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MIDDLE EAST

THE JOURNEY BEGINS HERE

[image: jpg]

Bedouin man, Wadi Rum (231), Jordan | wakllaff/shutterstock ©

Rambling across the remote plateau of Jordan’s Eastern Desert, in a region so flat that even the horizon’s curve is visible, our companions – a policeman and a shepherd – stumbled on a slightly elevated crumble of land. It was the merest suggestion of a wall. But just before boot trod on rock, the sun caught the unmistakable indentations of an ancient script. Here, in the heart of the Middle East, one tiny speck of history shouted out the presence of others, long forgotten, on this very spot.

Dr Jenny Walker

@jennywalkertravel

Dr Jenny Walker is a higher-education consultant and travel writer with three decades of experience working in the Middle East. Her recent scholarly research is on today’s Arabian desert travellers (Routledge); she has also co-authored over 50 guidebooks and a book on off-road travel in Oman. She wrote the Plan, Egypt, Iran, Toolkit and History chapters.
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My favourite experience is when a headdress becomes a tablecloth, bread becomes a bean scoop, and a tuna tin becomes a waterhole for wildlife. The economy of desert life – getting the most from the little there is and sharing it with others.


WHO GOES WHERE

Our writers and experts choose the places which, for them, define the Middle East
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Amman’s Roman Theatre is my favourite place to enjoy a concert, especially after a day spent exploring downtown. The marriage of the modern world with an ancient site makes for a bewildering juxtaposition, but in a good way.
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Sanad Tabbaa

sanadtab.net

Sanad splits his time between his hometown of Amman and the Jordan countryside.
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Bcharré is where the past meets the present, seamlessly blending adventure and serenity. Imagine cedars soaring skyward, their roots steeped in biblical history, alongside the Qannoubine Valley’s ancient hermitages, perched on rugged cliffs.
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Nidal Majdalani

@nidal.majdalani, Instagram

Nidal is a Lebanese travel writer, photographer and tourism specialist. Contact her for bespoke tours in Lebanon.
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Barhal In the 1990s I remember being astonished by the Swiss-style majesty of the Kaçkar Mountains. These days the beautiful Ayder region is no longer a secret, but the villages on the Kaçkars’ eastern approaches remain timeless.
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Mark Elliott

@markbekaz, Instagram

Mark has been writing about travel in Asia and Europe since the mid-1990s and has co-authored over 70 guidebooks.

CONTRIBUTING WRITERS

İsmet Ersoy

@culinistanbul

A travel and food enthusiast, İsmet has travelled to many destinations in Europe, Asia, and North and South America.

Anthon Jackson

@anthonjackson_

Anthon Jackson is a Utah-born, Denmark-based writer, photographer and student of the Islamic World.

Virginia Maxwell

@maxwellvirginia

Based in Melbourne, Virginia has authored Lonely Planet guidebooks to multiple global destinations.

Owen Morton

@owenmortonmanul

Owen is a Harrogate-based travel writer who specialises in Türkiye and the Caucasus.

Steve Fallon

www.steveslondon.com

Steve is a travel writer and a qualified London Blue Badge Tourist Guide.

Ömercan Kaçar

@beskuvalefendi

Ömercan writes about travel, culture and history.

Jason Ruffin

@Jruffin16

Jason is a writer and journalist covering travel, culture, and environmental issues.

Lauren Keith

@Lauren Keith

Lauren is a travel writer and newly certified scuba diver.

Paula Hardy

@paulahardy

Paula is a travel journalist working in North Africa.

Jennifer Hattam

jenniferhattam.com

Jennifer is an İstanbul-based journalist who loves running, hiking, bus trips and exploring cities.

Jessica Lee

@jessofarabia

Jessica Lee is a travel writer specialising in the Middle East and North Africa.

Paul Stafford

@paulrstafford

Birmingham-based Paul is a writer, photographer and one half of rock duo Phwoar.
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ANCIENT WONDERS

There’s that moment when you first espy the pointed crest of the pyramids above the mid-rise suburbs of Cairo and you’re suddenly overwhelmed by history. Deserving of their status as a wonder of the ancient world, these 4000-year-old monuments remain as awe-inspiring today as they were in their time. Tracking the pharaohs in pyramid, temple and Nile tomb, or tracing the Graeco-Roman influence stretching across the entire region, is a defining experience of the Middle East.

Practicalities

Discounts are offered at many ancient sites for seniors, students and young children. Bring water to avoid dehydration when clambering around vast archaeological sites.
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Spot-Lit Spectacle

Many of the ancient sites are magically lit at night. Sound-and-light shows are popular in Egypt at the pyramids, Karnak and Abu Simbel (pictured) near Aswan.
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Clothing

Sun-baked, dusty and exposed, many of these places were built by workers in straw sandals and with bare heads, but they’re best visited in walking shoes and a hat.

[image: jpg]

Ram-headed sphinxes, Karnak, Egypt | arunas aleksandravicius/shutterstock ©


BEST ANCIENT WONDER EXPERIENCES
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Feel the weight of history by clambering inside Egypt’s 1 Great Pyramid or head to Saqqara’s Step Pyramid.

Walk the Avenue of Sphinxes, linking the spectacular ancient temples of 2 Luxor and Karnak.

Picnic in colonnaded splendour in the restored ruins of 3 Jerash, the most complete of Jordan’s outstanding Roman ruins.

Wander among the preserved temples of 4 Baalbek, an unusually intact outpost of Roman culture in northern Lebanon.

Imagine a vibrant city of 250,000 inhabitants among the homes and temples of the Graeco-Roman site of 5 Ephesus in Türkiye.







CITIES OF THE DEAD

If immortality was their goal, the ancients achieved this in part through the legacy of spectacular monuments they left behind in their cities of the dead. These necropolises – most famously at Thebes on the left bank of the Nile and in Petra in southern Jordan – are testaments to their faith in an afterlife and are remarkable for the beauty and craftsmanship of their design.

Discount Passes

Consider buying a five-day Cairo or Luxor Pass in Egypt, or a Jordan Pass with access to over 40 attractions, including Petra and Wadi Rum.

[image: jpg]
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Petra by Night

A candlelit stroll through the Siq at Petra is worth the crowds. At night, the walls are that much taller and the way that much narrower.
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Pace Yourself

You may want to see it all, but take note: this is the quickest way to achieve monument fatigue. Choose your sites carefully and enjoy just being there.

[image: jpg]

Petra, Jordan | punnawit suwattananun/shutterstock ©


BEST NECROPOLIS EXPERIENCES
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Explore the trails that link the ruins and tombs in the heart of 1 Petra, Jordan’s extraordinary city of the dead.

Descend into the 2 Valley of the Kings in Thebes, following in the footsteps of robbers, Christian hermits and archaeologists.

Learn some hieroglyphics to enjoy the exquisite paintings in the 3 Valley of the Queens, also the burial place of young princes.

Learn how mummies were preserved in Luxor’s 4 Mummification Museum and view the golden treasures of Tutankhamun’s tomb at the Egyptian Museum in Cairo.

Visit the 5 catacombs in Alexandria, a multi-tiered burial site showing the fusion of Egyptian, Greek and Roman funerary iconography.







CRYSTAL CLEAR

One of the joys of the Middle East lies beneath the waters that surround it. Seven seas lap the region’s shores, from the cool Black Sea and the temperate Mediterranean to the tropical Red Sea and the barren Dead Sea. With the exception of the latter, snorkelling and diving is often world class.

[image: jpg]

Sunken City, Kekova, Türkiye | nejdet duzen/shutterstock ©

Camping Offshore

If diving is your main focus in visiting the Red Sea, consider a multiday liveaboard excursion in Aqaba, Hurghada or Sharm El Sheikh.

Accessible Diving

In Sharm, Camel Dive Club offers fully accessible dive holidays with boats and the entire resort fitted for wheelchair users.


BEST UNDERWATER EXPERIENCES
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Head for 1 Kaş in Türkiye to explore underwater ruins in the Kekova region.

Join divers from all over the world at 2 Ras Mohammed National Park in Egypt, famed for the diversity of its marine life.

Share tales of underwater derring-do with fellow divers at Jordan’s unpretentious 3 Gulf of Aqaba.

Spot dugongs and dolphins in the quieter reaches of the Red Sea from the scattered camps of 4 Marsa Alam.

From Sharm, enjoy the underwater spectacle without getting wet or dive the 5 Thistlegorm, a sunken WWII cargo ship ranked among the world’s best wreck dives.







HIGH FLYERS

The Middle East offers many unforgettable activities – camel riding, scuba diving and quad bikes – but few can match the experience of flight and height. Balloon rides above the pinnacled landscape of Cappadocia and the temples of Thebes offer not only a superb vantage point for land-ocked wonders, but also a little taste of heaven.

Safety First

Although regulation has smartened up the operations in recent years, ballooning is not without its risks. Check your operator’s credentials before boarding.

[image: jpg]
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Clothing

Balloon flights generally leave early; even in summer it gets chilly up high. Pack a layer or two and wear sensible shoes for clambering in and out of the basket.

[image: jpg]
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Silent Mode

Ballooning is all about silence. Reserve photo shoots for the drama of takeoff and landing, and just enjoy the peaceful freedom in between.


BEST BALLOONING EXPERIENCES
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Contact 1 Butterfly Balloons for one-hour flights above Cappadocia in Türkiye.

Choose 2 Voyager Balloons for another fabulous Cappadocia flight with multilingual guides.

In Egypt, consider flying with 3 Magic Horizon, a reliable balloon operator in Luxor that isn’t just ‘hot air’.

Be up before dawn to fly with 4 Salam Balloons, who collect passengers from either side of the Nile and deliver on the promise of reliability.

Enjoy the good humour of 5 Alaska Balloon, making merry with Luxor’s nickname.







ISLAMIC ARTISTRY

Religion has inspired the arts for millennia and never more so than among the great Islamic cities of the Middle East. Mosque architecture, in particular, reflects the aesthetic expression of a nation and delights with its graceful forms and exquisite decorative design. Some of the most famous examples are currently out of reach, but Islamic artistry can still be richly enjoyed in mosques, madrassas and museums throughout the region.

Mosque Etiquette

Visitors are welcome in many of the region’s mosques, providing etiquette (eg removing shoes before entering, modest clothing that covers knees and shoulders, headscarves for women) is observed.

[image: jpg]
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Site Guardians

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

Not all artistry is focused on the adornment of places of religious importance. Some noteworthy exceptions are found among the pleasure domes of Jordan’s desert castles.

[image: jpg]

Blue Mosque, İstanbul, Türkiye | luciano mortula - lgm/shutterstock ©


BEST ISLAMIC ARTISTRY EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Book a table at a nearby restaurant with a balcony and watch the illuminated minarets of İstanbul’s magnificent 1 Blue Mosque.

Enjoy the elaborate detail of the 2 Mausoleum-Madrassa of Qalaun in historic Cairo – the prototype for all grand Mamluk public buildings.

Wander through Lebanon’s 3 Old City of Tripoli, with its mosques, madrassas and khans (travellers’ inns) and watch Islamic craft traditions continue in souq workshops.

Spare time to visit the Mamluk Palace and Mosque and the small but excellent Islamic Museum in Jordan’s 4 Karak Castle.

Don’t leave Cairo without visiting the world-class 5 Museum of Islamic Art. It includes stunning exhibits from the Abbasids to the Ottomans.







PILGRIMAGE SITES

Revered by the world’s main three monotheistic religions, Moses (also known as Musa or Moshe) is considered a prophet by many, whose belief in his ascent of Mt Sinai has inspired pilgrimage for centuries. Tracing the loci of some of the other events recorded in the holy scripts gives purpose to scaling the region’s desert peaks.

[image: jpg]

Mt Sinai, Egypt | celtstudio/shutterstock ©

Timing

Coptic and Orthodox Christian sights across the Middle East are generally open only for restricted periods. Check before heading out to remote locations.

Early Christians

The early churches of Christianity can be found in Jordan’s town of Madaba, in the Coptic quarter of Cairo and Hardine Village in Lebanon.


BEST PILGRIM EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Follow in the footsteps of Moses to the summit of 1 Mt Sinai; go before dawn to catch the sunrise.

Join the throngs at 2 Mt Nebo in Jordan; Moses is said to have glimpsed the promised land from this viewpoint.

Join those of many faiths at 3 Aya Sofya, built in 537 CE as a church, converted to a mosque in 1453, made a museum in 1935 and returned to a mosque in 2020.

Visit 4 Bethany-Beyond-the-Jordan, said to be the location of Jesus’ baptism by John and a high point in the establishment of Christianity.

Climb the Eastern Desert stairway to the hermit’s home of 5 St Anthony’s Cave.







TIMELESS FORTIFICATIONS

Some magnificently restored, others hidden amid spring flowers: forts and castles are a memorable part of travelling in this land of Crusader relics. In fact, there aren’t many hilltops in Jordan and Lebanon without one. Fortifications also feature beneath cliffs in Türkiye and in the sands of Egyptian oases, but none compare with those of the Levant.

Erratic Timing

Don’t be disappointed if a fort is closed when it ‘should’ be open. Some forts see so few people, you can’t blame the warden for knocking off early.

[image: jpg]
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Eastern Desert Castles

Azraq is the only true fortification among these ‘castles’ – a term that loosely describes the 7th- and 8th-century hunting lodges and caravanserai of Jordan’s Eastern Desert.

[image: jpg]
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Remote Keeps

Those who like a challenge should head for İshak Paşha Palace near the Turkish town of Doğubayazit, or the mud-brick Fortress of Shali, in the Siwa Oasis in Egypt.


BEST FORT & CASTLE EXPERIENCES
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Listen for the ghosts of Lawrence and Hussein at 1 Qasr Al Azraq on the windswept edge of the Eastern Desert in Jordan.

Burrow underground at 2 Karak Castle, once just one of a long line of Frank defences, stretching from Aqaba in Jordan’s south to Türkiye in the north.

Enjoy the capital view from the 3 Citadel in Amman, the perfect vantage point of downtown’s Roman theatre.

The 4 Eastern Desert Castles in Jordan are not really castles at all. Once popular hunting lodges and baths, the only visitors now are the wind and the crows.

Explore 5 Byblos – a Crusader-era fortress by the Mediterranean Sea in one of Lebanon’s oldest settlements.







NATURE NURTURED

The Middle East is inevitably associated with human accomplishment, but nature has its own worthy monuments too, and many now enjoy governmental protection. Jordan’s RSCN is a leader in this regard, encompassing a diversity of ecosystems over desert, highland and sea, and there’s at least one environmental success story in each of Jordan’s regional neighbours. These include Ras Mohammed National Park, protecting the Red Sea, and the White Desert National Park, with its wind-eroded landscapes.

Long-Distance Hiking

Ancient prophets set the scene for today’s epic country-long hike along the Jordan Trail, while Türkiye’s 500km Lycian Way (pictured) is a favourite for inspiring coastal scenery.
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Royal Society for the Conservation of Nature (RSCN)

With nature reserves scattered around Jordan, each of which offers accommodation, it’s possible to plan an entire visit around them.
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Bag It and Bin It

The Middle East still suffers from a lack of commitment to clearing up rubbish, regardless of public campaigns. Visitors are urged to avoid adding to the problem.

[image: jpg]

Travertines, Pamukkale, Türkiye | dmitry bruskov/shutterstock ©


BEST NATURE RESERVE EXPERIENCES
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Camp in the rugged landscape of 1 Dana Biosphere Reserve in Jordan’s highlands and hike below sea level in Wadi Araba.

Enjoy a profusion of spring flowers and buy handcrafted soap in the community-run projects of Jordan’s 2 Ajloun Forest Reserve.

Splash through the protected canyons of 3 Mujib Biosphere Reserve, near Jordan’s Dead Sea coast, and look for the protected Nubian ibex.

Walk through windows of sky reflected in the 4 travertines of Pamukkale in Türkiye’s World Heritage site.

Stroll beneath Lebanon’s famous cedars in 5 Shouf Biosphere Reserve – the largest of three natural protectorates covering 5% of the country’s landmass.







ABOVE WATER

The pleasures of modern Nile cruising go back to Thomas Cook’s 19th-century tours, but people have been journeying along the Nile for millennia and joining them is a key Egyptian experience. Slow boating around the Aegean is a worthy Turkish equivalent – or there’s the fun of going nowhere. Floating on the Dead Sea ticks that box.

Pack a Hat

Avoid the summer for all water-borne adventures (except Red Sea diving) when the heat can be wretched. Wearing a hat helps.
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Nile Currents

On the Nile, it’s faster and cheaper to sail north with the current. This makes Aswan a popular starting point for a multiday trip to Luxor.
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Now You Sea It...

If the Dead Sea is on your bucket list, go now. The intensely salt waters are evaporating fast, extending the shore by over 1m per year.


BEST ABOVE-WATER EXPERIENCES
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Spot herons in the hundreds on a 1 cruise along the Nile or put your feet up on a deck lounger and watch Graeco-Roman ruins float by.

Sail in an abstract pattern of colour on a 2 felucca ride from Luxor, or explore Nubian culture by boat from Aswan.

Wallow in a mud bath at one of Jordan’s luxury spas after a 3 bob in the Dead Sea.

Spend four days aboard a Turkish yacht on a 4 blue cruise and your mood will be anything but.

Take the 5 12-island tour from Fethiye for a day-trip in the Mediterranean’s pine-fringed seas.







URBAN VIBES

With so much history and heritage packed into richly inscribed landscapes, it’s sometimes easy to overlook the modern urban experience. That’s a pity, because the Middle East is packed with exciting cities and youthful, energetic populations. Sharing a common thread of good food, music and film, these cities are the beating heart of the region.

[image: jpg]

Galata Tower, İstanbul, Türkiye | guitar photographer/shutterstock ©

By Water

Defined by water, İstanbul, Beirut, Cairo and Alexandria are enjoyably explored through boat and beach, both of which are extra alive at night.

On Foot

While stretched by an ever-growing girth, each of the great cities of the Middle East have some districts that are either pedestrian or at least walkable.


BEST URBAN EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Double the time you spend in 1 İstanbul, a triumphant city shaped by Byzantines, Ottomans and today’s innovators.

Learn how to survive a crisis in 2 Beirut, one of the world’s most resilient cities, and find a population determined to enjoy a good time.

Promenade with capital citizens between mosque, souq and coffee house in downtown 3 Amman, or search out the urbane uptown suburbs.

Come home to 4 Cairo and experience the joys and frustrations of a metropolis that spills its talent across the Arab world.

Engage with the intelligentsia in 5 Alexandria, Egypt’s cerebral city of culture that contrasts with Cairo’s pulsing heart.







BATHING BEAUTIES

With numerous hot springs, it’s not surprising that the Middle East has a long tradition of relaxing in balmy waters. The practice reached its peak in Ottoman times when lavishly decorated hammams (bathhouses) offered ritualised scrubs and soaks. Enjoying something of a renaissance, these bathing beauties now cater for the modern spa experience.

[image: jpg]

Ayasofya Hürrem Sultan Hamamı, İstanbul, Türkiye | fotografci2019/shutterstock ©

Mud Bathing

Most Dead Sea beaches have mud pots for self-administering the mineral-rich mud. Or book into a Dead Sea spa and have it lathered on for you.

Hammam Etiquette

Generally, hammams are segregated into male and female areas or bathing times. Check the schedules to avoid disappointment.


BEST HAMMAM EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Allow an hour for İstanbul’s most beautiful hammam, 1 Ayasofya Hürrem Sultan Hamami. In business since 1556, it’s the most luxurious traditional bathing in the Old City.

Enjoy the interior splendour of 2 Kiliç Ali Paşa Hamami in İstanbul, which has undergone a complete restoration and is the belle of the 16th-century bathing boom.

Indulge in modern miracles of pampering at Jordan’s 3 Dead Sea resorts, where soaks are therapeutic and infinity pools and terrace olive groves provide a calming atmosphere.

Lebanon has its share of soaks, such as those in Tripoli. Dunk under domes from the Mamluk era in 4 Hammam Al Abed.







NOMADIC LANDS

The Bedouin have roamed the desert interiors of the Middle East for centuries and are no strangers to hardship, eking out a nomadic living from animal husbandry. Ever resourceful and ready to adapt, many Bedouin now work in the tourist sector, helping visitors learn about the strikingly beautiful environments they call home.

Deserts, Black and White

Experience Egypt’s magnificent White Desert National Park (pictured) on an overnight tour from Bahariya Oasis. Book a longer trip and enjoy the Black Desert too.
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The Back Door to Petra

Take a desert hike from Little Petra, but don’t forget to buy a ticket to Petra from the visitor centre in Wadi Musa first.
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Jordan Hikes

Contact the RSCN for comprehensive lists of all hikes in Jordan’s nature reserves. Safaris in Shaumari Wildlife Reserve showcase indigenous desert dwellers, including Arabian oryx.


BEST DESERT EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Camp overnight in a landscape of wind-eroded forms in Egypt’s 1 White Desert National Park or book a longer Western Desert foray between oases.

Skip snorkelling in the Red Sea and spend the day investigating Roman emerald mines in Egypt’s 2 Eastern Desert in the company of the Abad.

Enlist a Bedouin guide to show you an alternative route up to the summit of 3 Mt Sinai.

Ride a camel or hike through 4 Wadi Rum to see how the majesty of the auburn dunes in Jordan’s most famous landscape inspired Lawrence.

Hike through 5 Petra to the high places to see how the necropolis lay hidden for centuries, or travel beyond the ruins with the B’doul Bedouin into majestic Wadi Araba.







BAGGING THE SUN

We all know the dangers of too much summer sun, but a small dose of sunbathing, if properly protected, does wonders for topping up the body’s vitamin D. The Middle East has dozens of opportunities for stretching out a towel and listening to gentle waters lap against the shore.

[image: jpg]

Çıralı beach, Türkiye | frantic00/shutterstock ©

Beachwear

Skimpy beachwear is acceptable in resorts, but on remoter beaches or when heading into town, shoulders and knees are best covered.

Bye Bye Beach

If staying at Sharm El Sheikh, a key beach destination for Europeans, check how far your accommodation is from the sea before you book.


BEST BEACH EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Press pause on the sightseeing to enjoy R&R along the Turkish Riviera. Head for 1 Çirali, near Mt Olympos.

Ramble off the Lycian Way, Türkiye’s epic hike, and onto the country’s longest beach at 2 Patara.

