm Kulthum acquiesced, repeating the line directly at him. Al-Tahan fainted.

Said al-Tahan ultimately bankrupted himself after selling his land to see Umm Kulthum sing in Paris. But since he had become such a fixture of her live shows, Umm Kulthum visited him, bought back his land and gave him a radio so he could listen to her without going out of pocket.

One of the great benefits of this Umm Kulthum slow-travel playlist is that (provided you downloaded enough songs when you last had wi-fi) it is unlikely to cause you financial ruin. More probable is that it will leave you enraptured, culturally triumphant or, failing that, blissfully sedated.

So there we have it. You’re now either fast asleep, unconscious (à la Said al-Tahan), have turned to that Nour Naga book, or are gently swaying in your seat in a state of flow, occasionally muttering ‘Allah!’ to the carriage at large. Whichever it is, cruise on into the final song, ‘Al Atlal’ (literally ‘the remains of an abandoned encampment’), all the way through the town of Benha, onwards to your next encampment in Egypt.





CLAIMING
EGYPTOLOGY


How the West became obsessed with ancient Egypt and how Egypt is reclaiming its past. By Jessica Lee
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‘THERE IS ENOUGH stuff to fill the whole Egyptian section upstairs of the BM [British Museum]’ Letter from Lord Carnarvon.

When most people talk about the beginnings of Egyptology, it’s the early years of the 19th century they’re thinking about. This is the period when the spotlight swung full tilt on Egypt. After Napoleon’s imperial ambitions in the country ground to a halt in 1801, the French troops he’d left behind were defeated by the British forces in the Battle of Alexandria. As part of the agreement for the French to be allowed safe passage home, most of the artefacts collected by Napoleon’s savants were handed over to Great Britain. Those objects – which happened to include the Rosetta Stone – went on to become the foundation for the Egyptian collection inside the British Museum.

The Brits may have taken the artefacts but the French were allowed to keep all the research documents they’d been compiling during Napoleon’s three-year invasion, and in 1809 the first volume of the Description de l’Égypte was published, causing a flurry of interest throughout Europe. Then in 1822, to top things off, Jean-François Champollion announced he had finally cracked the code and deciphered the Rosetta Stone. These are the two commonly accepted seminal moments in Egyptology’s history; acknowledged as the spark that kicked Egyptology into high gear.

The trouble with this narrative is not only that it ignores the contribution of the medieval Arab scholars who came before but it helped promote the idea (widely promulgated by both 19th-century foreign Egyptologists and travellers in Egypt) that Egypt had needed the Europeans to elbow their way in for anyone to sit up and take any notice of the heritage of ancient Egypt. The Pharaonic era had, in fact, been of major interest to many medieval philosophers and sages. The 9th-century Egyptian Sufi Dhul-Nun al-Misri is known to have studied and written on the subject of deciphering hieroglyphics and to have understood the link between the Coptic language and ancient Egyptian that would be a key component for Champollion’s success in figuring the puzzle out. And among the names of many other keen early Egyptologists is the famed 12th-century North African geographer and cartographer Muhammad al-Idrisi.

Egyptology’s Gold Rush Years

In the years following Champollion’s celebrated announcement, Egypt became the new Wild West of archaeology. It’s also not unfair to say that much of 19th-century Egyptology could also easily be described as plain old pillaging. British consul Henry Salt and French consul Bernadino Drovetti battled it out between them to nab as many Egyptian antiquities as they could. Then circus strongman Giovanni Belzoni pitched up in 1815 to excavate the Temples of Abu Simbel and discover six tombs in the Valley of the Kings (including the Tomb of Seti I) but also to cart off the gargantuan head of Ramses II from the Ramesseum and gift it to the British Museum.
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Travellers began flocking to Egypt in large numbers and thought nothing of bringing priceless bits of ancient Egypt home in their suitcases, some even going to the effort of chiselling reliefs and painted scenes off temples and conducting their own archaeological digs. Mummies and, more commonly, bits and pieces of mummies – a hand, a head, a leg – were the fashionable memento of an Egyptian holiday and became the ubiquitous 19th-century equivalent of the plastic pyramid or toy camel souvenir of today. They could be haggled for in souqs and at tourist sites and were offered by vendors on Luxor’s and Cairo’s streets. Even the Egyptian Museum had a sales room for artefacts up until the mid-20th century. This all explains how Egyptian mummies have ended up part of museum collections in completely random corners of the world.

The first laws to regulate the acquisition of antiquities and clamp down on unauthorised excavations were introduced by Mohammed Ali Pasha as early as 1835 but the new legal requirements didn’t do much to stem the tide of artefacts leaving the country. Many visitors blatantly ignored the rules of the country they were visiting and took to smuggling. Even after the Egyptian Department of Antiquities (the forerunner to today’s Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities) was set up in 1858 and further formalised the laws for archaeological work and the export of artefacts, the requirements remained extremely favourable to foreign Egyptology teams. Officially, from then on, the division of finds was split fifty-fifty between Egypt and whichever foreign organisation was sponsoring the excavation.

When you hear about this more-than-generous arrangement, which allowed foreign museums to cart off entire swags of Egypt’s treasures, it seems like a preposterous regulation for Egypt to agree to. Why it happened makes a lot more sense once you realise that from inception, right up until 1952, the directorship role of the Egyptian Department of Antiquities was reserved for a French Egyptologist and the vast majority of the top staff were European for most of that time also.

With those rules in place it’s no surprise that the British Museum’s Egyptian collection numbers over 100,000 artefacts; that the Egyptian department of the Louvre in Paris occupies an entire two floors and holds the Dendara Zodiac; that Berlin’s Neues Museum, not Cairo, is home to the famed Nefertiti bust from Tell Amarna; and that Boston’s Museum of Fine Arts’ 45,000-strong Egyptian collection includes some of the finest statuary pieces of Old Kingdom art in the world. Today roughly 350 museums in 27 countries display Egyptian antiquities.

Egypt’s Long Fight to Control its Own Heritage

So where were all the Egyptian Egyptologists then? The famous names of 19th-century and early-20th-century Egyptology are all European. There’s Jean-François Champollion, on the starter’s block, and Auguste Mariette, who’s one of the biggest early names as he excavated at Saqqara, became the first director of the Egyptian Department of Antiquities and opened the Egyptian Museum. Then there’s Gaston Maspero, who succeeded Mariette as director in 1881, and Flinders Petrie, who’s well known for having professionalised the study of ancient Egypt by introducing scientific excavation methods and seriation (sequence dating of sites through pottery). And of course, closing out the gold-rush days of Egyptology is Howard Carter; the name every school child knows because he’s the one who discovered Tutankhamun’s tomb in 1922.

Unless you’re deeply involved in Egyptology as an academic subject, you don’t hear much talk of Egyptians in any early Egyptologist list. That’s because they didn’t get much of a look-in. The Egyptians were the ones doing all the manual labour on archaeological sites but the people in charge were all foreign. In the early days their monopolisation of the field was explained away by many of the foreign Egyptologists as being due to Egyptians having an aversion to studying their polytheistic ancestors. That catch-all argument begins to fall apart when the experiences of the first Egyptian Egyptologists are taken into account.

Ahmed Kamal Pasha (1849–1923) was Egypt’s first Egyptologist and would go on to become the curator of the Egyptian Museum. The hoops he had to jump through to get to that position show the unwillingness of foreign Egyptologists to share what they considered ‘their’ field with Egyptian scholars. Despite being considered outstanding in his studies, Ahmed Kamal was blocked by Mariette from procuring a position with the Egyptian Department of Antiquities and, like the rest of the Egyptian cohort from his school, instead worked in another field (as a teacher and translator) for years before his sheer persistence finally won and he was given a job at the department, from which he then worked his way up.

AHMED KAMAL PASHA (1849–1923) WAS EGYPT’S FIRST EGYPTOLOGIST AND WOULD GO ON TO BECOME THE CURATOR OF THE EGYPTIAN MUSEUM
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It wasn’t until 1922, when Great Britain reluctantly granted Egypt partial independence and, a few months later, Howard Carter’s team discovered Tutankhamun’s tomb, that things began to change. With freshly minted jurisdiction over their own domestic affairs and the swirling international media frenzy around the glittering horde of treasure unearthed in Luxor, Egypt’s newly formed government was keen to link the national excitement and pride over both events.

Egyptologists Sami Gabra and Selim Hassan had previously both trained under Ahmed Kamal but, like Kamal before them, initially failed to get a foot in the door and had to instead find other careers. Now in the 1920s, they were brought back to Egyptology by the government, given sponsorship to retrain in European universities and then came home to help Egyptian Egyptology find its feet. Hassan went on to excavate the Giza Plateau’s central field between 1929 and 1939, teach as a professor within the new Institute of Archaeology at the Egyptian University (now Cairo University) and become deputy director of the Department of Antiquities. Gabra would become the Institute of Archaeology’s first Egyptian chairman.

IN THIS NEW ERA OF INTERNATIONAL INTEREST, EGYPTIAN EGYPTOLOGISTS ARE AT THE FOREFRONT OF NEW DISCOVERIES, NOT JUST THE UNNAMED AND UNACKNOWLEDGED LABOURERS
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The discovery of the Tomb of Tutankhamun was also the first major find where Egypt’s new antiquities laws came into play. The previous fifty-fifty divvying up of excavation finds between the excavator and Egypt were to be no more. Not that Howard Carter and his sponsor the Earl of Carnarvon had believed it would apply to them. After Carnarvon died in 1923, work on the tomb was interrupted by tensions between Carter and the Egyptian government over access to the tomb and suspicions that Howard was stealing artefacts. In 1924 the relationship completely broke down and all work was paused until 1925, when it was finally accepted that the full caboodle of Tutankhamun’s treasures would stay in Egypt.

Those suspicions the Egyptian authorities had about Carter stealing turned out to be correct. Carter’s heir, his niece Phyllis Walker, returned several items to Egypt that she found after he died. In 2010 New York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art gave back 19 items to Egypt when it was proved they definitely came from Tutankhamun’s tomb, while in 2022 archaeologist Bob Briar made international headlines when he revealed correspondence between philologist Alan Gardiner (who had assisted in the excavation) and Carter, accusing Carter of stealing, offering more undeniable proof. Even during the sunset of European domination over Egyptology, some foreign Egyptologists still thought they had the right to take Egypt’s heritage home with them.

Egyptology Today

Today Egyptology is going through another headline-grabbing golden age, the likes of which haven’t been seen since Carter opened that tomb. Excavations over the past few years re-examining sites such as Saqqara and Luxor’s west bank have produced, and continue to produce, a dizzying new array of finds that have regularly made international news and are shining new light on life in ancient Egypt. In this new era of international interest, Egyptian Egyptologists are at the forefront of new discoveries, not just the unnamed and unacknowledged labourers glimpsed in the archaeological expedition photos doing all the back-breaking excavation work. That’s not to say the Egyptology field has succeeded in casting off its colonial shadow just yet. There is still much work to be done.