Dive, snorkel or hike in the Sinai...or be busy doing nothing in 3 Sharm El Sheikh, the peninsula’s sociable hub.

Go nowhere fast in the 4 Dead Sea, where high salinity means it’s impossible to swim – lie on the beach instead.

Swim with turtles, ramble among Roman ruins and enjoy the beauties of picturesque 5 Tyre, off the coast of Lebanon.







SHOPPING FOR CRAFTS

Shoppers beware – the options are legion, the prices good and every city has one. We’re talking souqs, markets and bazaars – call them what you will, the opportunity to shop in one is a highlight of the region. Some of the best are ancient warrens of everything you never knew you wanted to buy.

The Art of Buying

Top tip: don’t ask fellow travellers about cost. Haggling is all about paying what something’s worth to you at a price the vendor is happy to receive.
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Go With the Throw

Sipped the mint tea and saw half the shop’s silk carpets unfurled? If you’re looking to escape an expensive purchase, ask about flat-weave kilims and throws instead.
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Accessibility

Many of the region’s bazaars are a muddle of tiny alleyways and difficult to navigate. However, they are generally paved and covered.


BEST SHOPPING EXPERIENCES
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Enter the 1 Grand Bazaar in İstanbul and take a moment amid the chaos to enjoy the festival of light, colour and sound.

Don’t go to Cairo’s 2 Khan El Khalili with a shopping list – stumbling across treasure may take the form of a conversation at Fishawi’s ancient tea shop instead.

Never mind your wallet, just watch your weight in the souq of 3 Tripoli, famous for Lebanese sweets.

Search Jordan’s smaller towns for signature crafts: salt from Salt, for example, or hand-crafted silver from 4 Madaba.

Support the apprentice schemes of 5 Nile workshops by buying pottery from Tunis, alabaster carving from Luxor or cotton handlooms.









REGIONS & CITIES

Find the places that tick all your boxes.
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ITINERARIES

Cairo to Amman

[image: jpg]

Allow: 14 days      Distance: 2700km


There are few opportunities for overland travel between countries in the Middle East these days, but regional peacekeepers Egypt and Jordan remain joined at the hip and their combined attractions make for a classic modern journey. The route involves travel by train, boat and bus, covering beloved traveller haunts.
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Pyramids of Giza, Egypt | waj/shutterstock ©

1
Cairo [image: ] 2 DAYS

Take public transport through Egypt’s frenetic capital Cairo to the pyramids, spending the rest of the day at Saqqara and Dahshur. Skip breakfast next morning for a downtown food tour, call in at the Egyptian Museum and go shopping in Khan El Khalili before boarding the overnight train to Luxor.

2
Luxor [image: ] 2 DAYS

Arrive in Luxor at dawn and take the Nile ferry to a west bank guesthouse. Hire a bike, collect tickets from the Antiquities Office and cycle to the Valley of the Queens. Next morning, balloon over Thebes and visit Valley of the Kings. Transfer to the east bank to explore the wonders of Karnak and sail on a felucca.

3
Marsa Alam [image: ] 2 DAYS

Take the bus to Marsa Alam and pitch up at Marsa Shagra. Get kitted out for diving or snorkelling or just enjoy the beach. Spend day two visiting emerald mines in Wadi El Gemal Reserve or go kitesurfing at windy Hamata.

4
Dahab [image: ] 2 DAYS

Aim for the Sinai by ferry (if running) or, better still, find some friends for the journey around the Red Sea coast by taxi, breaking the trip at the two great monasteries of the Eastern Desert (St Paul’s and St Anthony’s). Attempt the Blue Hole dive from Dahab the next day or just enjoy the town’s traveller vibe.


5
Wadi Rum [image: ] 2 DAYS

Book transport on the Nuweiba ferry across the Gulf of Aqaba to Jordan, have lunch in an excellent fish restaurant and take a taxi to Wadi Rum. Overnight in a Bedouin camp to enjoy the spectacular scenery. Leave by camel the next morning and then push on to Petra by bus. Stay in Wadi Musa.
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6
Petra [image: ] 2 DAYS

Pack a picnic and head down the Siq for Petra’sfamous Treasury. Hike to high places and, if energy allows, climb to the Monastery, returning at sunset. Soak in a hammam on day two, visit Little Petra and come back to experience the Siq by candlelight.
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7
Amman [image: ] 2 DAYS

Share a ride along the King’s Highway, stopping at Dana or Karak for lunch. Stay in a budget hotel in downtown Amman and on day two, stroll around the old Citadel and souq.
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ITINERARIES

Middle East Heartland

[image: jpg]

Allow: 14 days      Distance: 1100km


Small on the map but huge in history, heritage and heart, Lebanon and Jordan offer a quintessential Middle East experience. With impressive Roman ruins and sites of religious significance, both countries have been at the crossroads of major civilisations for centuries. Caught between neighbouring tensions, travel between them is limited to flights between Beirut and Amman.
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Wadi Rum, Jordan | travelwild/shutterstock ©

1
Beirut [image: ] 2 DAYS

Fast-paced, fashionable and an entrepôt of fine dining, Beirut is an exciting introduction to the Middle East and a launching point for a Levantine tour. Let locals guide you around excellent museums for a day, then go on an excursion to Baalbek, Lebanon’s impressive Roman ruins (pictured).
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2
Bcharré [image: ] 3 DAYS

Hire a car and drive to Byblos, a pretty fishing port with a Crusader-era castle. Continue up the coast to Lebanon’s second city, Tripoli, to visit the famous souqs before heading up into the Qadisha Valley. Stay in Bcharré for trails to remote hermitages and pine-scented air below snowy mountains. Return to Beirut on day three.

3
Amman [image: ] 2 DAYS

Fly to Amman, spending day one enjoying the restaurants, museums and Roman ruins of the capital. On day two, hire a car and drive to Madaba, known for its Roman mosaics, aiming for lunch at Mt Nebo, said to be in sight of Moses’ promised land. Drive along the King’s Highway and cross Wadi Mujib, the grand canyon of Jordan, and Karak for a night at Dana.


4
Dana [image: ] 2 DAYS

Stroll through old Dana village or don hiking boots for a trail through the spectacular rocky landscape of the Dana Biosphere Reserve. With luck, you may spot ibex among the diverse mammals, birdlife and flora.

5
Petra & Wadi Rum [image: ] 3 DAYS

Complete the King’s Highway, stopping at the lonesome castle of Shobak, then overnight at Wadi Musa, reaching the gates of Petra in time to catch the candlelit walk through the Siq. Visit the Royal Tombs of Petra in the morning and then drive another three hours to Wadi Rum, arriving in time to enjoy the beauties of sunset as you transfer to a Bedouin camp.
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6
Aqaba [image: ] 2 DAYS

If you can tear yourself away from the gorgeous dunes and warm Bedouin hospitality, then it’s just an hour’s drive from Wadi Rum to Aqaba (pictured). With excellent fish restaurants, a bite-size souq and a rim of attractive seafront hotels, Jordan’s second city is one of the friendliest dive centres along the Red Sea coast.





ITINERARIES

Six-City Tour

[image: jpg]

Allow: 12 days      Distance: 2700km


The Middle East is punctuated by some of the world’s great cities. İstanbul is the undisputed nerve centre of Türkiye while Cairo is a leading light of contemporary Arab culture. This tour, which consists of short regional flights, focuses not just on these two great cities but also includes their more modest neighbours.
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İstanbul, Türkiye | viacheslav lopatin/shutterstock ©

1
İstanbul [image: ] 2 DAYS

Straddling two continents, İstanbul is a soundscape of prayer calls, bells, car horns and the slap of water against kerb. Visit the landmark monuments on day one and take a trip along the Bosphorus on day two. After an evening stroll through the Grand Bazaar (pictured), you’ll not want to leave.
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2
Ankara [image: ] 2 DAYS

Türkiye’s youthful capital Ankara has few frills, but this is where to get under the country’s skin. Spend day one at the Museum of Anatolian Civilisations and at Anıtkabir, the monumental mausoleum of Atatürk, founder of modern Türkiye. On day two, wind through the Byzantine citadel (pictured) and sample authentic pide (Turkish-style pizza) and kebaps.
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3
Beirut [image: ] 2 DAYS

Join an alternative walking tour with those who know the backstory of Beirut best. Get the latest tips on the city’s legendary nightlife and head out early to make the most of the mezze. On day two, do your own thing, strolling the waterfront and visiting the National Museum of Beirut.
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4
Amman [image: ] 2 DAYS

Start your visit in Amman at the Citadel for a good view of the city’s seven hills, then hike down to the Roman theatre, a feat of precise engineering. Reward the day’s effort with the capital’s best-loved Arabic street food at Hashem Restaurant. Visit Jordan Museum on day two and make a short detour to the hidden heritage of Iraq Al Amir.
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5
Cairo [image: ] 2 DAYS

Squeeze in a full day’s sightseeing in Cairo at the Giza pyramids and nearby Saqqara. Return to town for an evening of street food. Next day, view ‘wonderful things’ among the pharaonic treasures in the Egyptian Museum and explore Coptic Cairo. Visit the Islamic monuments around the maze of alleyways of Khan El Khalili and bargain for crafts.
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6
Alexandria [image: ] 2 DAYS

Catch the train to Alexandria, Egypt’s most northerly city. More about ambience than activities, this is the city to relax in sea breezes, eat seafood and take a tour of the impressive Bibliotheca Alexandrina. This fine but faded old Mediterranean city is an example of glorious past combined with exciting intellectual renaissance – a fitting metaphor for the Middle East as a whole.
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ITINERARIES

Nile & Desert Roundtrip

[image: jpg]

Allow: 15 days      Distance: 2800km


This trip covers Egypt’s highlights. Using the Nile to thread the beads of antiquity, you’ll then cut across the Western Desert to string together remote oases. The contrast between Nile and desert gives perspective to the importance of water throughout Egypt’s history.
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The Nile, Egypt | paul vinten/shutterstock ©

1
Cairo [image: ] 2 DAYS

Spread along the riverbank, Cairo relies upon the Nile for much of its identity. On day one take a boat ride on the world’s longest river to recognise its role in modern city life. On day two, explore the Giza pyramids, significantly on the Nile’s west bank, then take the overnight train to Aswan.
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2
Aswan [image: ] 2 DAYS

Spend the first day in Aswan, Egypt’s southernmost city, and sail to the Nile islands that inspired Agatha Christie’s Death on the Nile, which she wrote in Aswan’s most famous hotel. Detour: visit the once-buried temples of Abu Simbel (pictured) on the shore of Lake Nasser, created after the Nile was dammed.
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3
The Nile [image: ] 3 DAYS

Relax and let the water do the work as you head downstream from Nubia towards Luxor, stopping at the Ptolemaic temples of Kom Ombo and Edfu. There are many ways of travelling between Aswan and Luxor along this beautiful section, including cruise boats with open-top terraces and traditional dahabiyyas (masted sailing boats).
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4
Luxor [image: ] 2 DAYS

Luxor is best understood as a city of two halves, bisected by the Nile. Use day one to explore the downtown pulse of life along Luxor’s modern east bank. On day two, take a ferry to the west bank’s Thebes: the ancient city of the dead, immortalised in magnificent tombs and funerary temples. Stay in a west bank guesthouse, hire a bike and enjoy the rural retreat.
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5
Western Desert [image: ] 2 DAYS

At dawn, take a west bank balloon ride and you’ll appreciate the slenderness of fertile land along the Nile – the river that you’ll now be leaving behind. Head across the desert with a driver and overnight at Dakhla Oasis. With its crumbling mud-brick architecture, it makes for an atmospheric introduction to the great Western Desert.
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6
White Desert National Park [image: ] 2 DAYS

Brace yourself for the long drive to Bahariya Oasis and appreciate the sheer scale of the waterless desert that rolls across a continent. Organise a 4WD camping trip to the beautiful White Desert National Park, making sure it includes a trip to the Black Desert. After four days in the wilderness, you’ll be ready to return to Cairo.
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ITINERARIES

Türkiye’s Inland Treasures

[image: jpg]

Allow: 10 days      Distance: 2000km


Most travellers are drawn to Türkiye’s gorgeous coastlines, and for good reason. The Mediterranean alone is a dazzle of sun-glancing water, good food and relaxing towns. To understand the Middle Eastern nature of this country, though, you must head inland. Here, communities are more conservative and traditions run deeper.


[image: jpg]

[image: jpg]

Cappadocia, Türkiye | tatiana popova/shutterstock ©

1
Ankara [image: ] 1 DAY

Begin in Ankara, where you’ll find a fine citadel and energetic urban vibe. Take time to absorb the layers of Turkish history, including the Kurdish story, in the city’s excellent museums. Sense the reverence of visitors at Anıtkabir (pictured), the monumental mausoleum of Atatürk, the founder of modern Türkiye. Check the bus timetable, and be ready to leave the next morning.
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2
Safranbolu [image: ] 2 DAYS

Take a bus north to Safranbolu, famed for its old town. This Ottoman relic of red-tiled houses and meandering alleyways is a cobblestone classic. Spare time in the afternoon to enjoy a soak in the Cinci Hamam – one of Türkiye’s best bathhouses. Return to Ankara the next night.
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3
Cappadocia [image: ] 2 DAYS

Catch an early morning bus for the long ride to Cappadocia. A geological oddity of spires and boulders, the region is famous for troglodyte living; staying in a cave hotel here has become one of Türkiye’s defining experiences. Leave space in the itinerary to ride a balloon for an aerial perspective of this extraordinary landscape.
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4
Konya [image: ] 1 DAY

Visit Göreme Open-Air Museum, near Cappadocia, a collection of Byzantine monastic buildings and one of Türkiye’s many UNESCO World Heritage sites. From Göreme, take a bus to the booming city of Konya. A Muslim pilgrimage site, the Mevlânâ Museum houses the distinctive tomb of the founding father of the whirling dervishes and hosts weekly performances of this ritual dance.
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5
Antalya [image: ] 2 DAYS

After a night in Konya, catch the bus to Antalya, with its finely restored Ottoman houses and clifftop views of distant mountains. It has one of Türkiye’s best museums and lots of good cafes, restaurants and bars. Don’t let the town’s two beaches distract you from your purpose: there’s an hourly service to Denizli for Pamukkale, your last inland treasure.
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6
Pamukkale [image: ] 2 DAYS

The remarkable powder-white terraces (pictured) of Pamukkale are one of Türkiye’s most famous sights. Spend the afternoon wading through the warm, mineral-rich waters that gather in the travertines collecting the colours of the sky. Stay overnight for an early exploration of the ancient spa of Hierapolis without the crowds, before catching the bus for the long trip back to Ankara.
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ITINERARIES

A Six-Sea Odyssey
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Allow: 3½ weeks      Distance: 5850km


With so much to explore on land, it sometimes escapes notice that the Middle East is partly defined by the waters that surround it. A tour of the region’s seven seas in three continents may be a bit fanciful, but this itinerary showcases some of the best that Middle Eastern shores have to offer.
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Ölüdeniz, Türkiye | Olena Rublenko/shutterstock ©

1
Black Sea [image: ] 5 DAYS

Hire a car in Ankara and drive north to Ordu. Following the vertiginous coastal road west from here, passing Roman and Byzantine ruins, forts and ports, is a Black Sea highlight. Pause at Ünye for a wander around old Ottoman houses and complete the trip at Amasra. Return the car in Ankara and take the train to İstanbul.
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2
Sea of Marmara [image: ] 3 DAYS

In İstanbul, there’s sea on all sides. Connecting the Black Sea with the Sea of Marmara, and Asia with Europe, the city’s Bosphorus is one of the world’s busiest waterways. Boat excursions along the strait offer magnificent views of İstanbul’s fairytale skyline while ferries reach the Golden Horn and the Princes’ Islands (pictured) in the Sea of Marmara.
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3
Aegean Sea [image: ] 4 DAYS

Bus along the crinkled edge of Türkiye’s Aegean Coast. Dusted with beaches and prickled with pines, it’s a beautiful region with lively nightlife in Bodrum (pictured). With a car, it’s possible to stop off at some of the Middle East’s most famous historic sites before reaching Bodrum. Start at the battlefields of Gallipoli and continue to Troy, Pergamum and Ephesus.
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4
Mediterranean Sea [image: ] 5 DAYS

The Eastern Mediterranean assumes its fabled turquoise hue off the shore of Fethiye – the region’s finest harbour and a hub of the Turkish Riviera. But to really enjoy the Med, you need to board a boat. Book a cabin for a four-day blue cruise on a gület (Turkish yacht). Afterward, continue on to the Turkish port of Mersin.
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5
Red Sea [image: ] 4 DAYS

Time to leave Asia for Africa. Cross the Med by ferry (if the route is resurrected) from Mersin to Alexandria in Egypt. While boats pass from the Med to the Red Sea via the Suez Canal, you’ll be going under it by bus from Cairo bound for Sharm El Sheikh and the tropical underwater brilliance of the Red Sea.
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6
Dead Sea [image: ] 3 DAYS

Travel along the rugged Sinai coast by taxi and take the ferry across the Gulf of Aqaba from Nuweiba. Hire a car once in Jordan and travel below sea level to the lowest point on earth at the Dead Sea. After your epic journey, you’ll be entitled to a few days of luxury in a Dead Sea spa.
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WHEN TO GO

The spring (March to early May) is the best time to visit, before high summer temperatures reach their peak.


While each country in the Middle East has its own distinct peak seasons for travel, they all share a broadly similar weather pattern of cool to bitter-cold winters (December to February) and warm to unbearably hot summers (June to August). Naturally, the further south you travel, the warmer the temperatures.

Summer is peak season for beach tourism at crowded Mediterranean Sea resorts, while Red Sea resorts are busiest in winter. Other peak seasons occur around the Islamic holidays of Eid Al Adha and Eid Al Fitr and around the Christian holidays of Easter and Christmas (6 January for Orthodox Christians).

Timing a visit in the shoulder periods in between these peak seasons means less crowded sites, softer light for photos and more comfortable hiking and outdoor activities. Diving in the Red Sea is something of an exception: a year-round activity, it’s particularly rewarding in summer.
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Nuweiba, Egypt | ludmila yilmaz/shutterstock ©


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 (Egypt). The serenity and simplicity of camping in beach huts while still having access to a shared full kitchen and bathroom block 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.




SANDSTORMS

The southerly khamsin blows from March to May in Egypt. These sand-laden winds cause travel disruptions and can wipe out visibility for days at a time. Similar sandstorms are becoming an increasing problem in countries further north, with storms stretching into summer.




PACK AN UMBRELLA

The summer heat in the Middle East can be brutal; air-conditioning is a must for a good night’s sleep. Less well known is that winter is often frigid...and it rains! December and January are the wettest months with over 70cm of rain annually along the coast.

Religious Festivals


Ramadan (Ramazan in Turkish and Farsi) The ninth month of the Islamic calendar and a holy month for Muslims. The focus is on fasting and prayer by day, and socialising by night.

Eid Al Fitr Follows Ramadan and is a public holiday and time of family gathering. Shiite Muslims celebrate the martyrdom of Imam Hossein during Ashura, marked by self-flagellation parades.

Passover (Pesach) A week-long Jewish festival celebrating the liberation of the Israelites from slavery in Egypt. Other Jewish holidays are Rosh Hashanah (New Year) and Yom Kippur (Day of Atonement). Hanukkah, in December, is the Festival of Lights.

Christmas Celebrated by Orthodox Christians on 6 and 7 January and by Armenians in the Holy Land on 18 and 19 January. Other denominations celebrate it on 25 December.

Cultural Festivals

No Ruz (Nevruz) This festival is a time of community activities, shopping, leaping over bonfires and general partying – a major celebration in Iran and parts of Türkiye. Focused on the spring equinox (around 21 March) and meaning ‘New Day’, it’s rooted in ancient rites of spring and celebrates new beginnings. Another spring fling is the İzmir European Jazz Festival, which fills the Turkish streets with music in March. [image: ] March

The Cappadox Festival (Cappadocia) Features nature walks and gastronomy. [image: ] May

Baalbek International Festival and Byblos International Festival in Lebanon and the Jerash Festival in Jordan celebrate pop, classical, opera and world-music among the ruins. [image: ] July

D-Caf Cairo’s contemporary arts festival brings new life to old venues with international performances downtown in autumn. Lebanon’s Capitale de Noël is a highly popular festival in Batroun. [image: ] December


I LIVE HERE

HIKING HUES

Nidal Majdalani is a travel writer, photographer and tour operator. @nidal.majdalani

I eagerly await spring to chase cascades and explore rivers amid colourful blossoms. April’s minimal rain enhances the adventure, while waterfalls peak from melting snow. My treks primarily target Kfarhelda and Mazraet Al Teffah in Lebanon. I also love travelling in November, when autumn splendour fills Bekaa, as well as the colourful hiking trails in Batroun’s Nahr Al Joz and Ehden’s Reserve.
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Kfarhelda waterfall, Lebanon | bassem zein/shutterstock ©

BEST TIME FOR DIVING

Red Sea diving is possible year-round, but rough waves in winter can be challenging. It’s best to avoid April and May in southern locations when algae bloom spoils visibility. Although the summer heat is punishing, the water is a balmy average of 29°C and crystal clear.

Weather through the Year (Amman)
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JANUARY

Average daytime max: 8°C

Days of rainfall: 13
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FEBRUARY

Average daytime max: 9°C

Days of rainfall: 11
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MARCH

Average daytime max: 11°C

Days of rainfall: 8
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APRIL

Average daytime max: 16°C

Days of rainfall: 4
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MAY

Average daytime max: 20°C

Days of rainfall: 3
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JUNE

Average daytime max: 23°C

Days of rainfall: 0
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JULY

Average daytime max: 25°C

Days of rainfall: 0
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AUGUST

Average daytime max: 24°C

Days of rainfall: 0
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SEPTEMBER

Average daytime max: 23°C

Days of rainfall: 0
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OCTOBER

Average daytime max: 20°C

Days of rainfall: 3
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NOVEMBER

Average daytime max: 14°C

Days of rainfall: 6
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DECEMBER

Average daytime max: 9°C

Days of rainfall: 9







GET PREPARED FOR THE MIDDLE EAST

Useful things to load in your bag, your ears and your brain.
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Luxor Temple, Egypt | sergii figurnyi/shutterstock ©

Clothes

Layers If you’re travelling in the Middle East between October to April, you’ll need at least one warm layer and a full cold-weather kit for hiking in mountain areas. At any time of year, a light layer is handy for air-conditioned interiors. In summer, locals cover up for good reason as the sun can be dangerously strong for exposed skin.

Shoes Flat, comfortable shoes are a must for walking around ancient sites in the heat. Supportive hiking shoes are non-negotiable for any of the trails across the region. A pair of beach shoes is helpful for swimming and snorkelling off rocky beaches.

Hat Sheltering under a hat might be the only shade you’ll find on much of your travels; it should be the first item in the suitcase, even in winter.


Manners

Covering Up The Middle East is a conservative region and exposing too much flesh (including shoulders and knees) may cause offence outside of resort areas accustomed to foreign tourists.

Greetings People across the region are outgoing and it is courteous to meet their greetings with similar gusto.

Right Hand Muslims eat, greet and pass things to others with their right hand, reserving the left hand for ablutions.




READ
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Memed, My Hawk
(Yaşar Kemal; 1955) Deals with near-feudal life in the villages of eastern Türkiye. A 20th-century masterpiece.
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The Cairo Trilogy
(Naguib Mahfouz; 1956–57) Egypt’s Nobel Laureate brings the streets of Cairo to life like no one else.

[image: jpg]

The Black Book
(Orhan Pamuk; 1990) A man’s search for his runaway wife, this novel brought Pamuk to the international stage.

[image: jpg]

The Dark Side of Love
(Rafik Schami; 2004) Regarded by many as the first ‘Great Arab Novel’ of the 21st century.




Words

Arabic

السلام عليكم. (as-sa-laa-mu ‘a-lay-kum) is how you say ‘hello’ across the Arab speaking countries of the Middle East.

عفواً. (‘af-wan) is a useful way to so say ‘excuse me’; it also means ‘don’t mention it’ after giving something.

شكراً. (shuk-ran) Widely used to say ‘thank you’, but is also a polite way of saying ‘no thank you’.

إن شاء الله (in-sha-allah) Meaning ‘God willing’, this widely used phrase connotes hope for the future.

الحمد لالله (al-ham-du-lil-lah) Meaning ‘thank God’; this is frequently uttered to express gratitude.

Turkish

Merhaba (mer-ha-ba) The word for ‘hello’ will follow you throughout your travels in Türkiye.

Teşekkür (te-shek-kewr) This means ‘thank you’.

Nasilsiniz (na-suhl-suh-nuhz) Meaning ‘how are you?’, this phrase (‘nasilsin’ informally) prefaces most conversations.

İyiyim, teşekkürler (ee-yee-yim te-shek-kewr) Respond to the above with this phrase, meaning ‘I’m fine, thank you’.

Ne kadar? (ne ka-dar) A useful phrase for shopping in the bazaar, meaning ‘how much is it?




WATCH

A Separation (Ashgar Farhadi; 2011) A couple torn between leaving Iran for their son and staying to care for an elderly parent.

Queen of the Desert (Werner Herzog; 2015) Starring Nicole Kidman (pictured above) as Gertrude Bell, this film was partially shot in Petra.

Eshtebak (Clash; 2016) This intense drama takes place entirely inside a police van during the Arab Spring in Cairo.

Capernaum (Nadine Labaki; 2018) Heartbreaking drama about a young Syrian refugee in the impoverished suburbs of Beirut.
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LISTEN

Al Atlaal (Umm Kolthum, Egypt) The undisputed Star of the Orient, Umm Kolthum was a legend in her own lifetime.

Deli Kızın Türküsü (Sezen Aksu, Türkiye) The ‘little sparrow’ of Turkish pop, Sezen Aksu is a wildly popular singer-songwriter.

Yazan Roussan (Autostrad, Jordan) Autostrad sings about daily life in a local dialect, mixing rock, reggae, Latin and funk.

Diaspora (Guy Manoukian, Lebanon) A Lebanese-Armenian pianist and composer, Guy Manoukian thrills international audiences.







TRIP PLANNER

Religion in the Middle East

The Middle East is the origin of the world’s three great monotheistic religions: Judaism, Christianity and Islam. For much of the population, faith flows seamlessly through politics, culture and religion, informing the norms of everyday life. Recognising the importance of religion to Middle Eastern nations makes sense of certain customs and traditions. In turn, it guides the traveller in appropriate conduct and minimises the chance of giving offence, whatever one’s own beliefs.
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Jerusalem, Israel & the Palestinian Territories | kyrylo glivin/shutterstock ©

Islam

Muslims believe their religion was revealed through the Prophet Muhammad. A monotheistic religion, it steps in the tradition of Judaism and Christianity, both of which it acknowledges. Around 85% of the population across the Middle East (including the Arabian Peninsula) are Muslim, but the predominance of sects differs from one country to another. Sunnis comprise some 90% of the world’s Muslims. Shiites, meanwhile, form a majority of the population in Iraq, Iran and Lebanon.

Social Cohesion

Islam is the religion of the majority in the region and you will soon notice, even after just a few days, the presence of a ‘third party’ in human interaction. A few words mumbled under the breath before a task hint at the presence of an Other; phrases like alhamdulillah (thanks be to God) lace reflections on good fortune, while inshallah (God willing) marks all sentences that anticipate the future. The concept of mashallah, spoken when giving a compliment or celebrating good news, is a further indication of the Muslim belief that all good things extend from the will of God.

These common expressions, ubiquitous throughout the region, are not merely linguistic decoration. They evidence a deep connection between society and faith, and a shared lexicon of social experience that extends beyond the common language. In other words, for most Muslims in the Middle East, Islam is both a religion and a way of life. It suggests what a Muslim should wear and what to eat. It directs how income should be spent, and who should inherit and by what amount. It guides behaviour and social intercourse and defines punishment for transgression.


ISLAM’S ORIGINS

570 CE Prophet Muhammad, founder of Islam, is born in Mecca in modern-day Saudi Arabia.

610 Prophet Muhammad receives his first revelation. Considered by Muslims as the word of God, the revelations gathered in the Quran lay the foundations of a new monotheistic religion.

622 Prophet Muhammad and his followers flee Mecca for Medina, marking the beginning of the first Islamic state.

632 Prophet Muhammad dies. The Muslim capital moves to Damascus. Mecca and Medina grow as the spiritual homes of Islam.

656 Ali Bin Abi Taleb, Prophet Muhammad’s cousin and son-in-law, becomes caliph as the fourth of Prophet Muhammad’s successors. His followers are known as Shiites (‘partisans’ of Ali).

661 Ali is assassinated by troops loyal to a distant relative of Prophet Muhammad. The Muslim community separates into two competing factions, Sunnis and Shiites.



SHADES OF DIFFERENCE: SUNNIS & SHIITES

Islam split into two main sects shortly after its foundation by Prophet Muhammad in the early 7th century. The division was based not so much on theological interpretation, but on historical events.

When Prophet Muhammad died in 632, Sunnis believe he left no instructions regarding his successor, or the manner in which future Islamic leaders (known as caliphs) should be chosen. The community initially chose Abu Bakr, the Prophet’s closest companion and father-in-law, as the new leader of the Muslim faith, but not everyone agreed with this approach, preferring the claim of Ali Bi Abi Taleb, Prophet Muhammad’s cousin and son-in-law. Ali’s supporters became known as Shiites (‘partisans’ of Ali). Ali eventually became the fourth of Prophet Muhammad’s successors but was assassinated after five years as caliph. Shiites believe that before Prophet Muhammad died, he gathered all people in a place called Ghadir Khom, and told Ali ibn Abi Taleb that he would be the successor after his death.

From that point onward, the Muslim community separated into two competing factions, the Sunnis and the Shiites, with the latter believing that only a descendant of Prophet Muhammad should lead the Muslims. As with any religion approaching two billion adherents, Islam has since produced many sects within this traditional Sunni-Shiite division. While all sects share the same main articles of faith (for example, that there is only one God, and the soul and body are resurrected at the Judgment), there are some key differences. Shiites depend on the imam, or religious leader, to interpret the Quran and the reverence towards the shrines of those leaders is a marked part of their observance of faith. In contrast, Sunnis emphasise the individual’s relationship with God. Different practices have emerged within each of the sects; in prayer, for example, Shiites touch the bare ground or a small block of earth with their head while Sunnis touch a prayer mat.
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ISLAMIC CUSTOMS

Common Practices

• Utter the call to prayer as the first words spoken to a newborn.

• Shave a baby’s head and slaughter an animal in remembrance of Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice his son to Allah.

• Circumcision of male children.

• Inter the deceased with feet facing Mecca.

Shalt Nots

• Drink alcohol.

• Eat carrion, blood products or pork, all of which are considered unclean.

• Eat the meat of animals not killed in the prescribed manner or food over which the name of Allah has not been said.

• Gamble or commit adultery or theft.



THE QURAN

For many Muslims the Quran, believed to be the literal word of God, is not just the principal source of doctrine in Islam, but also a source of spiritual rapture in its own right. It is often recited with emotional elation, as a blessing to the reciter and the listener. For Arabic speakers in the region, there is the added connection of sharing their mother tongue with the language of the holy book.

Arabic, with its unique rhythms, gives the recitation a sacramental quality that eludes translation, and many Muslims around the world still learn large portions of the Quran in its original form (fus-ha, or formal Arabic) to feel closer to the words they believe are from Allah.
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THE SPREAD OF ISLAM IN THE MIDDLE EAST

With its emphasis on a direct relationship with God, Islam quickly spread across the Middle East, giving people access to a rich spiritual life without having to submit to complex rituals administered by hierarchical intermediaries. Believers needed only to observe the Five Pillars of Islam in order to fulfil their religious duty. These five pillars have become refined into ritual over time but remain central to the life of Muslims.


THE ROOTS OF JUDAISM

The patriarch of the Jewish faith was Abraham, who, according to the calculations of the Hebrew Torah, lived to the age of 175. In Jewish belief he preached the existence of one God; in return, God promised him the land of Canaan (the Promised Land in Jewish tradition), subsequent to the exile and redemption of his descendants. Accordingly, his grandson Jacob set off for Egypt, where later generations found themselves bound in slavery. Moses led them out of Egypt and received the Ten Commandments on Mt Sinai.

0 Creation of the world

1948 years after Creation Birth of Abraham

12th century Jewish rabbi Rambam lays out the 13 core principles of Jewish belief

1948 Foundation of the State of Israel



THE FIVE PILLARS OF ISLAM

Shahada The profession of faith. In secular countries the profession of faith is a private or internalised act, but in the Middle East the proclamation of ‘There is no God but Allah, and Prophet Muhammad is his Prophet’ is knitted into the fabric of society.

Salat The daily call to prayer, which all Muslims are expected to observe, is an audible part of the Middle Eastern soundscape, hovering above the noise of daily lives. Sunni prayer times are before dawn, at noon, in the mid-afternoon, at sunset and at night. Shiites pray theree times a day.

Zakat The duty of alms giving, where Muslims must give a portion of their salaries to those in greater need, is carried out through formal schemes. One-fortieth of each individual’s annual income is deducted for this purpose.

Ramadan This holy month, with its dawn-to-dusk fasting, marks the time when Prophet Muhammad received his first revelation in 610 CE. For many it represents a fervent act of communal worship, as evidenced by the joyous iftar (fast-breaking) each evening.

Hajj All Muslims are enjoined to journey to Mecca once during their lives, if they are able, and many consider this pilgrimage and performing the rituals therein as the crowning achievement of a life submitted to God, during which all past sins are forgiven.

Judaism

Judaism is the first recorded monotheistic faith and one of the oldest religions still practised. Its major tenet is that there is one God who created the universe and remains omnipresent. Jews believe that Judaism’s power is held not in a central authority or person, but rather in its teachings and the Holy Scriptures. Since 1948, the Jewish community has been mostly concentrated in Israel and the Palestinian Territories, although a few tiny Jewish communities remain scattered in some Muslim countries.

PRINCIPLES OF BELIEF

The 13 core principles of Jewish belief include the belief in one unique God to whom prayer must be directed; the belief that God rewards the good and punishes the wicked; and the belief in the coming of the Messiah and the resurrection of the dead. Judaism doesn’t focus, however, on abstract cosmological beliefs. Rather than a strict adherence to dogmatic ideas, actions such as prayer, study and performing mitzvah, which means adherence to the commandments, are of greater importance.


JEWISH CUSTOMS

Common Practices

• Recite the shema (affirmation of Judaism) twice daily.

• Eat only kosher foods.

• Visit with friends and family, read and discuss the Torah, and pray at a synagogue during Shabbat (the day of rest).

Shalt Nots

• Work on Shabbat from Friday sunset to nightfall on Saturday, unless someone’s health is at stake.

• Write, handle money, start a fire (lights can be turned on before Shabbat starts but must stay on until it ends).

• Commit theft, murder or idolatry.




CHRISTIAN CUSTOMS

Christians are guided by the principles they believe were revealed to the Old Testament prophet Moses on Mt Sinai, which also guide the Jewish faith. These 10 commandments include obligations and prohibitions that still inform Christianity today. There are multiple nuances of custom and faith across the main branches of Christianity, but almost all believe in the divinity of Jesus.

Common Practices

• Baptism.

• Daily prayer.

• Attend church on Sundays.

• Read the Bible.

Shalt Nots

• Worship other gods.

• Take God’s name in vain.

• Commit murder, adultery or theft.

• Covet or bear false witness.



THE TORAH & TALMUD

The basis for the Jewish religion is the Torah, the first five books of the Old Testament. The Torah contains the revelation from God via Moses more than 3000 years ago, including, most importantly, God’s commandments (613 in total). The Torah is supplemented by the rest of the books of the Old Testament, of which the most important are the prophetic books.

These books, in turn, are complemented by the Talmud, a collection of another 63 books. The Talmud was written largely in exile after the Romans crushed the Jewish state and destroyed the Temple in Jerusalem in 70 CE, and its pages comprise most of the distinctive features of Judaism that distinguish it from other religions.

DISTINCTIVE CLOTHING

A sect of ultra-religious Jews, the Hasidim (or Haredim), are identified by their black hats, long black coats, collared white shirts, beards and peyot (side curls). Haredi women, like Muslim women, act and dress modestly, covering up exposed hair and skin (except the hands and face). Many Jews, both secular and orthodox, wear a kippa (skullcap).

Christianity

Together with Judaism, which came before, and Islam, which came after, Christianity is a monotheistic religion. Christians follow the teachings of Jesus Christ, who is regarded as the Messiah and part of a divine trinity. Jesus preached in what is present-day Israel and the Palestinian Territories; at the age of 33, he was accused of sedition and condemned to death by Jerusalem’s Roman governor Pontius Pilate. Today, Christians form only minority groups in all Middle Eastern countries. Lebanon has a Maronite Christian community, Egypt has a Coptic Christian community, and Orthodox, Catholic and Protestant Christians are scattered elsewhere across the Middle East. It’s estimated that the population of Christians in the Middle East and North Africa has shrunk from around 20% to only 5%, attributed by some to falling birth rates, persecution in some quarters and high rates of emigration.

THE BIBLE

Considered by Christians to be inspired by the revelation of God’s will, and respected by Jews and Muslims as a faithful record of the ancient prophets, the Bible is the principal book of faith of the Christian tradition. ‘Book’ is something of a misnomer, however, as it is more of an assembly of different works of scripture and religious texts, authored by many different writers over hundreds of years. Divided into two main sections, the Old Testament and New Testament, it sets out the guiding principles of a life lived in faith, peace and harmony.

Shared Traditions

As most Muslims will attest, the God invoked in Friday prayers across the Middle East is the same God worshipped in synagogues and churches around the globe. The Quran is respectful of the debt it owes to the holy books that came before it. Indeed, Muslims believe that the Quran was revealed to Prophet Muhammad by the archangel Gabriel.

The suras contain many references to the earlier prophets. Adam, Abraham (Ibrahim), Noah, Moses (Musa, Moshe) and Jesus are all recognised as prophets in a line that Muslims believe ends definitively with the greatest prophet of all, Prophet Muhammad. Politics aside, Muslims traditionally attribute a place of great respect to Christians and Jews as ahl al kitab (the people of the book).


FOUNDATIONS OF CHRISTIANITY

0 Jesus of Nazareth is born in Bethlehem in what is now the Palestinian Territories.

30 CE Jesus is baptised by John the Baptist and spends 40 days and nights in the desert, during which time he refutes the temptations of the Devil.

c 33 Jesus is accused of sedition by Jerusalem’s Roman governor Pontius Pilate and is crucified.

c 150 A Greek-speaking Christian community emerges in Jerusalem; the Greek Orthodox Church becomes the main denomination in Israel and the Palestinian Territories.

313 The Roman emperor Constantine adopts Christianity and, with the Edict of Milan, expresses tolerance for all religions, allowing Christianity to flourish.

4th century The apostle Mark establishes Christianity in Egypt, where it becomes the state religion.
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Keeping the Faith Today

Modern life requires daily compromises with religion. As such, especially in an era of modern communication and social media, there’s not much that separates a Middle Eastern life from any other, especially as temptation and opportunity go hand-in-hand with access to the virtues and vices (including alcohol and drug abuse) of other cultures.

The youth of today inevitably feel a pull in two directions: between a traditional life, governed by religious principles and concern for society, and the realities of modern life, where the individual and their own personal needs and satisfactions take priority. Despite reports of a slight drop in religious observance among the younger generation, however, faith in the Middle East continues to inform the daily lives of millions.





TRIP PLANNER

TRAVELLING SENSITIVELY IN THE MIDDLE EAST

People across the Middle East are not only accustomed to welcoming visitors, but are also highly tolerant of the customs and manners of others. It’s helpful, though, to learn a few basics about how to travel in a land where faith matters so much to so many.
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Visiting a Place of Worship

The Middle East is bestowed with some of the world’s most ancient places of worship. Most of these early synagogues, churches, mosques and madrassa still function today as places of congregation and prayer. While many are open to visitors, it’s important to respect the local etiquette, such as removing shoes in mosques, dressing modestly and being mindful of not intruding on those who are praying, including by taking pictures or entering during prayer time, mass or service. If in doubt, follow the local example.

And Your Faith Is...?

Three topics of discussion that in some Anglophone cultures are considered somewhat taboo among strangers – sex, politics and religion – are often introduced with disarming frankness in the Middle East. Each has its pitfalls, but when talking about religion it may be prudent to avoid discussion of atheism or agnosticism. Christians, Jews and Muslims are all connected as ‘people of the book’ and those of other faiths are respected. Heretics, however, present a problem. Stating you don’t believe in God is as good as saying you doubt the very foundation upon which a life of faith is based. A tactful way around the problem is to say ‘I’m not religious’ and to say ‘thank you’ if someone offers to pray for you.


Heavenly Arts

Museum of Islamic Art, Cairo One of the world’s finest collections of Islamic art, this beautifully curated museum includes a collection of astrolabes.

Coptic Museum, Cairo Major highlights include monastery frescoes and the Nag Hammadi Library, the primary source for Gnosticism.

Museum of Turkish & Islamic Arts, İstanbul Showcasing exquisite calligraphy, this museum also displays impressive antique carpets, including silk prayer rugs.

Jordan Museum, Amman Famous as the home of the oldest sculptures on earth, this museum has a share of the Dead Sea scrolls.

Saydet Al Najat Cathedral, Zahlé, Lebanon This hidden gem of remarkable church treasures deserves a visit.



Travelling During Religious Holidays

The holy day is Friday for Muslims, Saturday for Jews and Sunday for Christians. In addition, different times of year are associated with different religious festivals, many based on a lunar calendar. Given the high chance of every day being a holy day for somebody, the best advice for travelling in the Middle East is to check schedules locally and take stated opening times at remote sights with a pinch of salt.

RAMADAN

Many government offices across the region work shorter hours during Ramadan and businesses tend to open later in the day and close earlier. Some businesses may not open at all during the day but will make the most of a long evening. Many restaurants close during the day throughout Ramadan, except those in key tourism areas. On the up side, Ramadan presents the opportunity to enjoy a fast-breaking feast (iftah) and sample treats that are only prepared at this time of year.
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REVERED PLACES OF WORSHIP

• Aya Sofya, İstanbul A top sight, consecrated as a church in 537, converted to a mosque in 1453 and made a museum in 1935.

• Mt Sinai, Egypt The place at which all three monotheistic religions believe Moses received God’s word.

• Historic Cairo A richly concentrated area of ancient mosques, madrassas and shrines, historic Cairo is still an active area of Islamic worship.

• Mt Nebo, Jordan Many believe the viewpoint to be the point where Moses caught sight of the Promised Land.

• St George’s Church & Mosaic Map, Madaba In 1884 builders uncovered a mosaic floor here that is recognised as the oldest map of Palestine.

• St George Crypt Museum, Beirut A bomb through the roof of the Orthodox Cathedral in 1975 revealed important mosaic floors.

When it’s safe to visit again...

• Zoroastrian Fire Temple, Yazd Housing the sacred eternal flame, this is an important place of reflection for Zoroastrianism – the oldest of the world’s monotheistic religions.

• Dome of the Rock, Jerusalem On Temple Mount, holy shrine for Muslims who believe Prophet Muhammad ascended to heaven from here.

• Church of the Holy Sepulchre, Jerusalem Also on Temple Mount and believed by Christians to be the site of Jesus’ crucifixion.

• Western Wall, Jerusalem Judaism’s holiest prayer and pilgrimage site at the only remaining part of the Jewish temples on Temple Mount.




SHABBAT

Driving a motor vehicle violates the sanctity of the Shabbat. In Israel (when safe again to visit), expect certain streets, neighbourhoods and villages populated mainly by Orthodox and ultra-Orthodox Jews to be closed to traffic from sundown on Friday until an hour after sundown on Saturday, as well as during many Jewish holidays and on Yom Kippur. Driving around a street blocked by a barrier at these times is likely to meet with an angry response from locals.

EASTER

For many Christians, Easter is the main religious focus of the year and many places of interest, particularly monasteries, may have restricted opening times during Lent (the period prior to Easter) and Easter weekend. Local Easter traditions include culinary specialities such as shoraba zingool (sour soup with small balls of cracked wheat, flour and split peas) in Lebanon and maamoul (semolina cakes stuffed with walnuts or dates).

What to Wear

Guided by religious customs and tradition, much of the Middle East is conservative in nature. It may not seem this way in resort towns along the Mediterranean and on the beaches of the Red Sea coast, nor at major tourist sites such as the pyramids in Egypt and Petra in Jordan, but that is largely because the population has grown tolerant of visitors, many of whom dress differently from local norms. Covering shoulders and knees and avoiding tight-fitting clothing is a good rule of thumb to avoid causing offence. For those not used to covering up, having a large cotton sarong on hand can be useful.