A new generation of Egyptian Egyptologists are endeavouring to readjust the focus from unearthing treasures and exciting finds to instead spotlight the daily life of ancient Egyptians themselves and the surviving cultural connections between ancient Egypt and modern Egypt that previous generations of foreign archaeologists ignored or blithely dismissed in their search for all that glitters. A job made all the more difficult because the major archives on ancient Egypt are still based in Europe and the majority of academic writing on ancient Egypt continues to be in English, French and German. As for those treasures themselves, the sheer extent of the dissemination of Egypt’s material heritage across the globe is staggering. Although no one expects the British Museum, the Louvre, or any of the other big global museums to empty out their coffers and return everything to Egypt – though they would like their Rosetta Stone back, thank you very much – a younger generation of Egyptian and foreign Egyptologists and museum curators are working together to encourage new curation practices that de-sanitise Egyptian exhibits and reflect the true stories of how these artefacts ended up where they are.

History after all has never been a tidy package we can tie up with a string, and by not acknowledging the narratives that have previously been sidelined or simply ignored we are missing out on the most important part of the story – that of the Egyptians themselves.
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Egypt’s deserts from antiquity to present day. By Jessica Lee
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WHEN MANY VISITORS picture Egypt, an image of the Nile Valley springs to mind. That narrow thread of fertile green that so dominates our perception only makes up 5% of the country. Egypt is mostly desert, and the vast arid landscapes that hem in the Nile Valley have played – and continue to play – a more important role in shaping Egypt’s story than they’re given credit for.

The Desert in Antiquity

In the deep south of the Western Desert, about 100km west from Abu Simbel, the archaeological site of Nabta Playa is where the earliest evidence of a major human settlement has been discovered in Egypt. Excavations at various sites in the Nabta Playa area show habitation dating back to c 9000 BCE and evidence of an organised seasonal village from c 7500 BCE. The small stone circle with solar and stellar alignments found at Nabta Playa is thought to be the oldest astronomical site in the world, while finds have revealed that these probably semi-nomadic Neolithic people practised rituals and worshipped gods that some archaeologists have suggested may have been the foundational roots for ancient Egypt’s beliefs.

The ancient Egyptians called the surrounding desert lands deshret (Red Land) and saw the desert as synonymous with death and exile. Seth, the god of chaos who killed his brother Osiris, was said to rule there. This didn’t stop them from utilising the desert though. Throughout the Pharaonic era’s three millennia it was always a vital part of their sphere.

In the Sinai Peninsula the ancient Egyptians mined for turquoise at Serabit Al Khadim, while the Eastern Desert’s mines and quarries provided emeralds and gold along with stone for building their temples. The petroglyphs of the Eastern Desert’s Wadi Hammamat and Wadi Barrameya areas show that trade routes criss-crossed the desert from the Nile Valley to the Red Sea coast right through the reign of the pharaohs. Inside the Memorial Temple of Hatshepsut, on Luxor’s west bank, the Punt Colonnade depicts a trade delegation’s journey to the land of Punt, which would have travelled this desert route to the Red Sea.

The oases of the Western Desert were also connected to the Nile Valley from at least the Old Kingdom, though it was during the Late Period – when Egypt fell under Persian control – that the oases seem to have attracted more attention. The famous legend of the lost army of Cambyses is supposed to have occurred in 524 BCE when the army vanished in a sandstorm on their way to Siwa to confront the Oracle of Amun. The story itself is most likely apocryphal but demonstrates how important the oases had become. During the reign of Darius (521–486 BCE), qanat (irrigation channel) systems were laid in Dakhla and Al Kharga oases and Al Kharga’s Temple of Hibis was restored. Later, in Egypt’s Roman period, the oases became even more significant as agricultural areas to be exploited with fortifications built and qanat systems extended to aid and protect Rome’s grain supply.

Egypt’s Roman masters plundered the Eastern Desert for its raw materials as well, carting granite, porphyry and emeralds back to Rome. The granite columns fronting the Pantheon and much of the stonework in Trajan’s Forum come from the quarry of Mons Claudianus southwest from Hurghada. All this booty would have had to be carted across barren desert routes to the Nile Valley and loaded onto boats from where it began its long journey down the Nile to Alexandria and then across the Mediterranean.

The Desert in Modern Egypt

Although 95% of Egypt’s 109 million population live in the Nile Valley and Nile Delta region, the desert lands continue to play a fundamental role in shaping the country’s politics, history and current affairs. From the mid-20th century the Sinai Peninsula became a focal strategic point in the Middle East. The 1956 Suez Crisis, the Six Day War and the 1973 October War were all fought, or mostly fought, within Sinai. Israel occupied the Sinai Peninsula during the Six Day War and the region remained in Israeli hands until the signing of the Egypt–Israel Peace Treaty in 1979, which saw the last Israeli soldiers withdraw from Sinai in 1982.

During the 1980s the Egyptian government propelled the development of a tourism economy along the coastlines of the Eastern Desert and the newly liberated Sinai. Both the former fishing village of Hurghada and Sharm El Sheikh – which had been an Egyptian naval base and port before the Israeli occupation – began to grow into the country’s major beach-resort destinations during this era, bringing mammoth changes to some areas of the coastal desert regions. Over the past 40 years the promise of jobs in the burgeoning tourism industry has lured many Nile Valley Egyptians to migrate to the Red Sea and South Sinai coastlines; meanwhile, the indigenous inhabitants of these desert regions have mostly been sidelined from any opportunities created by tourism and have seen little economic benefit.

The Bedouin are an Arab nomadic people whose ancestors originally migrated out from the Arabian Peninsula and spread throughout the Middle East and into North Africa. Most Egyptian Bedouin arrived in the Sinai Peninsula and the Western and Eastern Deserts between the 14th and 18th centuries. The Jabaleya Bedouin of the St Katherine area in Sinai diverge from this common ancestry as they claim to be descended from the Macedonian soldiers that Byzantine Emperor Justinian left behind to guard St Katherine’s Monastery in the 6th century. The Bedouin are most numerous in the Sinai, where they make up approximately 200,000 of the region’s 600,000 population. Apart from a small minority, most have given up their traditional nomadic and pastoral lifestyle and settled in towns and villages.

Sinai’s Bedouin tribes have been neglected for decades by Egypt’s government. They have been pushed aside when seeking employment and business opportunities in favour of migrants from the Nile Valley, and resort developments along the coastline have seen many Bedouin communities forcibly evicted from their land. This deliberate disregard has led to mistrust of the government and bleak economic prospects, both of which have been pivotal factors in Sinai becoming a focal point for illegal smuggling and human-trafficking activities and have also contributed to radical groups finding a foothold in the North Sinai region.

In the Eastern Desert both the Bedouin and the Beshari and Ababda have found themselves in much the same position – locked out of the prosperity brought by the Red Sea coastline’s tourism industry. The Beshari and Ababda of the southern Eastern Desert are tribes of the Beja (an ethnic group with a population of approximately two million, indigenous to southern Egypt, Sudan and Eritrea), though it should be noted that some Ababda themselves self-identify as Arab Bedouin and link their ancestry instead to the Arabian Peninsula. There have been many attempts to identify both the Beshari and Ababda with the Blemmyes (the desert people who caused havoc for the Romans in the 3rd century by attacking Egypt’s southern border) but no actual archaeological evidence has ever confirmed this theory. Both the Beshari and Ababda are traditionally nomadic pastoralists and expert camel-herders who have historically made livings in the camel trade. When Lake Nasser was filled after the opening of the Aswan Dam, their traditional camel-grazing lands were lost and many Ababda have since given up their nomadic lifestyle.
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SINAI’S BEDOUIN TRIBES HAVE BEEN NEGLECTED FOR DECADES BY EGYPT’S GOVERNMENT. THEY HAVE BEEN PUSHED ASIDE WHEN SEEKING EMPLOYMENT AND BUSINESS OPPORTUNITIES IN FAVOUR OF MIGRANTS FROM THE NILE VALLEY, AND RESORT DEVELOPMENTS ALONG THE COASTLINE HAVE SEEN MANY BEDOUIN COMMUNITIES FORCIBLY EVICTED FROM THEIR LAND

In the Western Desert the Siwi, Egypt’s tiny (approximately 25,000) Amazigh (Berber) population, have fared better than other desert minorities thanks to their date-farming industry, their settled rather than nomadic tradition, and their isolation. The close-knit Siwi community is centred in Siwa Oasis in the northwest of Egypt, close to the border with Libya. The Amazigh are an indigenous North African ethnic group and Siwa Oasis is their most easterly point. Siwa’s remote location (the oasis only received a connecting asphalt road to Egypt’s Mediterranean coast in 1984) has also helped preserve the Siwi’s own Tamazight (Berber) language, which they still speak, along with Arabic, and allowed their distinct culture, with its particular customs for birth, marriage and death and folkloric practices, to survive.

The Desert in Egypt’s Future

Surrounded by so much unusable land, and faced with the problems that come with an exploding population, it’s no surprise that modern Egypt’s leaders have long looked for ways to utilise the desert as part of the solution, whether by developing a tourism economy along the desert coastlines to ease the overcrowded Nile Valley’s burden or by even more ambitious, and controversial, projects.

Nasser was the first president to announce plans to build a canal in the Western Desert, though the scheme was scrapped in the 1970s. In 1997 Mubarak revived the idea with the Toshka Project. This grandiose-scaled vision aimed to reclaim half a million acres of land from the desert where up to 16 million Egyptians could be resettled by constructing a 240km-long canal from Lake Nasser. Major technical difficulties and issues – such as the high-saline content of the land seeping into underground aquifers once irrigated and reducing potable water – meant billions were spent but the project stalled. In 2014 President El Sisi revived the Toshka Project and work is once more ongoing, but whether the desert can feasibly help solve some of modern Egypt’s most pressing issues remains to be seen.
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“On a breezy day, 50 or more kites fill the sky while boards skid along in an uninterrupted stretch of mangrove-rimmed waters [along the Red Sea coast].”
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“Reading about pottery-making is one thing but there’s nothing quite like trying it out in person – an experience offered at the Pottery Workshop.”
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The Giza Pyramids
Tackling the Site

Constructed more than 4000 years ago,
the Pyramids are the last remaining won-
der of the ancient world. The giant struc-
tures - the 1 Great Pyramid of Khufu,
the smaller 2 Pyramid of Khafre and
the 3 Pyramid of Menkaure - deserved-
ly sit at the top of many travellers’ to-do
lists. But the site is challenging to explore,
with everything, including the smaller
4 Queens’ Pyramids and assorted tombs
such as the 5 Tomb of Meresankh III
and 6 Tombs of Qar and Idu, spread out
in the desert under the hot sun. And it all
looks, at first glance, a bit smaller than
you might have thought.

It helps to imagine them as they were:
originally, the Pyramids gleamed in the
sun, covered in a smooth white limestone
casing. These enormous mausoleums, each
devoted to a single pharaoh, were part of
larger complexes. At the east base of each
was a ‘funerary temple’, where the pharaoh
was worshipped after his demise, with
daily rounds of offerings to sustain his
soul. In the ground around the pyramids,
wooden boats - so-called solar barques -
were buried with more supplies to trans-
port the pharaoh’s soul to the afterlife.
From each funerary temple, a long stone-
paved causeway extended down the hill.