THE ISLAMIC CALENDAR

Although most secular activities in the Middle East are planned according to the Gregorian calendar, all Islamic holidays are calculated according to the Muslim calendar. The Muslim year is based on the lunar cycle and is divided into 12 lunar months, each with 29 or 30 days. Consequently, the Muslim year is 10 or 11 days shorter than the Christian solar year and the dates of Muslim festivals change with respect to the Gregorian year, completing the cycle in roughly 33 years.

Year zero in the Muslim calendar marks the moment when Prophet Muhammad and his followers fled from Mecca to Medina (622 CE). This Hejira, or migration, is taken to mark the start of the new Muslim era, much as Christ’s birth marks year zero in the Christian calendar. Just as BC denotes ‘Before Christ’, so AH denotes ‘After Hejira’.
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MOSQUE ARCHITECTURE

As the most visible expression of Islamic art, as well as the cornerstone of social interaction, mosques are prime examples of the harmonious combination of function and form. The first mosques were modelled on Prophet Muhammad’s house and the basic plan (to give sanctuary, peace and safety) has changed little over time. There’s generally a sahn (courtyard), an arcaded riway (portico) and a covered, often domed, prayer hall. A vaulted niche in the wall is called the mihrab; this serves to indicate the qibla, or direction of Mecca, towards which Muslims must face when they pray.







HOW TO… Enjoy Mezze

 

Mezze mirrors the time-honoured practice of offering guests a banquet of choice. The region’s most compelling culinary flourish, mezze usually ranks among the highlights of a Middle Eastern culinary journey. The experience can be daunting, however, with dozens of options crowding a menu. Here’s how to make the most of these wonderful appetisers.
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Go in a Group

Mezze are designed to be shared. Rich and filling, it’s possible that you won’t manage to eat more than one or two portions at a sitting if you’re alone. For the full mezze experience, round up a group of friends to share the sampling expedition.

Hot, Cold or a Combo?

Mezze are usually assembled into two broad categories: hot and cold. Hot mezze are often deep-fried (but not oily) and are accompanied by a garnish of pickles. To enjoy the complete experience, though, it’s worth combining two or three hot mezze with a couple of cold ones. Essentials for almost any sampling session are hummus and/or muttabal, both of which can be used as dips for the others.

Sides

It’s hard to eat mezze without at least one portion of bread. This is generally of the unleavened kind and is used as a wrap, prop for a dip or even as a plate. Whether you want them or not, other sides generally appear, including strong pickled vegetables or a bunch of fresh coriander leaves. Lime-and-mint drinks work well with mezze while karkadai (hibiscus leaf drink) and laban (yoghurt drink) are popular alternatives. For many, mezze is not mezze without raki or arak (aniseed and grape firewater).

Save Room for the Main Course

Although it’s usually perfectly acceptable for diners to construct an entire menu from the mezze list and forgo the mains on offer, there are subtle differences from country to country in just how far to take a mezze meal. Mezze is the headline act when it comes to Levantine cuisine, but it’s the understudy to kebabs in Türkiye.


POPULAR MEZZE

Baba ganoush Puree of grilled aubergines (eggplants) with tahini and olive oil

Borek Pastry stuffed with salty white cheese or spicy minced meat and pine nuts, also known as sambousek

Fatayer Triangular deep-fried pastries stuffed with spinach, meat or cheese

Hummus bi tahina Cooked chickpeas ground into a paste and mixed with tahini, lemon, olive oil and garlic

Kibbeh Minced lamb, bulgur wheat and pine nuts made into a lemon-shaped patty and deep-fried

Muttabal Puree of aubergine mixed with tahini, yoghurt and olive oil, similar to (but creamier than) baba ganoush

Shanklish Tangy, eye-wateringly strong goat’s cheese served with onions, oil and tomatoes







THE FOOD SCENE

Forget about the waistline – eating in the Middle East is an experience best savoured in flavours rather than counted in calories.
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United in the belief in the importance of good food, eating is almost ubiquitously regarded across the Middle East as a social event to be shared with family and friends. It’s a means of marking the most important moments in life and a pastime worth spending hours over. Or, to put it another way, life revolves around food.

Recognising the shared love of food, however, is not to suggest that there is some kind of ‘pan Middle Eastern’ cuisine. Indeed, one of the joys of the region is discovering the distinctive flavours and preparations that characterise the traditional dishes in each country. Some cuisines, such as those from Türkiye, Iran and Lebanon, have become internationally famous, but there are many subtleties in the cuisines of neighbouring countries too, such as Chechen food in Eastern Jordan or the taste for pigeon in Egypt. These contribute to the sense of discovery during even the shortest trip to the Middle East.

Mezze

Middle Eastern cooking draws on a range of influences, from sophisticated Ottoman and Persian sensibilities, or the spare improvisation of the desert cooking pot, to a Mediterranean belief in letting fresh ingredients speak for themselves. Where the excitement really lies, though, is in the astonishing variety in its feasts of colour and complementary tastes. This is best experienced by sampling mezze (meze in Turkish). Mezze ranks alongside Spanish tapas and Italian antipasti as one of the Mediterranean’s greatest culinary inventions. A collection of appetisers or small plates, mezze are largely vegetable-based and bursting with colour and flavour.


Breads

Amid the variety of the Middle Eastern table, bread (khobz or a’aish, which means ‘life’) is the one guaranteed constant. Considered a gift from God, it is the essential accompaniment to any Middle Eastern meal. In fact, it’s considered such a necessity that few Middle Eastern restaurants dare to charge a cent for it. If you’re wandering through the streets of an Arab city in the morning and you see a large queue forming at an otherwise innocuous hole in the wall, you’ve almost certainly stumbled upon the local bakery.

The staple Middle Eastern bread follows a 2000-year-old recipe. Unleavened and cooked over an open flame, it’s used in lieu of cutlery to scoop dips and ripped into pieces to wrap around morsels of meat. Dinner is always served with baskets of bread to mop up mezze, while kebabs are often served with a tasty bread canopy coated in tomato, parsley and spices.

Almost every Iranian meal is similarly accompanied by nun (bread). The four main types of nun are barbari (crisp, salty and often covered with sesame seeds), lavash (flat and thin breakfast bread), sangak (long and thick and baked on a bed of stones to give it its characteristic dimpled appearance) and taftun (crisp with a ribbed surface).
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Kebabs

If you think you know a kebab from the experience of your home country, then you’re in for a delicious surprise. The Middle East is the home of skewered meat and every country has its specialities. Türkiye is understandably proud of its luscious İskender kebap (döner kebap on a bed of pide with a side serving of yoghurt) and Lebanon has an unswerving devotion to shish tawooq (grilled chicken kebab, often served with a garlic sauce).

In an Iranian restaurant (many of which are dotted around the region) most main dishes will be kabab. These are served either on bread or as chelo kabab (on a vast mound of rice). Iranian kababs are tasty, healthy and cooked shish-style over hot charcoals. They are usually sprinkled with spicy sumaq (sumac) and accompanied by raw onion, grilled tomatoes and, for an extra fee, a bowl of mast (yoghurt).


A TURKISH DELIGHT

It’s not exactly a staple, but lokum arouses almost as much passion in Türkiye as bread. Forget what you may know of the international version billed as Turkish delight, as that bears little resemblance to the real thing. Made of sugar, starch, water and citric acid, the genuine article is scented with rose water, coloured pink with pomegranate juice and flavoured with lemon, bergamot orange or mint. Filled with nuts or dates, it’s then coated in icing sugar. Cut into rolls or 5cm cubes, lokum – which derives its name from the Arabic for ‘morsel’ – should be subtle, soft and eaten sparingly.
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Best Middle Eastern Dishes

KEBDA ISKANDARANI

Fried liver marinated in cumin, chilli and coriander, packed in a sandwich.

HAMAM MAHSHI

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

MAQLUBBEH

An ‘upside-down’ pyramid of rice garnished with cardamom, onions and meat.

SHISH TAWOOQ

Spicy minced chicken kebabs, grilled over charcoal.

MENSAF

A Bedouin dish of lamb, rice and pine nuts, cooked with yoghurt and fat.

ZERESHK POLO

Iranian party dish of chicken served with barberries, rice and saffron.

HUMMUS

Pureed chickpeas combined with tahini paste.

MATZO BALL SOUP

A Jewish dish of dumplings in broth.



Other Meat Favourites

The kebab might be king in most Middle Eastern countries, but when it comes to meat dishes there are courtiers waiting in the wings. Primary among these is kibbeh, a strong candidate for the title of Lebanon’s national dish. Indeed, these croquettes of ground lamb, cracked wheat, onion and spices are considered the ultimate test of the skills of a Lebanese chef. In Beirut, they’re served raw like a steak tartare, accompanied with fresh mint leaves, olive oil and spring onions. Raw kibbeh (kibbeh nayye) has many variations. In northern Lebanon, you will often find mint and fresh chillies mixed through the meat; kibbeh saniye is kibbeh flattened out on a tray with a layer of spiced lamb and pine nuts in between.

Another culinary star is kofta (spiced ground meat formed into balls; köfte in Türkiye), which is served in innumerable ways and is the signature element of the Egyptian favourite daood basha (meatballs cooked in a tagen pot with pine nuts and tomato sauce).
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Rice Dishes

Although not native to the Middle East, rice is a region-wide staple that’s ever-present in home cooking, although it’s less common on restaurant menus. Usually cooked with lamb or chicken, a subtle blend of spices and sometimes saffron, its arrival as the centrepiece of an already groaning table is often a high point of the meal. It’s also the point at which you wish you hadn’t eaten so much mezze.

If your average Middle Easterner loves rice, it’s the Bedu who revere it. Easy to store, transport and cook, rice was perfectly suited to the once-nomadic lifestyle of many Bedu. For this hardy desert people, mensaf (lamb served on rice and pine nuts, accompanied by a tangy yoghurt sauce) is a signature dish widely offered in the restaurants of the Palestinian Territories and Jordan.

Another regional rice speciality that won’t disappoint is maqlubbeh (literally ‘upside-down’). Cooked in stock and spices with chickpeas, onions and off-the-bone lamb shanks, it is pressed in a deep bowl and turned upside down to reveal a delicious work of art. The vegetarian version incorporates eggplants with almonds and pine nuts.


EATING ETIQUETTE

Food is to be enjoyed and to be shared in the Middle East. Chances are, if you make friends in any of the countries of the region, you will likely be asked to share a meal of some kind. Etiquette differs throughout the Middle East, but some common practices include:

• Bringing a small gift for the host

• Being seen to wash hands before a meal

• Using the right hand only for eating and accepting food

• Leaving a little bit of food on the plate to show you’re full

• Not returning uneaten food to a communal plate

• Picking teeth after the meal




Drinks

Juice stalls selling cheap and delicious freshly squeezed asiir (juices) are common throughout the region. Popular juices include lemon (which is often blended with sugar syrup and ice, and sometimes with mint), orange, pomegranate, mango, carrot and sugar cane, and you can order combinations of any or all of these. Other traditional drinks include aryan, a refreshing yoghurt drink made by whipping yoghurt with water and salt to the consistency of pouring cream.

Although alcohol is forbidden in Iran, bars are commonplace in the rest of the region, especially in urban and coastal Türkiye, Beirut and Christian areas of Lebanon, and throughout Jordan and Egypt. Most have a local beer and there are micro-breweries dotted around the Middle East. Wine is produced most notably in Lebanon in an industry established there in 1930 around Kefraya and Ksara in the Bekaa Valley.

Drinking tea (shai, chai or çay) is the signature pastime of the region, and it is seen as strange and decidedly antisocial not to swig the tannin-laden beverage at regular intervals throughout the day. The tea will either come in the form of a tea bag plonked in a cup or glass of hot water or a strong brew of the local leaves. Sometimes it’s served with na’ana (mint), and it always comes with sugar – as does thick Turkish coffee, served in tiny cups and drunk in a couple of short sips.
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DESSERTS & SWEETS

Middle Easterners by and large love their sweets, but this is carried to extremes in Türkiye. The prince of the regional desserts is undoubtedly muhalabiyya (also known as mahallabiye), a blancmange-like concoction made of ground rice, milk, sugar, and rose or orange water, topped with chopped pistachios and almonds. Almost as popular is ruz bi laban (rice pudding, known as fırın sütlaç in Türkiye).

But best of all, though, are the pastries. Although these are sometimes served in restaurants for dessert, they’re just as often enjoyed as an any-time-of-the-day snack. Old favourites include kunafeh, a vermicelli-like pastry over a vanilla base soaked in syrup or melting with soft cheese; and the famous baklava, made from delicate filo drenched in honey or syrup. Variations on baklava (called baghlava in Iran) are flavoured with fresh nuts or stuffed with wickedly rich clotted cream (called kaymak in Türkiye, eishta elsewhere).




Best Middle Eastern Dishes


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

Kebda iskandarani Fried liver marinated in cumin, chilli and coriander, packed in a sandwich.

Maqlubbeh An ‘upside-down’ pyramid of rice garnished with cardamom, onions and meat.

Shish tawooq Spicy minced chicken kebabs, grilled over charcoal.

Mensaf A Bedouin dish of lamb, rice and pine nuts, cooked with yoghurt and fat.

Zereshk polo Iranian party dish of chicken served with barberries, rice and saffron.

Hummus Pureed chickpeas combined with tahini paste.

Matzo ball soup A Jewish dish of dumplings in broth.
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TRAVELLER STAPLES

Meat is a must for most Middle Easterners. It’s as much a part of religious ritual as it is a dietary or lifestyle choice. It is often ground or minced and mixed with other ingredients, which makes the cut go further. You’ll find various forms of the following cheap and tasty preparations throughout your regional travels.

Shawarma The Arabic equivalent of the Greek gyros sandwich or the Turkish döner kebap, shawarma comprises strips of meat that are sliced from a vertical spit of compressed lamb or chicken, sizzled on a hot plate with chopped tomatoes and garnish, and then stuffed into a pocket of bread.

Pide In Türkiye, the best cheap snack is pide, the Turkish version of pizza, a canoe-shaped dough topped with peynirli (cheese), yumurta (egg) or kıymalı (mince). A karaşık pide has a mixture of toppings.

Fiteer In Egypt, fiteer is a thin, filo-style version of pide, topped with meat or cheese.

Molokhiyya This garlic-infused, coriander-spiked stew is made from chicken bones and jute leaves and is a favourite cheap eat in Egypt.

Dizi A cheap stew named for the earthenware pot in which it is served, this Iranian dish involves dipping, mopping, grinding and spooning – ask your server for instructions!




Specialities


Vegetarian Snacks

While vegetable dishes are easy to find across the region, they may contain traces of meat stock. The best country for vegetarians is Israel, where kosher laws don’t permit the mixing of meat and dairy products, resulting in a lot of ‘dairy’ restaurants where no meat is served.

Falafel Falafel is mashed chickpeas and spices rolled into balls and deep-fried; a variation known as ta’amiyya, made with dried fava beans, is served in Egypt.

Kushari In Egypt look out for shops sporting large metal tureens in the window: these specialise in the vegetarian delight kushari, a delicate mix of noodles, rice, black lentils and dried onions, served with an accompanying tomato sauce that’s sometimes fiery with chilli.

Sabich An alternative to falafel, Israeli sandwich stands offer pita stuffed with roast aubergine, boiled egg and potato. It’s usually given a healthy twist of salad and spiced up with a tangy mango dressing.

Fatayer bi sbanikh In Lebanon, nothing beats grabbing one of these freshly baked spinach pastries from one of the hole-in-the-wall bakeries that dot city streets.

Su böreği In Türkiye, visitors inevitably adore this melt-in-the-mouth, noodle-like pastry oozing cheese and butter.

Fuul Madamas Fava bean paste is mopped up by bread for breakfast and ladled into a pocket of bread for a snack on the run. You’ll find it in Egypt (where it’s the national dish), Jordan and Lebanon.

Classic Salads

A meal is barely a meal without some form of uncooked vegetable making its way onto the plate. While it would be unusual to make a meal of a salad, the following two leafy favourites make frequent appearances as an accompaniment to grilled foods.

Tabbouleh A Lebanese classic of chopped parsley, mint and bulgar wheat makes a healthy accompaniment in a meal heavy on meat.

Fattoush This salad of tomatoes, onions and mint leaves, sprinkled with toasted khobz, is often served with tangy pomegranate syrup.


MEALS OF A LIFETIME

Bellies En-Route, Cairo Sample Egypt’s favourite snacks, street food and sweet treats on a four- to five-hour wander through the heart of downtown Cairo.

Hashem, Amman The venue may be anything but glamorous, but Hashem’s speciality – falafel served with chopped cabbage, onions and pickles – is perfectly simple and simply perfect.

Ixsir by Montagnou, Ixsir Winery in Besbina, Batroun Served under mulberry bushes in summer and by a fire in winter, the regional Lebanese-French cuisine here is paired with the best in-house wines.

Neolokal, İstanbul Chef Maksut Aşkar gives quirky subtle twists on traditional Turkish themes to create inventive, Michelin-starred cuisine, enhanced by the big-windowed views over İstanbul’s rooftops.




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): sun-dried, salted, fermented grey mullet.
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SUMMER

The Muslim festival after hajj, Eid Al Adha, is currently in early summer and traditionally celebrated with the sharing of ritually slaughtered meat. Lebanon’s street festivals feature mouneh (local preserves; pictured).
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AUTUMN

Residents of Jordan and Lebanon sigh with relief in September as temperatures show signs of cooling and markets abound with figs (pictured), corn and fresh olive oil.
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WINTER

The Armenian Christmas, the Epiphany (6 January), is marked by the making of owmaut (small deep-fried honey balls; pictured). During Hanukkah, potato pancakes and jam doughnuts (soofganiot) are traditional dishes.
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THE OUTDOORS

Fancy skiing in the morning and snorkelling in the afternoon? It’s all possible in a region of outdoor adventure.
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The Middle East encompasses a richly diverse geographical area. The region stretches from high snow-capped mountains in Türkiye, Iran and Lebanon to the lowest place on earth at the Dead Sea. It also includes the fertile Nile Valley and the starkly beautiful desert hinterland that surrounds it. The habitat for some of the most adaptive species on earth, this grand theatre of nature sets the scene for some exceptional outdoor experiences, including trekking, diving, desert camping and more.

Hiking & Trekking

Hiking is one of the most rewarding activities in the Middle East, with memorable trails in Jordan, Lebanon and Türkiye. Iran and Israel and the Palestinian Territories also have trail systems worth exploring when they are considered safe again for travel. Day hikes are possible in each country, but there are some rewarding longer-haul options as well.

JORDAN

Jordan is the Middle East’s premier trekking destination, most notably in the spectacular landscapes of Wadi Rum, the Dana Biosphere Reserve, Wadi Mujib and Petra. The multiday Jordan Trail (around 675km) runs from the northern Jordanian border to the Red Sea in the south. The five-day stretch from Dana Biosphere Reserve to Petra is particularly gorgeous.


FAMILY ADVENTURES

Who can resist a camping adventure? Kids are the perfect excuse for the whole family to stargaze in Jordan’s Wadi Rum.

History books come alive at Egypt’s famous sound-and-light shows, the best of which are at Giza, Karnak and Abu Simbel.

Tall enough to peer over the basket rim? Hot-air ballooning over Cappadocia or pharaohs’ tombs in Luxor earns respect for elder siblings.

Everyone loves a good castle and Jordan has its fair share at Ajloun and

Karak, as does Lebanon in Byblos.

We all know there aren’t any whales in the desert...except in Egypt! The fossils of Wadi Al Hitan offer teenagers a moment of ‘I told you so’.

The Dead Sea is so salty even dads don’t sink.



LEBANON

In Lebanon, the Qadisha Valley offers beautiful hiking possibilities with treks that thread between monasteries. For something longer, the Lebanese Mountain Trail (470km) is now part of the newly inaugurated Geotrails of Lebanon, showcasing some spectacular mountain scenery.

TÜRKIYE

Some fine trails pass through the Kaçkar Mountains, the mountains of Cappadocia and up Mt Ararat (5137m), near Doğubayazıt. For a stunning long-distance hike, try the Lycian Way, a world-class coastal walk of well over 500km from Fethiye to Antalya on the Mediterranean coast.
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EGYPT

Solo trekking is complicated in Egypt. There are many areas with prohibited access and there is the strong possibility of running into security checkpoints. Explaining why you are out hiking alone in a region that prizes communal activity can be difficult.

Hiring a local guide is the obvious way round this and comes with the added benefit of delegating the responsibility for gaining access permits to someone who knows how to go about it. It can also, of course, add greatly to the experience in terms of local insight.

The key trekking areas are in the Eastern and Western Deserts, especially around the oasis of Siwa – an area easy to explore on foot. The Sinai also has some wonderful trails, including to the summit of Mt Sinai, a trek best undertaken with a Bedouin guide.

WHEN SAFE TRAVEL RETURNS…

If the security situation allows, Iran has some of the region’s most lovely hikes, with one- and two-day walks possible in the northwest and around Tehran. Day and overnight desert treks are also easily arranged from Yazd. The most popular and rewarding route (in spring and summer) is through the historic Alamut Valley, once home to the Assassins, across the Alborz Mountains and down to the Caspian Sea.

With almost 10,000km of marked trails, Israel also has some fabulous trekking possibilities, from the alpine slopes of Mt Hermon to the desert wadis of the Negev. In the Negev Desert, two spots stand out: Makhtesh Ramon, the Middle East’s largest crater, and En Avdat National Park, where you can trek through canyons and pools. The Upper Galilee and Golan are also excellent areas for hiking, should current tensions be resolved.
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The Best of the Rest

HOT-AIR BALLOONING

Enjoy aerials views of Theban antiquities in Luxor or the stone turrets of Cappadocia.

SAILING

Board a felucca along the Nile at Luxor or take a ‘blue cruise’ on a Turkish yacht from Fethiye.

SKIING

Ascend to Lebanon’s snowline for skiing at the Mzaar Ski Resort or, when safe to travel, enjoy Tehran’s Tochal Ski Resort.

WATER SPORTS

Paddle through gorgeous Med waters (from May to September) in a sea kayak in Türkiye’s Kaş or harness the wind at Hamata in Egypt.

CANYONING

Splash through the waterfalls of Jordan’s Mujib Biosphere Reserve or slither through a slot canyon at Petra.

CAMEL RIDING

Hire the taxis of old and ride a camel to help with the climb up Mt Sinai or plod through the sand dunes of Wadi Rum.

PARAGLIDING

Take off in confidence in Jounieh, Lebanon’s professional paragliding centre, and enjoy stunning views on the descent.




ACTIVITY KIT LIST

Hiring special equipment (eg a bike, paddleboard, skis or diving and snorkelling gear) is possible at the respective tour operators. There are certain items, though, that you’ll want to bring with you.

Sturdy hiking boots Good shoes are not easy to find, except in the region’s bigger cities.

High-quality sleeping bag Overnight temperatures can plummet between October until March, particularly in desert areas.

Warm clothing Bring a jacket, jumper (fleece) and anorak (lightweight outer shell).

Sturdy but lightweight tent Also bring a sleeping pad.

Mosquito repellent and net Will help with a good night’s sleep.

Hat, trousers and long sleeves This is more culturally appropriate in some areas and provides better protection against the sun. Preferably made from cotton (will keep you cooler in hot weather) or a breathable waterproof (and windproof) material such as Gore-Tex.

Inner sheet and small towel Many desert camps don’t provide linens.

Swiss Army knife Don’t forget basic first aid supplies.

Torch (flashlight) Or a headlamp with extra batteries.



Diving & Snorkelling

THE RED SEA

One of the world’s premier diving sites, the Red Sea is as fabulous for new-to-the-water snorkellers as it is for expert divers. Rich in healthy, colourful corals and diverse shoals of fish, the extensive reef systems and occasional shipwreck are a joy to explore. For experienced divers, there are plenty of challenging underwater landscapes that compete with the best in the world for beauty and adventure.

Most dive centres offer every possible kind of dive course. The average open-water certification course for beginners, either with CMAS, PADI or NAUI, takes about five days and usually includes several dives. Full equipment is available from all diving centres.

The best bases for diving and snorkelling in the Red Sea are in Sharm El Sheikh, Dahab, Nuweiba, Hurghada and the southern Red Sea Coast in Egypt. There are also options from Aqaba in Jordan.


BEST LONG-DISTANCE HIKES

Lycian Way (540km) Walk Türkiye’s beautiful Mediterranean coastline from Fethiye to Antalya.

Jordan Trail (675km) Explore Jordan’s entire length, north to south, or focus on the Dana to Shobak section.

Sinai Trail (550km) Cross the Sinai with the Bedouin, travel regulations permitting.

Lebanon Mountain Trail (470km) Trace the rocky spine of Lebanon’s mountainous backbone.

And when safe again to do so...

Israel National Trail (Shvil Yisra’el) Travel 940km through Israel’s most-scenic areas.

Nativity Trail Follow in ancient footsteps along the 160km from Nazareth to Bethlehem.

Abraham Path Walk part of the planned trans–Middle Eastern trail (1200km total) between Nablus (via Jericho) to Hebron.



THE MEDITERRANEAN SEA

Snorkelling and scuba diving are possible at many points along Türkiye’s Mediterranean coast, such as in Marmaris and Kaş and along Lebanon’s coast at Beirut, Batroun and Byblos. What the Med lacks in comparison with the Red Sea in terms of diversity it makes up for in après-dive ambience and the beauty of the coastline.

THE GULF

For something a little different, try diving or snorkelling in the Gulf from Iran, when the situation allows. Qeshm Island has a good base with experienced operators.

Desert Encounter

An expedition into the deserts of the Middle East ranks among the most memorable experiences of the region. The solitude, the gravitas of a limitless landscape, the interplay of light and shadow on the sands – these all speak to the soul.

Various kinds of desert expeditions are possible, from camel trekking and hiking, 4WD and quad bike excursions to overnight camping. These activities are often organised by Bedouin communities, many of whom live settled (rather than nomadic) lives along the desert fringe. Still regarded as the custodians of the desert, a trip in their company often brings a greatly enhanced understanding of life in an extreme environment.

JORDAN

Jordan arguably offers the best and most accessible desert experiences, particularly in and around Petra and in overnight trips to the Bedouin camps of Wadi Rum and neighbouring Diseh. Shaumari Wildlife Reserve in Jordan’s Eastern Desert showcases some of the region’s endangered desert species on both day safaris and fascinating night drives.

EGYPT

In Egypt, extended multiday tours across the Western Desert from one oasis settlement to the next offer an immersive experience of the desert and a chance to explore a wide variety of wind-blown landscapes. The highlight among these is protected in the White Desert National Park, visited overnight from Bahariya Oasis. Overnight trips in the Sinai and Eastern Desert (near Marsa Alam) are also recommended.

IRAN

As and when the situation allows, a visit to Iran’s Dasht-e-Kavir is highly recommended. Home to stunning desert landscapes including dunes and extensive salt pans, this impressive desert can be visited from Yazd and through the communities along the desert rim.



ACTION AREAS

The activities on this map reflect only those in countries that are currently accessible for tourism.
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HOW TO… Travel in the Desert

 

Much of the arid Middle East either borders the desert or belongs to part of the Sahara, the Sinai and Arabian Deserts, or the Dasht-e Kavir in Iran. Covering some truly spectacular landscapes and the home to a dwindling number of nomadic communities, travelling and camping in the desert is one of the great adventures of the Middle East. To make the most of this extreme environment, it’s good to know what to expect, if only to help with packing.
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When to Go

Being immersed in the desert in 45°C heat is definitely an experience, but the novelty soon wears off. From May to September, the desert’s too hot; from March to May, there are too many sandstorms; from December to February it’s too cold at night. Go in October or November.

Hazards of Heat

High midday temperatures, especially when combined with humidity, can lead to heat exhaustion, sunstroke and sunburn. Dehydration can be life-threatening. Carry more water than you think you’ll need and think twice about travelling alone.

Cover Up

Protect your head and neck, wear sunglasses and cover up, especially between 11am and 3pm. It helps to avoid too much activity in the heat of the day – in other words, do as the locals do!

Tread Carefully

Study the footprints trailing across a sand dune in the morning and you’ll get a sense of the nocturnal populations that call these sands home. To avoid stepping on a snake or scorpion, stout shoes are a must for desert hikes.

Going Off-Road

Tell someone where you’re going and when you expect to be back; you can’t rely on phone coverage in remote desert areas. Fill up the car with fuel at each opportunity – there’s no guarantee that all remote garages will be stocked up.

Uncontrolled quad and 4WD adventures can cause irreparable damage to fragile desert ecosystems, so choose operators who value the desert environment.

Soft-sand driving takes practice – getting stuck is easy, while digging out is anything but!


THE PERFECT DESERT DAY

Climb a dune at sunrise when the shadows are at their sharpest.

Return for a breakfast of Bedouin bread cooked in the ashes of a fire.

Hike to an oasis to see how the miracle of water leads to an explosion of insect life.

Sleep through the heat of midday under an acacia tree.

Ride a camel at sunset to watch the desert turn to gold.

Return to tell stories of your desert day around the campfire.

Look for shooting stars under the glittering canopy of night.

Listen to the sound of silence as you drift off to sleep under canvas.







HOW TO… Visit Museums & Archaeological Sites in Türkiye

You may be eager to visit Türkiye’s cultural heritage, but the new government-imposed entrance fees could dampen your enthusiasm. The entrance fees vary for locals and visitors, with tourists paying exorbitant prices. Note: there may be stark prices differences between state-run, semi-independent and privately owned places.
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Entrance Fees

In 2024 new entrance fees were set for international visitors to museums. While locals can enter with a müzekart (museum card), foreign visitors must pay euros – except at Topkapı Palace, which charges 1500₺ (Turkish lira). Admission fees for most big-ticket tourist sites are steep. To cite a few illustrative prices: Ephesus is €40, Troy archaeological site €27, Aya Sofya (upstairs gallery) €25 and Göbekli Tepe archaeological site €20. What’s more, these sites don’t offer concession pricing.

Price hikes won’t deter most visitors – these places are big-ticket attractions for good reason. However, you might wish to budget accordingly. Tickets can be purchased at the sites and in some cases online (muze.gov.tr).

Museum Passes

There are five types of museum and and archaeological site passes:

Museum Pass Türkiye (€165) Access to over 350 museums and archaeological sites across Türkiye for 15 days.

Museum Pass İstanbul (€105) Access to 12 İstanbul museums for five days.

Museum Pass Mediterranean (€90) Access to 40 sites in Antalya, Mersin, Adana and Denizli for seven days.

Museum Pass Aegean (€95) Access to 40 museums in İzmir, Muğla and Denizli for seven days.

Museum Pass Cappadocia (€65) Access to 10 museums for three days.

Before purchasing, check that the sites covered by the passes are open. This applies particularly to İstanbul – at the time of writing, five of the 12 museums covered by Museum Pass İstanbul were closed. In this situation, single tickets may prove more practical than a pass.

You can buy a Museum Pass at the museum entrances or online (muze.gen.tr/MuseumPasses).


CHURCH TO MUSEUM TO MOSQUE

Many churches in Türkiye have historically been converted into mosques. During the Republic era, a significant portion of these were turned into museums. But recent government policies have seen many museums converted back into mosques.

The good news is that you can now enter these places without paying a museum fee. The bad news is that these places, now that they’re no longer under the care of museum authorities, are often poorly maintained.







MIDDLE EAST

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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Egypt
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WHERE HISTORY STILL SHAPES THE FUTURE

The great pharaohs, and their hopes of immortality, have left behind monumental wonders that need little introduction. Look beyond their legacy to find Egypt’s beating heart.
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Egypt is a country that colours outside the lines. No matter how many times you visit, you’ll 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, deeply kind, awe-inspiring and frazzling all in the space of a few hours, but if you lean in – rather than keeping it at arm’s length while you snap your pyramid pic and leave – travelling here will reward you a thousand times over.

Of course, you’ll want to visit the great icons of Egypt’s Pharaonic past with its totemic pyramids, its carved and painted tombs at Luxor’s Valley of the Kings and in the temples dotted along the Nile. You’ll also want to discover that Egypt has an equally rich heritage of Coptic art, best experienced in situ at St Katherine’s in the Sinai and in the Eastern Desert monasteries.

But an even richer legacy is the one gifted by nature – in the wonders of the Red Sea, the stark beauty of the Western Desert and the fertility of the Nile Valley – that continues to shape Egyptian civilisation. So yes, the ancient past is likely to be what draws you in, but it’s how modern Egypt, its people, culture and energy, sits side by side with this lauded history that will keep you coming back.
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THE MAIN AREAS

CAIRO

History-rich capital, home of the pyramids.

LUXOR & THE NORTHERN NILE VALLEY

Pharaonic temples and the Valley of the Kings.

ASWAN & THE SOUTHERN NILE VALLEY

Nubian culture and the Nile at its most beautiful.

HURGHADA & THE RED SEA COAST

Underwater paradise and hidden desert gems.

SHARM EL SHEIKH & THE SINAI PENINSULA

Sun, sand and a Bedouin soul.

ALEXANDRIA & THE WESTERN DESERT

City of culture framed by desert adventure.




Find Your Way

Egypt is defined by the Nile. This great river anchors the country in Africa, while its desert hinterlands link it culturally and spiritually to the Middle East.


[image: jpg]


Plan Your Time

Don’t be tempted to cram too many big sites into a short trip. If you make it all about the ancients, you’ll quickly hit pharaoh fatigue. Instead, change the pace and activity.
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If You Only Do One Thing

• With a long weekend 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 Giza and reserve the other half day to enjoy the treasures of Tutankhamun (among other Pharaonic masterpieces) in the downtown Egyptian Museum.

• Spend the next day exploring Coptic Cairo and the city’s Islamic treasures around Khan El Khalili. Before you leave, head out to Saqqara – a favourite half-day excursion from Cairo – and spend the rest of the weekend eating!




Nine-Day Classic Nile Journey

• After a long weekend in Cairo, take the overnight sleeper train to Luxor. Begin your visit to Luxor with a day on the east bank, visiting the wonders of Karnak and the Luxor Temple.

• Give yourself two days on the west bank to do justice to the necropolis of Thebes, touring the Valley of the Kings and other tombs, temples and artisanal workshops.

• Board a felucca, cruise boat or dahabiyya (traditional sailing boat) bound for Aswan and relax on the Nile. Explore Abu Simbel and the Nubian south and return to Cairo by train.




Three-Week Comprehensive

• After a long weekend in Cairo followed by a classic Nile adventure, travel by bus from Aswan to Marsa Alam and relax in a Red Sea dive camp.

• Explore the old trading post of Al Quseir and learn from Bedouin economy in the Eastern Desert.

• Sense the power of retreat at two Coptic monasteries or quicken the pace in Hurghada before heading back to Cairo.

• Book a tour of extraordinary White Desert National Park or combine cultural Alexandria with far-flung Siwa Oasis.

• If travelling on to Jordan, pause at Sharm El Sheikh, famed for Sinai adventures.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

November to February is the main travel period. Summers are brutally hot; winters are colder than you might imagine.

FEBRUARY

On 22 February people flock to Abu Simbel to watch the sun reach the temple’s inner sanctuary (this also occurs on 22 October).

MARCH

From March to May the khamsin (hot southerly wind) blows sandstorms across the country, making visibility impossible for hours at a time.

APRIL

Temperatures hover around mid-20°C and flowers are everywhere. Coptic monasteries close for Easter. European school holidays make for crowded visits.


JUNE

From June to September desert temperatures rise above 30°C, making exposed ancient sites a challenge. Domestic travellers flock to Red Sea resorts.

SEPTEMBER

It’s party time on the Red Sea coast with good diving conditions; there’s a pottery and handicrafts festival in Tunis.

OCTOBER

On 22 October, light illuminates the inner sanctuary at Abu Simbel and arts festivals (Cairo’s D-Caf and El Gouna Film Festival) take place.

DECEMBER

The high season (and chilly) months of December to February make for some price hikes in accommodation and crowded sites of interest.




Cairo
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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 dripping water on your head, while bellowing car horns battle with the roar of the muezzin’s call to prayer. You might think this city can’t possibly function. But somehow it does because of the dogged resourcefulness and vivacious humour of its 21 million inhabitants.

You may be overwhelmed on your first encounter with Cairo, but this city rewards as much as it befuddles with its iconic Pyramids at Giza, splendid medieval Islamic architecture and ancient churches. Spend time here amid the booming street life and late-night crowds and you’ll understand why Egyptians call it Umm Al Dunya – the mother of the world. If you love Cairo, it will love you back.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Egyptian Museum

SIGHTS

2Al Azhar Mosque

3Al Azhar Park

4Bab Al Futuh

5Bab Al Ghouri

6Bab Zuweila

7Cairo Tower

8Church of St Sergius & Bacchus

9Citadel

10Coptic Museum

11Darb 1718

12Hanging Church

13Manial Palace

14Mausoleum-Madrassa of Qalaun

15Midan Tahrir

16Mosque-Madrassa of Sultan Hassan

17Museum of Islamic Art

18National Museum of Egyptian Civilisation

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

19Dok Dok Landing Stage

20Makan

SLEEPING

21Carlton Hotel

22Gamaleya Boutique Hotel

23Holy Sheet Hostel

    Horus House Hotel (see 24)

24Hotel Longchamps

25Pension Roma

26President Hotel

27Steigenberger Downtown

28Tahir Plaza Suites

29The Location Hotel

EATING

30Abou El Sid

31Abu Ahmed Couscous

32Bayt Elmoazz

33Mandarine Koueider

34Old Cairo Restaurant

35Zeeyara Restaurant

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

36Fishawi’s

SHOPPING

37American University in Cairo Bookshop

38Atlas

39Fair Trade Egypt

40Foustat Traditional Craft Centre

    Heba Helmi Pottery (see 11)

41Khan El Khalili

    L’Oiseau du Nil (see 24)

42Nomad

43Oum El Dounia

44Sharia Al Khayamiyya

45Souq Al Fustat

46Yehia El Khawanky & Sons




GETTING AROUND

Cairo can be negotiated by metro, taxi (including the ride-hailing service, Careem) and on foot, despite the traffic. Watch how locals cross a road, keep your wits about you and follow their example.

Whatever people may say, you can get to the Giza Pyramids by 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.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Cairo is an enormous city, so it pays to spend time orientating yourself. Downtown radiates from the Nile’s east bank with Khan El Khalili to the north and Coptic Cairo south. Across the Nile, the Giza Plateau and Pyramids are 15km southwest on the city’s desert rim.



Egypt’s Grand Dame Museum

A showcase of ancient history

While Giza’s GEM may generate headlines, the Egyptian Museum simply potters along as Egypt’s major ancient history showcase, just 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.

The ground-floor galleries are set up so you sweep through ancient history in chronological order. On the first floor, the galleries are arranged by theme. Don’t miss the Narmer Palette (Gallery 43). 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. Some other pieces elsewhere to look out for include the limestone statue of Zoser, the statue of Khafre, the wooden statue of Ka-Aper, the death masks of Yuya and Thuya, the silver coffin of Psusennes (from the Royal Tombs of Tanis, the finds from which rival that of Tutankhamun) and the death mask of Tutankhamun. This and other famous finds from the tomb of the young pharoah will move to the GEM when it opens.

More information is available at egymonuments.com. If a visit 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.
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Discover Cairo through its Food

Don’t eat lunch

Put your comfy walking shoes on. Don’t wear skinny jeans. Avoid eating lunch beforehand. If you want to get the lowdown on Downtown’s food scene, 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 patisseries and hole-in-the-wall ta’amiyya (the Egyptian variant of falafel) and fiteer (sweet or savoury flaky pastry) stands.

The tours, which have a no-food-waste policy (leftovers are packed up and given away) and support community restaurants, run from Saturday to Thursday and cover eight stops over four to five hours. The small-group tour costs $72 per person and needs to be prebooked. Private tours are available.


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, Bedouin needlework and cotton homewares.

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, with its own entrance on Sharia Sheikh Rihan. 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.




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, som with bathroom; kind, helpful staff. $

Carlton Hotel: A 1935 Downtown classic, with renovated rooms, some with balcony, which 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. $$

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


Downtown’s Famous Meeting Point

Liberation Square

Midan Tahrir (Tahrir ‘Liberation’ Square) 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 Square and renamed after the 1952 revolution. The obelisk crowning the traffic circle is from Tell Amarna and the surrounding sphinxes come from Karnak.

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.


A CULTURAL INDUCTION THROUGH CUISINE
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Leila Hassaballa is the 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 have a more meaningful experience.

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



An Architectural Oddity

A baron’s palace in Heliopolis

The eccentric Baron Empain Palace was once the house of one Baron Édouard Empain. Belonging to the duo responsible for the building of Heliopolis in the first decade of the 20th century, Empain combined a French beaux-arts style with Indian and Khmer temple architecture to make his own home a distinctive statement of the new suburb. Only recently brought back to life after decades of neglect, the house is surrounded by manicured gardens and crowned by a shikhara (rounded Hindu temple tower). Heliopolis itself is now a thriving area that comes to life on a Friday and Saturday when the terraces of the area’s many cafes are packed.


ABOU HAIDAR SHAWARMA

The best shawarma joint is a topic of heated debate in Cairo and with so many contenders, the jury’s out on which venue claims the top spot. In Heliopolis, however, the local residents are adamant that Abou Haidar Shawarma is the obvious winner. What makes it so good? It could be the tahini sauce spiked with more vinegar than usual, or the kaiser roll that makes it as eccentric as the buildings (the Baron’s Palace and the Notre Dame Heliopolis Cathedral) of the surrounding area. But what clinches it is not the beef mixed with parsley and tomatoes, but the mango juice that comes on the side.



Sailing on the Nile

Felucca rides

Make time to head out onto the river and see the city from a different angle. The most gentle and traditional way to do this is to hire a felucca (traditional sailing boat) for an hour or so of sailing. Head for the Dok Dok Landing Stage on the Nile Corniche in front of Garden City’s Four Seasons Hotel.

Head out in the late afternoon, about an hour before sunset, and bring refreshments. Prices are subject to haggling.
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Throne Hall Bling

See sumptuous interiors

Some of the most eclectic interiors in Cairo are hidden behind the walls of the Manial Palace complex (Mathaf Al Manial), 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 Nile-side garden, just across Al Saraya Bridge on Roda Island, Manial Palace was built by Prince Mohammed Ali between 1899 and 1929. The palace’s grand salons reflect the prince’s eye for eclectic style and his well-travelled lifestyle. Don’t miss the Throne Hall’s gaudy gold styling and, upstairs, the rococo and baroque overload of the Aubusson Room.

Where to Eat in Heliopolis

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

Mandarine Koueider: A family-friendly favourite for its pistachio ice cream and Egyptian desserts. $

Bashandy: Just south of Heliopolis, this is the place to come for breakfast – it’s famed for fuul with flaxseed oil. $


Egypt’s Musical Heritage

A spellbinding performance

Interested in Egypt’s musical traditions? Then visit Makan (the Egyptian Centre for Culture and Art; egyptmusic.org/en). Every Wednesday at 8pm this venue hosts a Zar performance by the Mazaher Ensemble. The Zar is a women-led healing and purifying ritual combining tanbora drumming and chanting that was traditionally performed to drive out bad spirits and djin. You have not heard music this hypnotic and spellbinding until you’ve witnessed a Zar. Check their website and facebook page (facebook.com/ECCAMakan) for upcoming events and reservations.

City Views from the Cairo Tower

Experience the high life

For 360-degree views across Cairo, zoom up to the top of the 187m-high Cairo Tower, which was built in 1961 to resemble a stylised lotus plant with its latticework casing. Pause to admire the huge banyan tree in the middle of Sharia Al Borg, its canopy shading the street. The tree was imported from India by Khedive Ismail in 1868. For the clearest vistas come in the late morning or late afternoon, when it’s often possible to spy the Pyramids. The Cairo Tower is open 9am to midnight (to 1am in summer).

Dazzling Coptic Heritage

The transition to Christian symbolism in art

Cairo’s Coptic Museum has 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 artistic traditions. Upstairs, one room is devoted to the Nag Hammadi Library, the primary source for Gnosticism. The museum’s interior, with its elaborate wood-carved painted ceilings, is an attraction unto itself.

Exiting Mar Girgis metro station, the entrance gate to the museum is directly across the road, on the northern side of the Roman towers. Entry is LE100 (students LE50); it’s open 8am to 4pm daily.