At the base of the plateau, a lake covered
the land where the village of Nazlet As Sa-
maan is now - this was fed by a canal and
enlarged with floodwaters each year. At
the end of each causeway, a ‘valley temple’
stood at the water’s edge to greet visitors.
Next to Khafre’s valley temple, the lion-
bodied 7 Sphinx stands guard.

Even today, much about the Pyramids
remains to be discovered, including the
whereabouts of the pharaohs' bodies them-
selves. In 2023 archaeologists announced
they had found another 9m-long passage-
way inside the Great Pyramid, which could
lead to another burial chamber. But there’s
still plenty for visitors to see. Here we show
you both the big picture and the little de-
tails to look out for, starting with the
8 ticket booth and entrance.
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@Pyramid of Khafre

Khafre's pyramid still holds onto its limestone cap. Over
the centuries this casing was stripped from the pyramids
and carted off to be used in Cairo's palaces and mosques,
exposing the softer inner-core stones to the elements.

Cemetery.

It's clear from the accounts of early Arab travellers that the

Sphinx's nose was hammered off sometime between the

Tth-and 15th-centuries. Part of the fallen beard was carted
off by 19th-century adventurers and is now on display in the

British Museum.
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. OQueens' Pyramids 8 of the seamless stone blocks, each weighing 2.5 tonnes. Pause to
These smaller piles were built as the tombs of
Khufu's sister, motherand wife. They're in bad

shape, but some show the original limestone
casing at the base - feel how smoothly the
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© Pyramid
of Menkaure
(Mycerinus)
This pyramid opens
alternately with the
Pyramid of Khafre.
The gash in the exterior
is the folly of Sultan
AlAziz Uthman, who
tried to dismantle the
pyramid in1196.

© Tomb of Meresankh 1l
Carved into the northern wall of the tomb is
arow of 10 life-sized statues representing
Meresankh Il herself as well as female family
members. The Giza Plateau is dotted with
tombs like this one but opening schedules
vary each year.

O Tombs of Qar &Idu

These two adjoining tombs for Qar and his
sonldu date from the reign of 6th-dynasty
pharaoh Pepil, showing how use of this
necropolis remained continuous throughout
the Old Kingdom.
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This flourishing bramble (the endemic Sinai shrub
Rubus sanctus) was transplanted in the 10th century
to its present location. Tradition states that cuttings
of the plant refuse to grow outside the monastery
walls.
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One of the oldestand most complete manuscripts of the Bible.
In1859 German scholar Constantin von Tischendorf borrowed
347 pages of the Codex Sinaiticus from the monastery but
failed to return his library books. Originally preserved at the
monastery, some are still here, but the majority of the ‘Sinai
Bible'is in the British Library in London, with other leaves in
Leipzig, Germany, and St Petersburg, Russia.

In1871Greek artisans
travelled from the
island of Tinos to help
construct the bell tower.
The nine bells inside
were a present from
Tsar Alexander Il of
Russia, which are rung
for Sunday services.

An older semantron

\”\ (wooden percussion

‘ instrument) signals

nsT tion
Justinian ordered the construction of the basilica,
graced with Byzantine art. Lavishly made using
thousands of pieces of glass, gold, silver and stone
tesserae, the mosaic (completed in 551) recreates
Christianity’s gospelaccounts of Jesus’ miraculous
elation as the son of God.
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To Steps of
Repentance
(closed.a

vespers and matins.
rt

The formidable walls are 2m thick and 1im high, added
by Emperor Justinian ina show of might. He also sent
aBalkan garrison to watch over the newly fortified
monastery, and today's local Jabaleya tribe is said to be
their descendants.

To the
Camel Trail

chu;éhEi'ii.'l
Transfiguratio

A monastery delegation sought the protection
of Muhammad, and he signed this guarantee by
handprint. When the Arab armies conquered
Egyptin 641, the monastery was left untouched.
The document on display is a copy; the original
isinIstanbul.

the monastery led the monks
tobuild the Ancient Gate to
prevent the ransacking of

church treasures and to the
monastic community saféifook
up at the high walls and you'll see
aramshackle wooden structure.
In times of strife, monks left via
this primitive lift, lowered to the
ground by a pulley.

‘ Frequent raids and attacks on

©Ladd /
This12th-century iconiis one of the monastery’s
most valuable. It depicts abbot St John
Climacos leadinga band of monks up the
ladder of salvation to heaven.
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Taxis are readily available for the 20-minute
journey from Luxor airport to the centre of
town. For those staying on the west bank, it's
best to request a transfer from the hotel as this
includes a ferry ride from the east bank and
transit thereafter.

TAXI & BAROUCHE

On the east bank, taxi drivers compete with the
owners of horse-drawn barouches (carriages)
to win fares. Both can be quite persistent in
their efforts to get passengers on board. Fares
are cheap (depending on your haggling skills!)
but are bestagreed in advance.

FERRY & FELUCCA

There's a frequent public ferry service or it’s
easy to take one of the colourful, pennant-
waving motorboats for the short hop between
riverbanks. It's possible to charter these or,
on breezy afternoons, to take a felucca, fora
longer trip along the Nile.

@

TUK-TUK & BICYCLE

On the quieter west bank, three-wheeler tuk-
tuks shuttle visitors around the antiquities.
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FROM THE AIRPORT

Cairo Airport is 20km east of Downtown.

In peak traffic it can take an hour to drive
between the airport and Downtown; early
morning, the journey takes less than 30
minutes. Airport taxis charge LE500.
Returning, expect between LE200 and LE250.
Uberis not allowed to pick up from the airport.