ZAMALEK CRAFT SHOPPING

Fair Trade Egypt: Crafts from across Egypt (all produced in income-generating projects) include 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.



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 that go out of their way to help. $$

President Hotel: Business-style hotel with a restaurant and minimalist rooms in taupe and cream. $$


CHURCHES AND MUSEUMS OF FUSTAT

When the conquering Arab army rolled into Egypt in 641 CE, they snubbed Alexandria, and instead founded their capital in Fustat, beside the Roman fortress of Babylon. Even after the Fatimid conquest in 969 CE, Fustat continued to prosper as a commercial hub to the new walled capital of Al Qahira. 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. Nearby, the National Museum of Egyptian Civilisation (NMEC) houses the Royal Mummies Collection.



Cairo’s Most Famous Church

Inlaid screens in an elegant interior

The 9th-century (some say 7th-century) Hanging Church (Al Kineesa Al Mu’allaqa) gets its name because it’s suspended over the Water Gate of Roman Babylon, of which only two Roman Towers remain. The courtyard entrance 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. The church has 110 icons including an 8th-century painting of the Virgin Mary known as the Coptic ‘Mona Lisa’.

The church is open 8am to 4pm daily. If you want to attend Coptic Mass, it’s 8am to 11am Wednesday and Friday, and 9am to 11am on Sunday.
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Take Refuge in a 5th-Century Church

A sacred shelter

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 (now the crypt) 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’.

To get here, walk past the Coptic Museum entrance and St George’s and take the entrance steps down into the fortress compound. Walk to the end of the below-street-level alley and then turn right.

Last Resting Place of Pharaohs

Mummies at the museum

In 2021 Egypt’s Royal Mummies were transferred to their new home at the National Museum of Egyptian Civilisation (NMEC) in a regal procession. The museum is more than its prized collection of pharaohs, though; it’s attempting to encompass the entire sweep of Egyptian heritage under one roof. 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.

At the entrance to the Royal Mummies Hall it’s worth pausing to watch the passageway’s multimedia display. Inside, the series of vault-like rooms are the final resting place for some of Egypt’s most famous pharaohs and queens.

Date-palm-fringed Sirah Lake, rimmed by walking trails, can be seen from NMEC and will be accessible when it eventually opens.

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 Egyptian handicraft boutiques.

Heba Helmi Pottery: Modern ceramics incorporating elements of Islamic art in their design. Near Darb 1718 (cultural centre).

Medieval Mall

Browse the stalls in historic northern Cairo

Cairo’s medieval souq, Khan El Khalili, 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. Make sure to look up and note the elaborately carved medieval gates of Bab Al Badistan and Bab Al Ghouri as you walk through.

Shops and stalls here generally open from 9am to late at night, except for Friday and Sunday when many shops don’t open until after midday.


TWO SITES OF MUSLIM PILGRIMAGE

The Mosque of Amr Ibn Al As is Egypt’s – and Africa’s – first mosque. A forest of columns, many repurposed from ancient sites, greets worshippers 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. As the site where Islam first began in Egypt, however, it resonates with importance.

Also of significance is the Mosque and Mausoleum of Imam Al Shafi’i (767–820 CE). The imam created the principles of Islamic jurisprudence and founded the Shafi’i school of Sunni Islamic law that resonates through Asia. Pilgrims visit his mausoleum seeking baraka (blessings) from the imam, particularly those trying to resolve a dispute or legal issue.



Where to Eat in Coptic Cairo & Fustat

Old Cairo Restaurant: Basic Egyptian staples, friendly service and shaded streetside tables on Sharia Mar Girgis. $

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

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


STAYING & EATING IN HISTORIC CAIRO

Gamaleya Boutique Hotel: Historic Cairo doesn’t have many accommodation options unless you’re willing to go basic budget or splash the cash, so this guesthouse on the 2nd floor of Gamaleya House on Sharia Amir El Geyoush, just steps from Sharia Al Muizz Li Din Allah, is a welcome boutique-style opportunity to stay in Cairo’s medieval centre. $$

Zeeyara Restaurant: On the rooftop of Le Riad Hotel de Charme on Sharia Al Muizz Li Din Allah, Zeeyara Restaurant dishes up a high-class take on Egyptian cooking with lots of individual twists, including duck and camel – booking is advisable (WhatsApp +20 1050 195 658). $$$



Cairo’s Oldest Coffeehouse

Serving old-world ambience

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 (coffeehouse) 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.

Mamluk Masterpiece

Inlaid stone and stucco

If you only have time to see one Mamluk monument near Khan El Khalili, make it the Mausoleum-Madrassa of Qalaun. This 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 (theological college) and maristan (hospital). 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.

Mosques & Citadels

On foot in southern historic Cairo

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 along 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.

WHERE TO SHOP IN AND AROUND KHAN EL KHALILI

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

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

Yehia El Khawanky & Sons: This store has been in business making handcrafted, ornately decorated shisha pipes since 1891.

Egypt’s Most Revered Mosque

Centuries of teachings

As you enter, remember the Al Azhar Mosque remains as relevant today as when it was founded in 970 CE as the centrepiece of newly created Fatimid Al Qahira. A madrassa was established here in 988 CE, 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.

Non-Muslim visitors enter through the eastern wall gate of Bab Al Shorba. Al Azhar Mosque is on Sharia Al Azhar, across the road from Khan El Khalili and 250m east of the Al Ghouri Complex.

The Artistry of Islamic Empires

From ceramics to frescoes

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.

Hilltop Home of Sultans

City vistas and Mamluk design

The Citadel 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, but you’ll still need a good two hours to get through everything. Highlights include the intricate wooden ceiling of the Mosque of An Nasir Mohammed, the city vista from the Police Museum and the Harem Palace, Mohammed Ali’s vast Turkish-baroque palace.

At the foot of the Citadel hill, the Mosque-Madrassa of Sultan Hassan (built between 1356 and 1363), on Midan Salah ad-Din, is a spectacle of early Mamluk design. 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 with its inlaid red, black and white marble paving and ornate fountain. Plan your visit for the morning when sunlight penetrates into the iwans (vaulted halls). Unless you are coming to pray, avoid the Citadel on Fridays.


TANNOURA SHOW

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. Maybe you’ve seen the better-known Mevlevi dervishes of Türkiye’s sedate, swirling ritual, but this performance is a more raucous and colourful spectacle of spinning, whirling dervish devotion.

It’s first come, first served and tickets 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.



BUYING CRAFTS ON THE STREET OF THE TENTMAKERS

Sharia Al Khayamiyya: A medieval speciality quarter producing ceremonial tents for wakes, weddings and festivals and giving the street its name.

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

Suosan: Arabic calligraphy designs feature in fine-detailed applique produced by Hany Abd El Kader (WhatsApp +20 100 306 1198).



TOP EXPERIENCE
Pyramids of Giza

The Pyramids of Giza are one of the most recognisable landmarks in the world, but nothing quite prepares you for seeing the 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.

[image: bar-code]




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 of Khufu is both the largest in Egypt and the oldest on the Giza Plateau. Each of the mammoth stone blocks weigh 2.5 tonnes. Built as a tomb for Khufu (reigned c 2589–2566 BCE), the pyramid originally stood 146m high when it was completed 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

Despite there being little to see inside, entering a pyramid is an unforgettable, if claustrophobic, experience and worth the extra fee (LE440, students LE220). In the Great Pyramid (closed between noon and 1pm), a clamber up to the Great Gallery and the 10m-long, red-granite King’s Chamber beyond, involves negotiating steep steps and narrow shafts, but it’s only here that the weight of the Pharaonic achievement can be sensed – all 400 tonnes of it, freighted on the ceiling above.


Queens’ Pyramids

The three 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.

Eastern Cemetery

Just 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 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 – a contrast with the stark, unadorned Pyramid interiors.

The Tomb of Meresankh III is the only ticketed tomb (LE50; students LE25).


Waiting for the GEM

The yet-to-open Grand Egyptian Museum (GEM) in Giza is devoted to Egypt’s Pharaonic era and the entire cache of Tutankhamun’s funerary articles. Until it opens, visitors are allowed to tour the lobby and gift shop (LE1000). See visit-gem.com for details and don’t take grand announcements about imminent opening too literally!



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 actually shorter, coming in at 136m high. The illusion is due to it standing on higher ground. The burial chamber (not always open to visitors) still contains Khafre’s large granite sarcophagus.

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.

Sphinx

You access the Sphinx through Khafre’s Valley 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 exit leads you to the Sphinx with 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.


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. They’re 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.





[image: jpg]




Beyond Cairo


[image: jpg]

Find adventure in lesser-visited but even older pyramids and sense a continuity with the past in Wadi Natrun’s Coptic monasteries.


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 living, vibrant traditions of Egypt’s Coptic community, head north of Cairo to the monasteries of Wadi Natrun – a fine introduction to the Eastern Desert.


Places

Saqqara

Dashur

Wadi Natrun

Fayoum

Wadi Al Hitan




GETTING AROUND

Destinations around Cairo, such as Saqqara, Dahshur and Memphis, are best visited by hiring a taxi or private driver. It’s best to agree a price in advance, including waiting time, and generally passengers pay the parking fee (around LE10) at each of the sites. Alternatively, take a half- or whole-day tour from Cairo.

Wadi Natrun is 110km northwest from central Cairo, on the desert side of the Cairo–Alexandria Highway, and is also best visited by taxi or tour.



SaqqaraTIME FROM CAIRO: 1 HOUR [image: jpg]

Cairo’s best day out

The vast necropolis of Saqqara, enclosed by a 1645m-long panelled limestone wall part of which survives, was the final resting place for pharaohs, their royal court and sacred animals for more than 3500 years and is famous for Pharaoh Zoser’s Step Pyramid. Built c 2650 BCE, this highly significant 60m-high structure is the world’s earliest stone monument and, with finely painted tombs and catacombs for sacred bulls, makes for a great Cairo excursion, especially if combined with a trip to Dahshur and Memphis. Note that not all monuments at Saqqara are open daily.

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.

Other key features of Saqqara include the Mastaba of Ti, the finest example of Old Kingdom art, the Tomb of Mereruka and the Serapeum – a subterranean warren of tombs dedicated to the sacred Apis bulls. The Tomb of Kagemni shows catfish and eels thriving in the Nile, cows being milked, men feeding puppies and a crocodile and hippo fighting.


On route to Saqqara from Giza, call in at the Wissa Wassef Art Centre – a mud-brick complex of artisan studios, designed by Ramses Wissa Wassef (and winner of an Aga Khan Prize for its traditional architecture). Local weavers here create detailed, high-quality tapestry work depicting Egyptian rural scenes. It’s open 10am to 5pm from Tuesday to Sunday.

 

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; tickets are LE80 (students LE30).

DahshurTIME FROM SAQQARA: 30 MINS [image: jpg]

Egypt’s greatest scramble

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 (Sneferu’s first attempt to create a smooth-sided pyramid), you’ve completed what has to be the most thrilling pyramid experience of them all. Most people turn back half way and it goes without saying that anyone with mobility issues, particularly knee problems, or claustrophobia, should give the Bent Pyramid a miss as it involves narrow, steep interior staircases and, especially if you’re tall, a crawl through a tunnel on your hands and knees.


PYRAMID HACK

Want to ride a horse to the pyramids? Forget Giza and aim instead for the desert surrounding the Abu Sir pyramids. Atmospheric hacks are offered here in the desolate scenery of this lesser-visited site, with its slumping 5th-dynasty pyramids. The Pyramid of Sahure (reigned c 2487–2475 BCE) is the most complete and worthwhile to explore. 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, including 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.



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. $


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 have a workshop compound on the bank of the Youssef Canal in Nazla. There’s a small visitor centre here, made completely from their pots, displaying information on the heritage of this craft and opportunities to see the potters at work.



Wadi NatrunTIME FROM CAIRO: 1½ HOURS [image: jpg]

Coptic Christian heartland

In the valley of Wadi Natrun, four monasteries, with roots stretching back to the 4th century, allow a glimpse into Coptic heritage as well as its thriving contemporary culture. The complimentary monk-led tours here take you into areas you wouldn’t be able to access otherwise.

Start at Deir Anba Bishoi, founded by St Bishoi in 340 CE. About 500m northwest is Deir El Sourian, established around the cave where St Bishoi lived. To the southwest is Deir Abu Makar (St Macarius Monastery), famous as the monastery where most Coptic popes have hailed from.

The monasteries are free to visit, but donations are appreciated.

FayoumTIME FROM CAIRO: 2 HOURS [image: jpg]

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 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 Porret’s Fayoum Pottery School should be your first port of call on a meander down the main road (named Sharia Evelyne Porret) of the village. The school still teaches ceramic skills to local adults and children, has a gallery-shop displaying students’ wares and offers pottery lessons to visitors.

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 features 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.

Regular microbuses run to Medinat Al Fayoum (Fayoum City) from the capital, leaving from Sharia Gamal Abdel Nasser, downtown. A taxi from Medinat Al Fayoum to Tunis costs around LE250. Many of the other 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.

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, slap in the centre of town. $

Lazib Inn: High-class boutique frippery complete with individually styled suite-type rooms, pool and manicured garden. $$$


Wadi Al HitanTIME FROM CAIRO: 1¾ HOURS [image: jpg]

A trip back to the Eocene

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 trying to get your mind to grasp 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 bed 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 fierce Basilosaurus and Dorodontus 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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Wadi Al Hitan rock formation | amr hassanein/shutterstock ©


FAYOUM’S PYRAMID CIRCUIT

Wear sturdy shoes for this pyramid outing, starting at the Old Kingdom Pyramid of Meidum, 45km northeast from Medinat Al Fayoum. Commissioned by Pharaoh Huni (reigned c 2637–2613 BCE), it was built by his son Pharaoh Sneferu. From here, travel 33km southwest to Middle Kingdom Pyramid of Al Lahun, built by Pharaoh Sesostris II (reigned c 1880–1874 BCE). A series of tunnels underneath the structure are home to bats. On the return to Fayoum, call in at the mud-brick Pyramid of Hawara, which sits beside Yusuf Canal, connecting Fayoum to the Nile. Tickets for each pyramid are LE60. The easiest way to visit all three pyramids is to hire a driver for a half-day circuit from Fayoum or day trip from Cairo.






Luxor & the Northern Nile Valley

[image: jpg]

TEMPLES | TOMBS | SHOPPING


The wonders of Luxor need little introduction. Clustered around the Nile, the magnificent ancient temples of the east bank and exquisite tombs of the west bank represent one of the world’s most dense clusters of antiquities. So complex is the ancient narrative here it could take a lifetime to fathom. For the Egyptologist, who can be seen digging around ancient Thebes, it’s a lifetime of hope weighed against uncertain reward – as it was for the ancient Egyptians who invested mightily in the afterlife with no promise of success.

For many of today’s visitors on punishing itineraries, the focus similarly falls on the past and the next stop of the tour, leaving little space for the present. There is an antidote, though, in the much-underrated activity of sitting still. Along the Nile there are sanctuaries of shade, delivering steaming glasses of mint tea and the chance to watch modern Luxor go about its business.
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TOP EXPERIENCE
Karnak

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 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.


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. Walk seven times clockwise around a giant scarab on a plinth here for good luck.



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 the Greeks, its Middle Kingdom Court is famous for the Wall of Records, a tally of tributes 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.


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; it’s the perfect place to pause.

• Approach Karnak on foot from the ‘Southern Sanctuary’ (Luxor Temple) via the Avenue of Sphinx, an ancient thoroughfare.

• Visit remote Temple of Mut, by Karnak’s 10th pylon; chances are you’ll have it to yourself.

• Join the crowds for the evening sound and light show.





GETTING AROUND

The Nile here once separated the living from the dead. It still divides the modern city of the east bank from its more rural twin on the west bank. A frequent public ferry service and colourful, pennant-waving motorboats cover the short hop, while feluccas offer longer trips along the Nile.

On the east bank (a 20-minute taxi drive from the airport) taxi drivers compete with barouches (horse-drawn carriages) to win fares – best agreed in advance. On the quieter west bank, three-wheeler tuk-tuks shuttle visitors around the antiquities and bikes can be hired from quayside Gezira.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Get the Luxor Pass from Karnak and the Valley of the Kings. It’s valid for five days and covers all archaeological sites. Payable in US dollars (passport photo required).



A Temple That Gave a Town its Name

From holy site to fortress

Stroll along Luxor’s 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 Khons 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; the mosque is now all that remains of a village on this site.

Luxor’s biggest traditional festival is the Moulid of Abu Al Haggag, a raucous five-day carnival in honour of the nearest thing the town has to a patron saint: the 13th-century Sufi leader, Yusuf Abu Al Haggag. It takes place around Luxor Temple in the middle of Sha’aban, the month before Ramadan.
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Statue of Pharoah Thutmosis III, Luxor Museum | hemro/shutterstock ©


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.



Well-Located East Bank Hotels

Bob Marley Peace Hotel: An east bank institution, this backpacker favourite is walking distance from Luxor’s 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 Nile views and attractive waterfront grounds. $$

Mona Lisa in Stone

Treasures of the Luxor Museum

Look up ‘graywacke’ and you’ll find that this type of 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 high cheekbones, aquiline nose and kohl-rimmed eyes are perfectly formed, with a hint of a smile caught fleetingly in the round.

In addition to this Mona Lisa of stone there are 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 – heads of human, hawk, baboon and jackal peeping over a box of canopic jars, and the spare flesh of a leaning-over scribe (Amenhotep) described in grey granite. Best of all are the architects’ tools. Recognisable by today’s builders, they bridge the span of ages.


HUNGRY FOR HISTORY?

Want to know more about the pharaohs and gods? Books on Egyptology can be bought at Luxor Museum, inside Karnak, at Gaddis Bookshop next to the Winter Palace Hotel and at Aboudi Bookshops. Better still, call into the Theban Community Library across the Nile.




A MONUMENTAL FIND

Walk through Luxor Temple from Ramses II’s impressive 24m-high pylon flanked by 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.



Alas, Poor Yorick

Life after death

The Egyptians were masters in extending their sense of self beyond the grave. Visit the Mummification Museum where the rituals involved in trying to cheat death are comprehensively described, from the sprinkling of water, the smearing of resins to preserve the skin and the sophisticated extraction of innards (brain, heart, liver and intestines) and wrapping in bandages. It’s poignant to see the leathered feet of the wizened dead and 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.

East Bank Seats for Sundowners

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, in front of the Winter Palace Hotel. $$

Nefertiti Hotel: For a grand view of Luxor Temple at sunset and a floodlit west bank, this is the perfect spot for sundowners. $

Lights, Music, Action!

Karnak’s sound and light show

A palm tree is spotlit stage right, the ram-headed sphinxes footlit stage left; the hint of a massive Pharaonic pylon looms out of the darkness as the backdrop. Tonight’s one hundred spectators 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 yawn, chat and glance at their phones, 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.


TIPS FOR THE TOMBS

[image: author]

Professor Kent Weeks, instigator of the Theban Mapping Project (TMP), through which KV5 was discovered, is the most celebrated Egyptologist today and shares his top tomb tips.

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 Rameses V/VI, with beautiful, well-preserved decoration.

Bring a guidebook and torch to fully appreciate the Tombs of the Nobles’ domestic (rather than religious) 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.



R&R in the City of the Dead

Staying in the gateway town of Gezira

A short ferry ride from the modern east bank, Luxor’s west bank appears to belong to a different city. From the jetty, the fertile Nile floodplains stretch inland, tended by the fellaheen (farmers) who compete to grow the most tomatoes, the tallest sugarcane and cabbages of epic proportions. Every Tuesday morning donkey carts roll into Talaat market, piled high with the produce of these local farms.

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 croplands 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, as documented in the west bank’s Theban Community Library (open to all) and the online Theban Mapping Project (thebanmappingproject.com).

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.

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. $$

Giants of Antiquity

Dawn visit to the Colossi of Memnon

The average weight of an adult African elephant is around two tonnes. Imagine, then, 500 elephants stacked together to appreciate the size of the Colossi of Memnon soaring 18m above the west bank plain. These two magnificent monuments, each cut from a single block of stone, appear to guard the gateway to Thebes, burial site of the ancients. In fact, they were designed to adorn the funerary temple (now ruined) of Amenhotep III. As the sun rises, these east-facing figures stretch into the day and, for those with a good imagination, they may just whistle!
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Colossi of Memnon | zevana/shutterstock ©

Royal Burial Ground

The Valley of the Kings experience

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 to do so? Heading for further-flung tombs, reading signboards for tomb highlights and learning image basics (a king wears sandals, a god does not) helps. Each tomb is a book of the dead legible to those who know the vocabulary.


THE WHISTLING STATUES

Many dawn visitors, for whom the colossi are a first indication of the east bank antiquities to come, take a quick photo and leave, but it’s worth lingering a while at the feet of the 18m faceless figures to share the company of ghosts. 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. The phenomenon was attributed to a crack that formed after the 27 BCE earthquake; Septimus Severus (193–211 CE) repaired the damage in the 3rd century, silencing the statue forever.



West Bank Rooms with a View

Al Moudira: Wake up to the sounds of rural Egypt in this gorgeous retreat. $$$

Beit Sabée: Enjoy home-cooked fare on the rooftop terrace of this friendly, family-run hotel. $$

Marsam Hotel: Open your window onto green fields at this historic hotel from the 1920s. $


RELIGIOUS & SECULAR

Tomb paintings may appear unfathomable at first, but two key themes recur: kings worshipping gods, and the underworld as explained in the Book of the Dead. 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 of the Ramesside, such as that of Ramses VI (KV9), show this night journey being conducted within the body of the 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: blind harpists in the tomb of Ramses III (1184–1153 BCE) feature among secular scenes of pottery, weaponry and boats.



Preparing to Meet with History

Navigating the Valley of the Kings

Start your visit to the Valley of the Kings at the Visitors Centre, where tickets are purchased. Gauge the effort ahead by viewing the centre’s large model of the valley showing the depth of tombs and set the scene by watching a TV documentary featuring Howard Carter clearing treasures from the tomb of Tutankhamun. Better still, pay a visit to Carter’s House just before entering the valley.