METRO

Cairo’s metro runs frequent services on clean
trains, some with air-conditioning, between
5am and midnight. There are three lines; see
cairometro.gov.eg/en/Maps for a full metro
map. Middle carriages on trains are women-
only. Tickets cost LE5/7/10 (up to 9/10-16/more
than 16 stops).

WALK

It may not look it at first glance but apart
from the problem of crossing busier streets,
alot of Cairo is highly walkable. Within
neighbourhoods themselves it's often the
quickest way to get around. Just wear sturdy
shoes and watch where you're walking.

TAXI & RIDE-HAILING

Taxis are ubiquitous and are hailed off the
street. Few cars have working meters. Do not
expect to get local prices. Uber and Middle
East-based Careem (now owned by Uber)
operate ride-hailing services. Expect to pay
around LE20 for a very short journey.
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i Temple of Horus Aswan to Luxor

The most beautiful stretch
of the Nile hemmed in

by the Eastern Desert,

its banks dotted with
Graeco-Roman temples
set amid lush farms.

oKajuj

oKom Ombo

Darawo

Aswan ©Ballana
Sitting on the First Cataract, Aswan

has been a strategic trading post

for centuries and the link between

two cultures: Egyptian and Nubian.

J ©Aswan

©Philae

Abu Simbel

Asmall Nubian town and
the location of one of the
most famous monuments in
all Egypt, the awe-inspiring
Great Temple of Ramses |I.

CAR

Hiring a private taxi, or a car and
driver, is the most efficient way to get
around. With a private car, your driver
will navigate police checks and look
after personal items while you visit the
sights. Special permission is needed
to drive to Abu Simbel, so plan ahead.

PUBLIC TRANSPORT

Lake Aswan train and bus station are on
Nasser the east bank of the Nile. There are
© regular train services between Aswan
and Luxor (3% to 4% hours), Cairo (14
Templ_es of to15 hours) and Qena (3} to 4% hours).
Toshka o Abu Simbel Buses depart frequently to/from Luxor
m and there are two daily services to
Abu Simbel.

Lake
Nassar

Lower Nubia &
Lake Nasser

What was once

Lower Nubia now lies @
beneath Lake Nasser, its AR
villages vanished and its
temples displaced. To
see What remains, hop
aboard a cruise.

® Abu Simbel

Aswan International Airport is 18km
southwest of Aswan. There are regular

4 - flights to/from Cairo-and a couple to-
Abu Simbel.

SUDAN
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Overland access to the Red Sea from the T

Nile is restricted for foreigners to a single Suez oAl Tor
route from Luxor. Travel via Edfu and south of
Berenice is off-limits. Exploring the Eastern
Desert, including the monasteries, requires a
permit best organised by a tour company.

ORas ShuKheir

OGemsa /

oElGouna

®
oo

Red Sea

@ Hurghada @

Gebel Kattar
BUS (1963m)

Stand at a bus stop in summer, and you may

well panic that you've been abandoned by

the living. Thankfully, however, this is not the

case as regular buses run by independent

companies connect the main Red Sea 7 Safaga o
destinations (as far as Berenice) with Egypt's <

main cities.

TAXI

Offering a characterful form of transport

for those with a stomach for fast rides over ©Qena
potholed roads, taxis are readily available for

travelling along the entire coast road and to

visit the Coptic monasteries. Taxis are best

organised from resorts and hotels to reduce

white-knuckle moments.

Marsa Alam

Giving access to the Red Sea’s
‘Deep South, this small coastal town
is a gateway to more eco-friendly
underwater adventure and an insight
into the Bedouin way of life.

©OElHamarawein

OAl Quseir

SAUDI
ARABIA

Hurghada

As the undeniable hub of
the Red Sea, this modern
city offers access to

sun, sea and sand with
all the amenities of a
well-established tourist
industry.

-OMarsa Alam






EPUB/images/shutterstock_2097088492.jpg





EPUB/images/11-giza-dp-egy15.jpg
A 0 m— 400 m
® 0 0.2 miles
Grand 1]
Egyptian X
Museum )
%
%' AN
B S0Urigy, Ry
'%%} \&o
) QQQ?QJ Algs, B
N o
\w\(‘@@ wwi\‘im\
Mena House
Golf Course
Great Pyramid ., i
of Khufu Lol
Khufu's 7
e O Giza Pyramids
oty NAZLET AS
; SAMAAN
Pyramid of Khafre Caise,

The Sphinx





EPUB/images/18-beyond-sharm-naama-egy15.jpg
[ ]
Sharm El Sheikh

o Ras Mohammed
“ National Park





EPUB/images/lauren-keith-headshot.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2122066580.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_446896651.jpg





EPUB/images/GettyRF_926722356.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstockRF_236409301.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2263852145.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2211319447.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_101675362.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1284136834.jpg





EPUB/images/LV-pic-Rasha-Aggag.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2225459175.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_555893878.jpg





EPUB/images/218-1.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1150387808.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1839546385.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_14774446.jpg





EPUB/images/12-al-fayoum-dp-loc-egy15.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1413974801.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_738865912.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2290430321.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_133632665.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2080816870.jpg





EPUB/images/04-desert-landscapes-th-loc-egy15.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2058063974.jpg
W,q P
s8-8

\J T






EPUB/images/shutterstock_366748328.jpg
&
*
®
*







EPUB/images/11-garden-city-roda-island-dp-egy15.jpg
f & RODA ISLAND

\prehim Nagg,

. R3 B
$ 5
<
g Saad
& a
5 MZaghluul
J g
63y .
sha Al \Ta\\muima 2
5
e
&
MOUNIRA

MANIAL
‘_:%{8
™
e

| Nitometer (27km);

2~ Umm Kulthum
Museum (2.8km) A 0
Qo

—— 0.25 miles





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1935601591.jpg





EPUB/images/04-rural-retreats-th-loc-egy15.jpg
o]





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1285160029.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1583794762.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2134528021.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_621366170.jpg





EPUB/images/14-southern-nile-valley-ch-loc-egy15.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstockRF_1050111893.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1912558312.jpg
0
Loy
l | 1
|
2 A
| 4}

il

i3
]
=
|






EPUB/images/11-cairo-downtown-dp-egy15.jpg
400 m

D &7 N S
OWNTOWN b T8 @Y
’557 % Q\i(\so S [} — 0.2 miles
Q;@ o S Midan Aty
MASPERO & R T I 2
,a/ \G‘%\ Saray Al Ezbekiyya
% 0:}5“’& 14 2thof iy Halim Ataba
§ Ay,
& %, s, 8& 2
4ke e, =
K7 ey g
% %y © = 2
Ve ;@ 2 =7 Midan
K Opera
Midan Abdel 9R / 19
Moniem Riad ‘g If"'ﬁdan
ustafa :
Y/ 5 Kamel SeTEINE
©
W = B =
e QasVE\“\ 2 fid 2 &g
ing) s B 2 ¢ 3
Egyptian = q B
Ibn Talaab & & 'g =4
= .
D Mohammed Rushdie
Sty
b4,
(Mid afﬁ% KA Midan l8 ABustan LT
™ w125 Taie  Falaki boen
[M\ entry/exit BAB Tehiy
) it temporarily AL LUQ =
(MidanTahr) . closed o 523, B
M g 5 f 9%
A g 3
§ 3 :
3
Abg 24 £ g Mo, 2 &y
©lKace, e By ‘Bhmoug
Han, 2 eikh Rihan 5






EPUB/images/shutterstock_2094614209.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1069633073.jpg





EPUB/images/17-marsa-alam-dp-loc-egy15.jpg
CAIRO®Y






EPUB/images/shutterstock_1962598051.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2003932547.jpg





EPUB/images/GettyRF_472575912.jpg





EPUB/images/18-sharm-naama-dp-loc-egy15.jpg
CAIRO &

Sharm EL Sheikh






EPUB/images/shutterstock_120175447.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1994857850.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2115531572.jpg





EPUB/images/06-red-sea-break-itin-loc-egy15.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2143892755.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1482578447.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_237870361.jpg





EPUB/images/map22-1.jpg
Alexandria & the
Mediterranean
Coast

SEASIDE CITY AND
STUNNING BEACHES

Alexandria is more ambience than
activities. Come here for fresh
sea breezes along the Corniche
and to soak up its atmosphere of
decaying glory. To the eastis Ar
Rashid (Rosetta), with its well-
preserved Ottoman-era old town,
and to the west, the beach resorts of
Cairo’s upper classes and the WWII
memorials of El Alamein.

Siwa Oasis & the
Western Desert

EGYPT'S DESERT HEART

The raw, brutal desert that swaths Egypt’s
west is home to scenery of majestic, towering
crescent dunes and surreal alien-like
landscapes, while the Western Desert'’s
scatter of date-palm speckled oases are a
direct counter to the harsh, barren beauty on

their doorstep.

Alexandria & the
Mediterranean Coast

Siwa Oasis &
the Western Desert

Southern Nile Valley
ORIGIN STORIES AND RIVER LIFE
Egypt atits most languid and lush, centred onthe
sinuous Nile and backdropped by golden dunes. In
this region, Aswan - its only city - is your base for
launching off on felucca trips, exploring Nubian
culture, and tripping out to Egypt’s dramatically
located temples of Philae and Abu Simbel.

Cairo
THE MOTHER OF THE WORLD

The manic pace of Cairo is a full-throttle
introduction to the country. This is where
modern Egypt inallits crowded chaos

collides with the glorious architecture of

multiple empire-builders who crowned this
city their capital... Oh yeah, and there are
some pyramids here you might have heard

about too.

Sinai
SUN, SAND AND
A BEDOUIN SsOUL

The Sinai Peninsula's craggy mountain
coreis Egypt’s adventure capital for
hikers while its coastline, immed by

some of the world’s most famous coral

reefs, brings both divers and lazy sun-
and-sand-seekers toits shores. Dive

the sites of Ras Mohammed National
Park or head into the mountain
heartland centred around Mt Sinai to
experience the peninsula’s rugged

Cairo
beauty.

[x) Sinai

Northern Nile Valley
THE NILE WITHOUT THE TOURIST CROWDS

It's mostly known for being home to both
Abydos and Dendara, two of ancient Egypt's
best-preserved temples, but 'Middle Egypt'
brims with Pharaonic-era tomb sites and Coptic
monasteries that most visitors miss, while
Al Fayoum offers desert experiences on the
doorstep of Cairo.

Northern
Nile Valley

Luxor
Red Sea

Coast Luxor

WHERE THE LIVING HONOUR THE DEAD

Anunrivalled open-air museum displaying
the glories of ancient Egypt. Gawp at the
rich colours inside the painted tombs of
the pharaohs then stand in awe amid the

giant-sized columns and statues in Karnak.

There are few other places in the world that
can compete for bringing the ancient world

soalive.