Save your energy for scaling tomb corridors by taking the electric buggy from the Visitors Centre to the site entrance. Note the tomb numbering. This is not, as you may expect, by age, significance or even discovery. In 1821 Sir John Wilkinson numbered the 21 tombs known at the time in sequence, starting from those closest to the valley entrance and working southward. Named ‘KV’ (Kings’ Valley) and ‘WV’ (West Valley), the same nomenclature is used today, with newly discovered tombs simply added sequentially.
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Tomb of Seti I (KV17), Valley of the Kings | kirk fisher/shutterstock ©

A Tomb Most Modest

Tutankhamun’s resting place

Neither of the first two tombs (KV1 and KV2) 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. Tutankhamun, like Ramses IV and Ramses VII, died young and was hastily buried in a makeshift space adapted for the purpose. There’s even speculation that the find of the century, Queen Nefertiti’s tomb, may lie beyond the current end of KV62...

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. $


TREASURES OF TUTANKHAMUN

Four chambers containing jewellery, carved furniture, canopic jars, musical instruments and chariots were found in Tutankhamun’s tomb, most of which are displayed today in the Egyptian Museum in Cairo, with a few pieces in the Luxor Museum.



A Tomb Most Magnificent

The artistry of Seti I

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.


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 – then, as now, a precious metal.

Tomb of Khonsu: For a bit of birdwatching, check the ceiling of this First Prophet’s tomb, where ducks are flying around nests with eggs.



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 across Egypt, including paramotor events at Luxor.

Travel Choice Egypt: Formerly Thomas Cook, next to Winter Palace Hotel, the agency here offers currency services and tours.


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.



Tombs of Queens & Princes

The finest of the Theban necropolis

Arguably the most beautiful in Thebes, the Tomb of Nefertari, one of the five wives of Ramses II, is a gem of the Valley of the Queens. The valley’s name is something of a misnomer as other family members, including the princely sons of Ramses III who died young, were also buried here.

About 1km into the valley, a road climbs to a small, beautifully proportioned Ptolemaic-era temple, the name of which – Deir Al Medina – is often used to refer to the neighbouring Workmen’s Village. Applying the skills honed on the necropolis of their royal patrons to their own burial sites, some of the artisans’ tombs here, topped by mud-brick pyramids, rival those of royalty.
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Memorial Temple of Hatshepsut | mirko kuzmanovic/shutterstock ©

The Creative Fringe

Exploring West Bank temples and workshops

Some of the most atmospheric sites in Luxor lie at the edge of the fields, where plain meets mountain. Take the magnificent Memorial Temple of Hatshepsut, stretched out elegantly along the foot of the mountains. One of the most lovely buildings in all Egypt, it befits a woman considered ‘beautiful and gifted’ in her own time. Ramses III’s elaborate memorial temple of Medinat Habu is glorious in the golden light of sunset, while the Ramesseum, the massive memorial complex of Ramses II, is famous for its fallen colossus.

Suffering pharaoh fatigue? How about shopping instead: workshops dotted along the road between temples promote traditional crafts. Pottery, alabaster carving and papyrus paper making are demonstrated to visitors in the hope of a sale.

If the tranquil nature of this area appeals, consider a night’s stay or a meal in a rural retreat, many of which have rooftop terraces. It’s a great way to enjoy the Theban landscape after the crowds have left.

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 all offer similar services, but Alaska (the local nickname for Luxor) has a fine reputation.


Heaven Bound

Ballooning over Luxor’s West Bank

The excitement begins at the launch site as the great hulks come alive from their listless piles on the ground, with generators fanning hot air and dragon blasts of fire bringing heat to a chilly morning. The ground crew holds the beast at bay while baskets wires are clamped, and suddenly, as a puff of breath on a dandelion, the balloons disperse. After the drama of departure, the flight (over the west-bank jewels of antiquity) is almost an afterthought.

With no steerage, pilots must manoeuvre into a landing site downwind as close to the ground crew as the wind allows, while avoiding 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.


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. $$$



Sailing Upstream

Take a felucca along the Nile

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 sailed upon it in a traditional felucca.

These graceful boats have sailed the Nile for centuries. Similar to the barques illustrated on the walls of the Temple of Hatshepsut, feluccas are still used to transport goods along the river, and an afternoon’s ride upstream has become intrinsic to a Luxor visit.

Sunset tours leave from the felucca quayside on the east bank – just turn up when the daily wind picks up and the boat owners will find you.


CRUISING THE NILE

Enjoyed an afternoon on a felucca? Fancy going further upstream? Dozens of cruisers line up along the Luxor jetty or are moored at Esra, an hour’s drive south of Luxor. The most popular trips sell out in advance, but there’s usually something with space available sailing to Aswan.






Beyond Luxor
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Brave the security restrictions to look for whales in the desert and enjoy Pharaonic, Nile-side temples without the crowds.


Luxor may steal the thunder but the northern Nile Valley rewards those who choose to stray into this historical region. Two of the Pharaonic era’s most feted and best-preserved temple complexes sit in Abydos and Dendara. These are offered as day trips from Luxor, but by staying in the modern city of Qena, across the Nile, there’s a chance to enjoy these sites outside peak visit times.

The Red Monastery – one of Coptic Christianity’s finest artistic achievements – lies just outside of Sohag, while the Fayoum region’s clutch of pyramids look like youngsters compared to the journey into geological time at Wadi Al Hitan.

Severe economic hardship and limited opportunities, compounded by an exploding population, have dogged this rural region for decades – and since the Islamic insurrection of the 1990s, sporadic outbreaks of social unrest still occur. Those willing to negotiate the resultant security restrictions will find the rewards of travelling in this less-touristed region compensate for the extra effort, and inconveniences, it entails.


Places

Abydos

Sohag




GETTING AROUND

Although trains run between towns (check schedules at enr.gov.eg), most travellers hire a private car and driver in Luxor to see the key sites. It’s just about possible to visit Abydos and Dendara in a long day’s excursion from Luxor, or there’s accommodation in the nearby town of Qena. 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.



AbydosTIME FROM LUXOR: 2¾ HOURS [image: jpg]

New Kingdom artistry at the Temple of Seti I

The great limestone temple at Abydos is the glorious work of Seti I (reigned c 1294–1279 BCE) and his son Ramses II (reigned c 1279–1213 BCE). It showcases some of the finest, highest-quality and best-preserved paintings you will see in Egypt. 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 represents an attempt to revive the old ways.

Make for the First Hypostyle Hall, a 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, which was the last temple section Seti I decorated. The finely detailed, colourful reliefs in this older temple are regarded as some of the New Kingdom’s greatest artistic achievements.

Beyond these halls, rooms dedicated to Osiris lead 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 preceded them. From here, head up the stairs that lead outside to the Osireion at the back of the temple. This weird structure (closed to visitors) is unique in Egypt and still baffling for Egyptologists. 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, with a 420ft subterranean passage leading to a 10-columned burial chamber surrounded by water channels to simulate an island.


SohagTIME FROM LUXOR: 3½ HOURS [image: jpg]

A masterclass in Coptic art

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 are from the 6th and 7th centuries. Outside, the courtyard walls offer a strange and beautiful jumble of large, ornate crosses and decorative roundels that were painted during the medieval era.

The astonishing state of preservation of the sanctuary is thanks first to a brick wall that once covered the apse, and second 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.


BEST PLACES TO STAY IN ABYDOS

The bulk of the big tour coaches from Luxor tend to visit Abydos from mid-morning to mid-afternoon, so before 10.30am or after 3pm are the quieter times to visit. This invites an overnight stay in nearby Qena or in Abydos village (also called Al Araba Al Madfuna).

Flower of Life Guesthouse: A cosy, family-run place with simple rooms, wholesome breakfasts and a friendly welcome. $

House of Life Guesthouse: A long-running, mid-rise complex, around 750m up the road from the ruins, which has a pool and comfortable, well-maintained rooms, plus over-the-top mock-Pharaonic decor. $$



Where to Stay in Qena

Grand Hotel Qena: The obvious choice; its clean, bland rooms are walking distance from Qena Train Station. Can be noisy. $

Royal Hotel: Good-sized rooms, decent breakfast and friendly staff are plus points, but its location is less convenient. $

Basma Hotel: A resort with a pool, restaurant and decor from the 1980s. Overpriced but great Nile-front location. $$$



TOP EXPERIENCE
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. At the moment, there is nowhere else in the country where ancient Egypt’s artistry feels so alive. Don’t miss it.
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Temple interior | abrilla/shutterstock ©


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

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 nearer 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.

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 and crane your neck to see the ceiling’s image of Nut the sky goddess swallowing the sun disc.
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Temple exterior | sergii figurnyi/shutterstock ©

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 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. Notice the blank cartouches in the reliefs. These reveal much about the political instability of late Ptolemaic times, showing hesitancy on the part of the stonemasons to complete the inscription, in anticipation of yet another change of leadership.

The Temple Roof

To follow in the path of the New Year ritual, climb the western staircase, decorated with scenes from the procession, and climb onto the roof. Here, an open-air kiosk in the southwest corner was built to allow the ancients to position their gods to receive the first reviving rays of the sun god Ra on New Year’s Day. A plaster-cast copy of the famous Dendara Zodiac spreads across one of the rooftop rooms – the original was blasted off in the 18th century and is now in the Louvre in Paris.


The Dendara Zodiac

The sandstone bas-relief known as the Dendara Zodiac is one of the best-preserved constellation maps we have of the ancient world’s night sky. It depicts the observable stars and planets, a solar and lunar eclipse and the zodiac. Using the alignment of the celestial bodies (which would only occur once in 1000 years), historians dated it 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’ll get to enjoy the huge temple at its eerie, quiet best.

• If you didn’t buy a panoramic roof-terrace 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 baksheesh.

• The only refreshments available are in the cafe in the tourist bazaar, which you have to walk through to exit, so if you’re going to be here for a while, bring enough water to last.







Aswan & the Southern Nile Valley
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BOAT TRIPS | MUSEUMS | ISLANDS


Nowhere is the Nile more beautiful than at Aswan, an 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 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, enslaved people, 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. Aswan was also one of the world’s earliest tourist destinations thanks to Thomas Cook’s Nile tours, which began in 1869. Today Aswan continues to thrive as a tourist destination, trading hub and university town with a large Nubian community.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Nubia Museum

SIGHTS

2Aswan Botanical Gardens

3Corniche

4Elephantine Island

SLEEPING

5Anakob

6Baaba Dool

7Philae Hotel

8Sofitel Old Cataract Hotel & Spa

EATING

9El Masry

10Kafana Restaurant

11Makani

12Nubian Dreams

13Panorama Restaurant & Bar

14Salah Ad Din

SHOPPING

15Hanafi Bazaar

16Nubia Tourist Book Centre

17Sharia As Souq




GETTING AROUND

Egypt’s southernmost city is accessible by train, bus and plane. It is the end point for cruises down the Nile. You can get around easily by train, bus or car, but the best mode of transport is a boat.

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.




[image: ] 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, but all other sights require transport or a short boat trip.



Exploring Downtown Aswan

Soak 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 entrance 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, galabiyas, 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, African masks and stuffed crocodiles (considered good luck). 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, run by two brothers along the Corniche, is crammed with Nubian swords, baskets, amulets, silk kaftans and a treasure trove of African beads. It’s mock-Pharaonic facade is unmissable.


FINDING NUBIA

The area between the First and Second Cataracts 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 Nubians’ archery skills. Nubia was a source of copper, ivory, ebony and gold. In fact, ‘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. Efforts to revive the Nubian alphabet are now part of reclaiming Nubian identity.



Delve into Nubian History

Saved from the dam

The beautifully designed Nubia Museum was created in response to the salvage operation launched by UNESCO in 1960 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 across the border in northern Sudan.

The attractive building fashioned out of Aswan’s signature pink granite 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 6000 years – the oldest in the world – found some 100km west of Abu Simbel. More recently archaeologists discovered 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 BCE just prior to the Christianisation of Nubia.


BEST 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 Restaurant: 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 on 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. $




VISITING NUBIA TODAY

Siou and Koti on Elephantine Island are Aswan’s oldest Nubian villages. Explore them with Fatma Sobhy. Garb Seheyl is the biggest Nubian settlement and one you can visit on a felucca tour. Or you can stay in the village on Heissa Island.



A Hotel with History

Splendour at the Old Cataract Hotel

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 by. It’s the best view 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 old world luxury, with 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 Gaddafi have all walked the art deco halls and dined in the French restaurant.

Where to Stay in Aswan

Philae Hotel: A Nile-facing hotel minutes from the ferry. Rooms are simple but comfortable and staff are helpful. $$

Kato Dool: Clifftop Kato Dool on the west bank looks like a multicoloured art installation. Spectacular terrace views. $$$

Maghrabi’s Guesthouse: A cute west-bank guesthouse with two affable hosts who will ferry you across the river for free. $


Boats, Beaches and Village Life

Felucca ride to Seheyl Island

The Nile is full of character around Aswan. Listen to the flapping of a sail and watch Nubian boys on surfboards hitching rides on passing motorboats as you ride a felucca to the island of Seheyl, located near the British-built Aswan Dam. Next to the island, on the Nile’s west bank, is the colourful Nubian village of Gharb Seheyl where several houses welcome visitors for tea and lunch. Nori, known as Captain Jamaica (facebook.com/JJJamaicaFelucca), offers hassle-free felucca tours here and to Seheyl with a swim at the Nubian Beach or at Anakato Lodge.

[image: jpg]
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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 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 Eat in Downtown Aswan

El Masry: Famous for stuffed pigeon and other traditional Egyptian dishes, served in a nicely decorated restaurant. $

Salah Ad Din: One of the best Nile-side restaurants serving Nubian, Egyptian and international food, plus alcohol. $$

Makani: A Nile-side spot serving shish kebab, burgers and wraps alongside fresh juices and peanut-based shakes. $$

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 (at the southern end of the island) was the limits of Egyptian power at the border of Nubia. The high granite outcrop of the island provided an excellent defensive site and a natural cargo point for the rich river trade in gold, enslaved people and ivory, from where the name abw (meaning ‘ivory’ or ‘elephant’) originated.

North of the ruins 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. Drop into local restaurants or small shops like Baaba Dool where Mustapha serves tea and sells Nubian handicrafts. Resident Fatma Sobhy (+201153606770) leads short walks around the village and to Animalia, the house-museum her father created.
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ANGELS OF THE NILE
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Fatma Sobhy is a Nubian guide, Egyptologist and ornithologist with a unique perspective on Aswan (+201153606770).

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.



Haven for Migrating Birds

Aswan’s 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 (140LE round-trip).

Rural Places to Stay

Baaba Dool: A lovely mud-brick house on Elephantine Island with rooms painted and furnished in traditional Nubian style. $

Anakob: A fabulous riverboat with modern interiors, AC and views of the Tombs of the Nobles. $$

Anakato: The largest Nubian lodge in Gharb Seheyl, Anakato is a lively place offering lots of activities. $$




Beyond Aswan & the Southern Nile Valley
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Defined by the Nile and Lake Nasser, the region beyond Aswan is best explored by boat.


Aswan is surrounded by wonders. To the north, the Nile is picture-perfect: miles of lush green farms backed by the orange glow of the desert and edged by a string of late Graeco-Roman temples, tombs and historic quarries.

To the south are the remnants of Nubia, most of which 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, marooned in the extraordinarily austere desert landscape.


Places

Nile Cruise

Edfu

Kom Ombo

Lake Nasser

Agilkia Island




GETTING AROUND

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 travel is aboard a felucca, dahabiyya or sandal.

The temples of Kalabsha, Beit Al Wali, Kertassi and Abu Simbel are accessible by road. The other temples around Lake Nasser can only be reached by joining a three- or four-night cruise from Aswan or Abu Simbel.



Nile CruiseTIME TO ASWAN: 5 NIGHTS [image: jpg]

Set sail from Luxor like a pharaoh

The best way to arrive in Aswan is aboard the romantic, double-masted dahabiyya: literally ‘the golden one’ for the gilding that once adorned the boats of the rich and the royal. Tomb inscriptions attest to the boat’s history as the preferred mode of transport in ancient times; 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 that sail from Luxor to Aswan. Built for comfort, each dahabiyya has between eight and 10 ensuite cabins decorated with vintage art, and serves locally sourced communal meals. Each morning of the five-night cruise starts with a fascinating tour of Graeco-Roman temples built by the Ptolemy pharaohs: at Esna, with its forest of gorgeously frescoed columns, Edfu and Kom Ombo. There are also visits to the tombs at El Kab (Egypt’s oldest capital) and the Gebel Silsila quarry where the pharaohs sourced sandstone for their temples.

Travelling in this way allows you to enjoy life along the water’s edge. At 6am the river is quiet and still, but as the sun rises you’ll see herons and squaccos sunning themselves on the rocks. You may spot a kingfisher plunging into the water, or a cormorant hanging his wings out to dry.

At the end of the 150-mile 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.

Alternatively, if you want to go on a cruise but are concerned about cost, start from Aswan and head north. This is because most cruises starting from Aswan are a day or two shorter than those starting from Luxor because they are sailing with rather than against the Nile’s strong current.



TOP EXPERIENCE
Abu Simbel

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, are justly famous. They represent two incredible feats of engineering: their epic construction in 1255 BCE and their removal to higher ground in 1968 following the building of the High Dam.
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PRACTICALITIES

Scan the 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 21 February and 21 October, Ramses’ birthday and coronation day, the first rays of the rising sun illuminated the figures in the inner sanctuary. These phenomena now happen one day later.



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 the lake, the first sight 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.
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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 Ra-Horakhty. 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 22 February and October – sunlight bathes these once-golden statues in light.


Eskaleh Eco-lodge

To learn more about Nubian culture, consider staying at Eskaleh Eco-lodge. Owner Fikry El-Kashef is a Nubian musician and was a guide for years. His lodge by the lake has a library, an outdoor terrace, home-cooked Nubian food, and simple ensuite rooms. At night Fikry often plays with his friends or hosts Nubian music and dance performances.



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 afloat in her sacred barque surrounded by papyrus.


TOP TIPS

• Arrive in Abu Simbel aboard a boat at sunrise.

• Use the services of hotels and agencies in Aswan to book transport (three hours by car, four hours by bus).

• In a hurry? Fly EgyptAir (three flights per day from Aswan and free shuttle to the temples).

• Watch a short film in the visitor centre (the whole site is fully accessible) to see how the temples were relocated.

• Take photos for free on your phone.

• Enjoy the Sound & Light Show nightly at 6.30pm and 7.30pm.

• Obtain the required visit permit by booking a three-hour tour including transport (from LE400).





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.



EdfuTIME FROM ASWAN: 2 HOURS [image: jpg]

Divine vengeance at the Temple of Horus

Midway between Luxor and Aswan is the town of Edfu – the site of the magnificent Temple of Horus (the falcon god) and the best-preserved temple of the ancient world. Built between 237 and 57 BCE by the Ptolemies, it marks the spot (according to legend) where Horus defeated his murderous uncle, Seth, to avenge the death of his father Osiris.

The Egyptian name for a temple was het-netjer, which means ‘mansion of the god’. Here, the god resided in the form of temple statues, 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.

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 grounds and the temple itself filled up with sand, silt and rubbish. By 1798 when a French expedition identified the temple, only the tops of the two 36m-high pylons were visible. Excavations started in 1860.

Among the treasures, look out for the pylon carvings of Ptolemy XII smashing the skulls of his enemies; the granite statues of Horus at the Gateway; the perfume laboratory (in the inner Hypostyle Hall), and reliefs of the New Year Festival.

Which Cruise Ship?

MS Viking Osiris: The Osiris has 41 contemporary cabins, floor-to-ceiling windows and al-fresco 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 arguably the best cruise ship on the Nile. $$$


Kom OmboTIME FROM ASWAN: 1½ HOURS [image: jpg]

Godly reptiles

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) and capital of the first Upper Egyptian province. Gold, ivory and elephants were traded here between Nubia and Egypt, and in recent times many Nubians relocated here when their homelands were flooded by the creation of Lake Nasser.

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 (the latter is the crocodile god’s brother, otherwise known as Horus the Elder). 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 the one dedicated to Sobek. He was believed by the ancients to be the god of fertility and creator of the world. Look for the well-preserved carvings of Sobek on the columns in the Hypostyle Hall and the 22 mummified crocodiles in the museum. 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.

When visiting the temples of Kom Ombo, look for the outer passage running around the temple walls. 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.
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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 magic-wielding 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.



Where to Sleep & Eat by Lake Nasser

Noprea Boutique Hotel: A stylish hotel with blue-and-white rooms and 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. $$


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.



Lake NasserTIME FROM ASWAN: 30 mins [image: jpg] to High Dam

Cruising in a lunar landscape

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.

Tour the lake by cruise ship or smaller motorboat and spot a crocodile – an estimated 5000 live here. It’s a great way to arrive in Abu Simbel, gliding slowly towards the immense, immutable colossi of Ramses II in the morning sunlight. African Angler offers houseboat safaris led by knowledgeable guides and Lake Nasser Adventures runs romantic cruises on a beautiful wooden sandal.

Agilkia IslandTIME FROM ASWAN: 20 MINUTES [image: jpg]

Tour Egypt’s last cult temple

Bookending Aswan to the south is the granite curtain of the old Aswan Dam, built between 1899 and 1902 to control the Nile’s annual floodwaters. The reservoir between the old and the newer High Dam is dotted with islands, including Agilkia, home of Philae Temple – a ten-minute boat ride and enjoyable excursion from Aswan. Look for the Kiosk of Trajan, Philae’s most famous monument and the subject of many Victorian paintings made when the temple was flooded. The temple’s relocation to Agilkia Island was only completed in 1980. Before returning, sample Nubian cuisine at Solaih Nubian Restaurant on Bigeh Island opposite.

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. $$




Hurghada & the Red Sea Coast
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DIVING | DESERT | ART


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 dough and slides it into an oven of ashes upon the desert floor.

Watching the ritual of baking bread the Bedouin way, you’re reminded that 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 radiating from Hurghada along the coast. It’s a savvy visitor who understands that the magnificent Red Sea, and its famous diving opportunities, is defined partly by the land that adjoins it.

[image: map]


HIGHLIGHTS

1Gota Abu Ramada

SIGHTS

2Giftun Islands

3Grand Mosque

4Hurghada Marina

5Hurghada Museum

6Shedwan Island

7Umm Qamar

EATING

8El Beet Al Masry

9El Zahraa Bakery

    L’imperatore Marina (see 4)

10Star Fish

11Turkuaz Turkish Restaurant

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

12Caribbean Beach Bar

13El Mashrabia

SHOPPING

14Ad Dahar Souq




GETTING AROUND

Without a knowledge of Arabic, it’s best to leave the bus to local residents and get 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. Hotel transfer and/or taxis are available from the airport and to Marsa Alam, 70km south.