Southern
Nile Valley

Red Sea Coast

UNDERWATER MAGIC BEYOND
THE DESERT FRINGE

Beach resort hub and winter-sun escape, but the Red
Sea coast offers more than easygoing, family-friendly
holidays for dedicated sun-sloths. This is a major
activity centre: dive the deep south sites from Marsa
Alam, kite surf in ELl Gouna and Hamata or get out of
the water and explore the Eastern Desert's interior.
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The scene of a desert battle
that decided the course of
WWIl and the site of the
cemeteries for the thousands

L]
Damanhur

who fell
Mediterranean
Sea
o Aboukir
Bibliotheca :
Alexandrina E20 A\e¥andria
D 1 ™
Sidi Abdel
RahTan Arab's X
S ) BurgAl
amein i Arab Airport
War Cemeteries DR Mlagy
A El Alamein
Airport

Alexandria
Egypt's second city may
be a faded old dame,

BUS

Buses serve El Alamein and
Marsa Matruh (summer only),
butaren’t so convenient for
the return journey. Cheap,
local microbuses run regularly
to Ar Rashid (Rosetta) and

El Alamein from Alexandria
departing from the main Al
Moaf Al Gedid bus station.

butits outsized history
still gives it a unique
character and culture.
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TAXIS

Taxis are plentifulin
Alexandria and the easiest way
to get around. Agree a price
before getting in (average LEIO
to LEI5 for a city trip). Uber is
also available. Taxis will also
take you to Ar Rashid (Rosetta)
and El Alamein. Agree a round-
trip price before setting off.
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g CAR
g For most travellers a private car, arranged
g through a travel agency or on-the-ball
? accommodation like Minya’s Omar El-
g Khayam Hotel, is the preferred transport
k] in areas between Minya and Qena. Most
g P%‘;Z‘;d taxi drivers are also more than happy to be
; i hired for day trips.
8 3 D, Eastern
° i T V4 (Arabian)
e MedinatAlFayou o
3 \ Minya
2 Wadi Al Hittan A\ 3 J Lavishly painted tombs,
5 —, ® Beni Suef Zafarana o o Tell ALAmarna and Coptic
a r%m monasteries; the country-
g -‘?:;) side between provincial

Al Fayoum < cities Minya and Asyut

The scene is centred around is a goldmine for history

arty Tunis with ancient whale lovers.

fossils, desert landscapes oMaghagha

and slumping pyramids on its

doorstep, all within easy reach

of Cairo.

Samalut
o
/A Gebel At Teir
©Tihna Al Gebel
Minya
AlAshmuneir”
SMUREIN oy 1ayj
e Tellal-Amarna st iy RedSea
desert Island
Shedwan
o Island
ALQUSYE. . penishigeir

e Asyut
TRAIN oAbuTeeg

Trains run between towns. Find
current schedules at enr.gov.eg. Be
aware you'll probably be charged
the foreigner rate from Luxor when oTahta
heading north from Qena, or from =
Minya, when heading south from Akhmim
Asyut: the authorities haven't Sohag e
supplied train stations with official
foreigner rates for Sohag and Asyut.

Sohag

Jumping-off point to discover the
Coptic art of the Red and White
Monasteries and Seti I's elaborately
decorated temple in the Pharaonic cult
centre of Abydos.

7

AlAraba - oCirga

Ay na\-OOAI Balyana Qena
Temple of Seti| © o Qena
s Do ity
BUS & MICROBUS Nag Hammadi P e
Buses operate to towns outside (eg oQus ﬁzlﬂ,lgfﬁefgfg,fggdgmm
Minya to Cairo, Qena to Hurghada) columns of Dendara’s
rather than within the region. temple onthe west.
Microbuses make up for this shortfall f ®Luxor
locally but due to security regulations Armant
foreigners aren’t allowed to use
them (the notable exception being ©AlKharga East

between Cairo and Fayoum). Desert
Esna®©
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Far-flung vibes, a distinct
Amazigh culture and a

slouching mud-brick citadel

atits heart: Siwa is most

people’s vision of oasis life.

BUS & MICROBUS

Buses run between Cairo and
Siwa, and there are also buses
connecting the Bahariya-
Farafra-Dakhla- Al Kharga
oases loop with Cairo and/

or Asyut.

PRIVATE DRIVER & TOUR
Many visitors to the Western
Desert opt to travel by tour
or by hiring separate private
drivers within individual
logations. If you're heading
anywhere off the road and
outside the oases, a 4WD and
an experienced desert driver
are necessities.

Mediterranean
Sea

Qattara
Depression

Qasr Al
Farafﬁa

Abu Mingar o

THE BAHARIYA-SIWA ROAD

Travelling along the road
connecting Bahariya and Siwa
remained forbidden for foreign
travellers during our recent
visit. Until regulations change,
if you want to travel between
them you need to backtrack
through Cairo.
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The easiest oasis to reach ALTH
and the main gateway ”1'; a;m
to desert adventures in
and around the surreal
landscapes of the White
and Black Deserts.
Western
Libyan)
Desert
Qaran
Protected
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Medinat AlFayoum ¢
Eastern
(Arabian)
®  Desert
Beni Gulf of
Suef Suez
© Minya
EGYPT
Mallawi o
© Deir Mawas : .
. Explore desert heritage while
White Desert strolling amid the walled old
ANatlonsl Park towns of Al Qasr and Balat
Islamiya.
An early-Christian necropolis,
Pharaonic temples and an
ancient trade route studded
with Roman forts.
Al Qasr|
i /
Mute
” AlKharga
o, Bulaq
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~TOUR

Accommodation of all sizes and stature
offer guided tours and activitiesinand

SEA \ on the Red Sea and into Sinai's interior.
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Sho = see the sights, they can be impersonal, and\
; el roup sizes are often large.
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TAXI
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