[image: ] 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 tour of Hurghada

As a major transport hub, Hurghada is the obvious first port of call for visiting the Red Sea. The city’s resorts, with their all-inclusive packages, 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 your own itinerary (fixing the fare in advance). Go in the evening when the town is at its liveliest.

Start with a trip to Hurghada Museum 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 perfume. In contrast to the cramped lanes of the bazaar, the 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 supper. Passing the Grand Mosque, which looks particularly striking at night, end the trip with dinner at the famed Star Fish – 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 free-for-all driving heading back to base.


COPTIC ART

Coptic art originated in ancient Egypt and Greece, and is largely practical in nature. It’s rich in textiles, icons and wall paintings. Striking examples are found in museums and churches throughout Egypt, but especially in Eastern Desert monasteries.

Early Coptic Christians converted Egyptian temples into churches, covering Pharaonic reliefs and overlaying pagan images with Christian ones. The mastery of dye mixing and gold stencilling led to a distinct Coptic style, rich in symbolism.



Where to Eat in Hurghada

Turkuaz Turkish Restaurant: Amble through the Hilton Hurghada Plaza gardens to find this venue for excellent mezze. $$

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 cheese pastry) and you’ll have to have another! $

Hunting for Hare

Mystery motifs in the 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 holds a hare tenderly by the ears. The image is a touching one and crops up all over Egypt. When asked about its origin, tomb guardians 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.

In the Hurghada Museum, there’s a whole section dedicated to 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 of interest here. Small enough to enjoy in an hour, but detailed in the areas of pottery, jewellery and the magnificent golden mummies of the Western Desert. The museum is open until 9pm and, chances are, you’ll be the only one visiting – together, that is, with a long-eared herbivore who managed to get away.

Crystal Clear

Diving in the Red Sea

There’s that wonderful moment when water suddenly washes over your face mask and you come face-to-face with an 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 lemon yellow on a butterfly fish or the pennant-waving fin of a bannerfish seem extra sharp suspended in the cut-glass water.

The accessibility of some of the world’s finest reefs (eg around Giftun Islands, Gota Abu Ramada and Umm Qamar) is why Egypt’s Red Sea coast has become a world-class destination for diving and snorkelling. If there’s one thing that’s 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.

Hurghada diving centres Subex in Ad Dahur, Jasmin Diving Centre and Dive Hurghada cater for all levels of experience.


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. Public-awareness campaigns, direct community action and lobbying 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 cosy corners and cocktails.

Caribbean Beach Bar: With an attractive beachside location, this breezy bar is perfect for sundowners and often has live music.

El Mashrabia: Stretching along Sigala’s main road, this local favourite is the place for juices, teas and shisha.




Beyond Hurghada
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Transport hub Hurghada is the gateway for diving destinations further south and excursions into the Bedouin and Coptic heartlands of the Eastern Desert.


Relaxing can be taxing, especially along Hurghada’s resort strip where package guests arrive in the thousands. For those looking for respite from all that enthusiastic energy, retreating south to the resorts around the tiny coastal town of Marsa Alam is recommended. Next to Wadi El Gemal National Park, these offer an escape from the urban vibe in lower impact, more eco-friendly lodges that stretch towards an area affectionately termed the Deep South.

For an even deeper sense of retreat north of Hurghada, follow Coptic monks inland on a tour ofZtwo monasteries (permit required). Founded 1600 years ago, these fascinating complexes grew around the hermitages of St Paul and St Anthony, and the appeal of asceticism remains alive today.

Note that at the time of writing, locations south of Berenice were off limits to foreigners. Overland access to the Red Sea from the Nile is restricted for foreigners to a single route from Luxor. The ferry between Sharm and Hurghada is currently suspended.


Places

Marsa Alam

The Eastern Desert

Al Quseir

Monastery of St Paul

Cave of St Anthony




GETTING AROUND

Most visitors here choose a resort and organise day trips from there. The pioneering few, though, travel the coast road using the sporadic bus services. Accommodation options in Marsa Alam can arrange taxi transfers to other destinations, but book your return to avoid getting stranded. Currently, the only way to explore the emerald mines of the Eastern Desert is on a 4WD excursion. Get an official permit through Marsa Shagra Village at their Bedouin tent on the beachfront.



Marsa AlamTIME FROM HURGHADA: 3¾ HOURS [image: jpg]

Diving the Deep South

There’s a cheer from an incoming Zodiac: someone has just completed their 100th dive. Meanwhile, at the jetty, an elderly man takes his first tentative steps into the water and is greeted with another cheer every bit as warm-hearted. This is the spirit of Marsa Shagra, a resort near Marsa Alam dedicated to positive underwater experiences, responsible diving, simple but good food, tranquil accommodation and Bedouin interaction. Best of all, it has a proven track record in preserving the underwater environment. (The Red Sea’s healthy, unbleached coral appears to be acclimatised to hotter waters – a source of hope, scientists predict, for marine environments elsewhere.) Environmentalist Hossam Hassan’s highly reputable company, Red Sea Diving Safari, has the whole region covered with camps at Marsa Nakari and Wadi Lahami, in addition to Marsa Shagra. The most satisfying underwater experience is best enjoyed from a resort with a similar ethos.


Fun fact: the water’s utter clarity is due to the lack of inflowing rivers.
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Harnessing the wind

Step onto the shore anywhere south of Marsa Alam on a March afternoon and you may find it difficult to stand upright. The wind is so strong and steady here that it helps define the regional geology, with wind-eroded sandstone a feature of the rocky rim between shore and mountain. The conditions may not be great for sunbathing, but they are excellent for kitesurfing.

El Gouna has year-round kitesurfing and wakeboarding for all levels of skill, while Safaga (at the junction with the Nile road) is the best spot for windsurfing. Kitesurfing aficionados, meanwhile, 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.


BEST SOUTHERN DIVES

Elphinstone: Billed as a diver’s 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: One of many wrecks of the Red Sea and keeled over in just 14m of water, the Hamada makes an easy and beautiful maiden wreck dive for novices.




WADI EL GEMAL NATIONAL PARK

Comprising 4770 sq km of mountainous desert, rich in history and home to the nomadic Ababda people, this national park also encompasses 2100 sq km of marine space supporting 450 species of coral and 1200 species of fish. Don’t miss exploring its hidden depths.



The Eastern DesertTIME FROM HURGHADA: 5 HOURS [image: jpg]

Looking after dhub and crow

Undecided between tomato scrap above or cucumber slice below, a spiny-tailed dhub (lizard) 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 El Gemal on one of these excursions and, yes, there’s the interesting ruins of a Roman temple to explore (and the shafts of the ancient mines where labourers would have once toiled, mining the desert escarpment for emeralds in support of the Roman Empire), but it’s the living legacy of human continuity in the area, expressed through the Badawi’s finely tuned interaction with their environment, that 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 when used as spoons for the bean stew cooked over a fire.


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 Village, worth leaving a day’s diving for.

Best Retreats in El Gouna

Captain’s Inn: More interested in camaraderie than cushions? This homely hotel is the perfect base for water-sport enthusiasts. $$

La Maison Bleue: This gorgeous, adults-only villa and spa will delight the romantic at heart. Borderline eccentric, but it works. $$$

Sheraton Miramar: Not many hotels span several islands, but this is one of them. Fun for families, it’s a retreat from reality. $$$


DESERT INSIGHTS

Desert guides Mohsin Badawi, Abdullah Bastawi and Muntassah Said are cousins who love to share what the desert has to offer (contact them through Marsa Shagra).

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.

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 wilderness 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.



Al QuseirTIME FROM HURGHADA: 2 HOURS [image: jpg]

Visit the Old Quarter

The dusty, windswept 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, enslaved people and wine to the African kingdom of Punt in exchange for spices, silk and stone. 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.

With its glory days behind it, 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: it’s a rare chance to explore a typical town going about its daily business without any special attempt to be something else. Those who give it an afternoon will find some relics – most notable of which is the citadel with its bombarded walls, watchtower and clutch of dusty exhibits – enjoyable shopping in the small bazaar and an excellent fish supper (at El Fardous, with a cosy interior or shoreside tables, or Restaurant Marianne). Visitors will also find old-fashioned hospitality – a herbal infusion from a shop owner, Arabic blessings bestowed by grandmothers and a nod from shisha-smoking hajjis, parked under the decaying mashrabiyyas (wooden shutters) of merchant houses that speak of the town’s long-forgotten wealth.

Activities above the Water

Lahami Bay Beach Resort and Gardens: With a protective reef and excellent wind patterns, this is some of the Red Sea’s finest windsurfing.

Kite-Village Hamata: Running basic, refresher and crash courses, 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.

Monastery of St Paul TIME FROM HURGHADA: 2¾ HOURS [image: jpg]

Community in the desert

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 marking 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 and in the discipline required to ensure a harmonious existence in a cloistered space.

Several parts of the monastery are open to visitors, including the chapel with its beautiful wall paintings, and the original refectory. But it’s the miracle of water that has made life here possible and visitors can see where it issues in unchanging volume from the rock.

Check opening hours before journeying to the Coptic monasteries as access is restricted during Advent and Lent, and closed at Christmas and Easter.


GUARDIANS OF THE DESERT

For millennia the Eastern Desert has been home to the nomadic Ababda tribe, 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 El Gemal.

Living in huts decorated with handwoven rugs, Ababda people 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 sample jibena, sweetened coffee prepared from fresh-roasted beans.



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, painted chalets and support for the local Ababda people make this a traveller favourite. $

Wadi Lahami Village: A camp beside mangroves, Wadi Lahami offers kitesurfing and dives, including at Sataya Reef. $$


ST PAUL THE ANCHORITE

History suggests that Christianity’s first hermit was a wealthy 3rd-century Alexandrian who fled to the Eastern Desert at a young age 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 who, 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.



Cave of St AnthonyTIME FROM HURGHADA: 3¼ HOURS [image: jpg]

Stairway to heaven

If you feel the effort in your legs after climbing half of the 1804 steps to the Cave of St Anthony, spare a thought for the monks who make the same ascent daily from the ancient Coptic monastery below for midnight mass. ‘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 and 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.
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Cupola, Monastery of St Paul | oleg kozlov/shutterstock ©

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 Gourna’s cutest restaurant. The homestyle Italian dishes are extra enjoyable under the vines. $$

Upstairs: Looking to appease your inner carnivore after a desert tour? Fine dining here includes slow-cooked camel. $$




Sharm El Sheikh & Sinai

[image: jpg]

DIVING | SACRED SITES | BEACHES


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, with its uniquely sensitive location sandwiching it between a rock and a hard place, battered by a painful recent history of Israeli occupation and terrorist attacks.

But Sinai and its complex dualities soldier on. A springboard to the Red Sea’s underwater wonders, it offers plenty of seaside fun. Away from the hubbub of the coast, hiking trails and star-studded nights in the mountains are enveloped in profound silence. Here Bedouin roots show off the traditions and hospitality of the people who have long been stewards of this land. No matter which side of Sinai you see, it casts a spell over all who visit.

[image: map]


HIGHLIGHTS

1Gardens

SIGHTS

2Al Sahaba Mosque

3Sharm El Sheikh Museum

ACTIVITIES

    Camel Dive Club (see 6)

4Oonas Dive Club

5Reef Oasis

SLEEPING

6Camel Dive Centre Hotel

7Ras Katy Sunset Views

8Umbi Sharks Bay Diving Village

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

    Camel Bar & Rooftop (see 6)

9Farsha Mountain Lounge

10Pacha

SHOPPING

    Sharm Old Market (see 2)




GETTING AROUND

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. Microbuses regularly ply the main roads. Arrange airport transfers through your accommodation.




[image: ] TOP TIP

There’s no bad time to plan a diving or snorkelling trip in the Red Sea. Year-round, the waters have good visibility (about 20m to 30m) with temperatures peaking around 28°C in summer and dipping to 22°C in the cooler winter months at the start of the year.



The Charms of Sharm

Museum, mosque and market

Most of Sharm’s attractions lie underwater, but the modern Sharm El Sheikh Museum houses some important antiquities and Al Sahaba Mosque is worth a visit for an exuberant display of domes, minarets and elaborate brickwork. The mosque is at the heart of Sharm Old Market, which, despite its name, is a small scrubbed-up grid of wide shopping streets that comes alive after sunset. Fish restaurants west of the mosque put the catch of the day on display and charge by weight.

Life’s a Beach

Booking accommodation in Sharm

Sharm has hundreds of hotels, mostly spread long and thin along 30km of coastline – choosing where to stay is important.


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, while Nabq has few amenities outside the resort gates.

Most resorts have access to a beach. 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. 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.

Nearly all hotels allow day access to their beaches for a small fee (usually around LE100 per person), as do the cafes and restaurants around El Fanar.


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.




Diving Deep

Under the sea

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. Nicknamed the ‘City of Peace’, Sharm often hosts high-profile conventions.

What Sharm might be lacking in looks is summarily corrected when you don a mask and head underwater. Offshore are some of the world’s best scuba diving and snorkelling sites, including coral reefs that have conquered rusted shipwrecks.

Key areas to dive include Southern Sharm between the marina and Na’ama Bay, with sites such as Pinky’s Wall, named for the many bursts of raspberry-hued Alcyonarian coral. The perennially popular Gardens are actually several sites in one. In summer, it’s a good spot to see a variety of rays. Despite its name, Sharks Bay sees far more swimmers than larger fish species. Its calm waters make it a popular spot for training dives. Occupying part of the narrow 6km strait between Tiran Island and Sharm El Sheikh are a handful of gorgeous reefs with strong currents.

Every hotel and resort on the coast has an attached dive centre, and some offer good-value dive-and-stay packages. Alternatively, liveaboard boats head out on week-long sea voyages. For those preferring to stay dry, 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 waterline.


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: Longstanding 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.




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.



Midrange Places to Stay in Sharm El Sheikh

Ras Katy Sunset Views: Three-room self-catering villa high above the water in the quiet Hadaba area. $$

Camel Dive Centre Hotel: Chilled-out Na’ama Bay hub for divers and budget travellers; quiet rooms surround a courtyard pool. $$

Umbi Sharks Bay Diving Village: Bedouin-owned spot with basic rooms; feels delightfully more local and laid-back than luxurious. $$




Beyond Sharm
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Historic Sinai offers adventure for independent travellers in low-key diving camps along its rocky shores and within the rugged desert interior.


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).

Within Sinai’s mountainous desert interior, the Bedouin organise hiking trips, including to the site of some of the most sacred events in recorded human history. 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 and the Palestinian Territories.

Sinai’s unique position between cultures and continents means it’s always struggled with security concerns. Travellers are sure to notice the 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 another copy of your ID. The majority of travellers to South Sinai enjoy their visit without incident, but read your embassy’s advice for updates.


Places

Ras Mohammed National Park

Dahab

St Katherine’s Monastery

Mt Sinai




GETTING AROUND

Taking the bus is the cheapest option for getting around Sinai, as well as to Cairo and elsewhere in Egypt, but there are only a few daily departures. East Delta and Go Bus services run along the coast from Sharm El Sheikh to Taba. Most travellers find it easier and more convenient to organise transport through camps, trip operators or private taxis. The main area of Dahab is small enough to get around on foot, and a communal-feeling pedestrian promenade traces the shoreline.



Ras Mohammed National Park TIME FROM SHARM EL SHEIKH: 20 MINUTES [image: jpg]

An underwater rainforest

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. Most, if not all, of the 1200-plus species of fish can be seen in Ras Mohammed National Park (RMNP). Established in 1983, the park 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%.

RMNP has seven dive sites, some of which are also accessible for snorkellers. 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 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. It’s a favourite photo stop.

All visitors must bring their passports to enter the park. The entry fee is US$5 or that day’s equivalent in Egyptian pounds.

 

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.

DahabTIME FROM SHARM EL SHEIKH: 1 HOUR [image: jpg]

Diving the famous Blue Hole

All of Dahab’s sights are underwater, with the most interesting spots located below 18m. The most famous – or infamous – dive site here 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, but despite its reputation the Blue Hole is safe for those who don’t push their limits. 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. Park entry costs US$10.

 

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 cling to the crags and boulders of the desert. The main spot for climbing and rappelling is the granite cliffs of Wadi Gnai, about a 20-minute drive from Dahab. The valley has more than 40 routes for various skill levels.


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-minder 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 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.



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. $$

Dar Dahab: Chic beachfront guesthouse with a gorgeous interior and furniture made from natural materials. $$$


BEST PLACES TO EAT IN DAHAB

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. $$$



St Katherine’s MonasteryTIME FROM SHARM EL SHEIKH: 2½ HOURS [image: jpg]

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 continuously functioning monastic community in the world, and religious observance – not tourism – is the priority here.

For centuries, the 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 (9am to 11.30am; closed Friday, Sunday and on Greek Orthodox holidays) and modest dress is required. No one wearing shorts is permitted to enter, and women must cover their shoulders.

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.

Where to Stay in Dahab

Malakot Mountain Oasis: Eco-lodges in scenic Wadi Gnai, 15km from Dahab. Delicious Bedouin food and a sweat lodge. $

Sindbad Camp: Chilled-out traditional Bedouin beach camp with a welcoming atmosphere in the Lighthouse area. $

Acacai: Great waterside breakfasts; night owls love the electronic dance sessions from Cosmic Nomads. $$


Mt SinaiTIME FROM SHARM EL SHEIKH: 2½ hours [image: jpg]

Pilgrimage to the peak

Known locally as Gebel Musa (Mt Moses), Mt Sinai is revered by Christians, Muslims and Jews, as it is said to be the place where God delivered his Ten Commandments to Moses. 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.

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. 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. The journey to the top is a little under 5km and takes about three hours one way.

All hikers must go with a Bedouin guide. 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. For the most memorable experience, arrange a trip with Wilderness Ventures Egypt (wilderness-ventures-egypt.com).
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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 not Ras Mohammed National Park.

The Sinai-only visa is available at the airport in Sharm El Sheikh and at the border post at Taba Heights, within the small terminal that serves the Tala Bay fast ferry route connecting Egypt with Jordan. Purchase the visa in advance if travelling from Aqaba, in Jordan, to Nuweiba by regular ferry.



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 en-suite rooms plus smaller spaces with shared facilities; arranges village tours, mountain treks and more. $




Alexandria & the Western Desert

[image: jpg]

CULTURE | DESERT OASES | HISTORY


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.

Today, the original Alexandria lies buried beneath two millennia of urban evolution and surrounded by a coastal sprawl of seasonal resorts frequented by Egyptian holidaymakers. 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. As the city sits at the forefront of the global climate crisis and is one of the 10 most vulnerable in the world, it may retreat inland, towards the great Western Desert that at present is populated only in a few scattered (but exciting-to-visit) oases.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Bibliotheca Alexandrina

SIGHTS

2Catacombs of Kom Ash Shuqqafa

3Fort Qaitbey

4Graeco-Roman Museum

5Kom Al Dikka

6Mahmoud Said Museum

7Royal Jewellery Museum

SLEEPING

8Four Seasons San Stefano

9Hilton Alexandria Corniche

10Philip House Hotel

11Steigenberger Cecil Hotel

EATING

12Gelati Fahmy

13Koshary Masrawy

14Mohammed Ahmed

15Patisserie Saber

16Trianon

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

17Cap d’Or

    Cigar Bar (see 9)

18Délices

19Sofianopoulo

20Spitfire

ENTERTAINMENT

21Alexandria Opera House

22Teatro Eskendria

SHOPPING

23Al Midan Fish Market




GETTING AROUND

Alexandria is well connected with Cairo by train and bus. There are two train stations. The main one is Misr Train Stration, about 1km from Midan Ramla. Go Bus and Blue Bus operate the best bus services. The main bus station is Al Moaf Al Gedid, several kilometres south of Midan Saad Zaghloul. Taxis (negotiate price beforehand) and microbuses are best for getting round the city and beyond. It’s best to pay with the exact fare, so have some small change available.




[image: ] TOP TIP

The 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 station, the central Midan Saad Zaghloul faces the seafront. Shopping, restaurants and hotels cluster around these two squares.



House of Learning & Culture

The Library of Alexandria, reimagined

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 Alexandrina – opened in 2002 – rekindles a spirit of learning and culture in an impressive piece of modern architecture containing books in Classical Arabic, French and English. It is the main Francophone library in Africa and the 20,000-sq-m reading room is the largest in the world, with seating for 2500 readers. The library currently holds about 500,000 books (with a capacity for eight million) and includes a library for the blind.

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. To create the great collection of knowledge, 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.

Highlights of today’s library, which includes the exterior architecture and view of the sea, are the Antiquities Museum, containing artefacts cherry-picked from across Egypt, and the Manuscript Museum. The latter houses a copy of the only surviving scroll from Alexandria’s ancient library.

The library is Alexandria’s main cultural hub, hosting dozens of public lectures and events, and there’s a planetarium showing 3D films aimed at educating children. Take one of the free tours to admire the library’s interesting architecture, inspired by the Egyptian sun disc.


TWO RELICS OF THE PAST

A 30m column (Amoud Al Sawari in Arabic) 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, known as Pompey’s Pillar, has been a city landmark. The forlorn pillar is all that is left standing of the once great Temple of Serapeumamid.

One of the Seven Wonders of the ancient world, the Pharos (lighthouse) of Alexandria was built in the 3rd century BCE. Over 100m tall, it was one of the world’s tallest manmade structures, topped with an oil-fed beacon of polished bronze. In use for 17 centuries, it was toppled by an earthquake in 1303 and reused in the fortress that now stands in its place.



Heritage & Harbour Views

The Cape of Figs

The ‘Cape of Figs’ is the peninsula between Alexandria’s eastern and western harbours. At the tip is crenellated Fort Qaitbey, built in 1477 by Sutlan Qaitbey. It sits on the site of the legendary Lighthouse of Alexandria – one of the Seven Wonders of the World before its demise by earthquake in 1303. The fort’s honey-coloured interior houses the oldest mosque in the city, while its ramparts offer beautiful views of the city.

Sitting in the shadow of Fort Qaitbey, decaying Anfushi was the hub of the Ottoman city (1517–1914) and is now a warren of tiny streets overhung by a few wooden balconies typical of traditional Turkish houses. This is the place to head for the city’s best fish restaurants.
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Buried Treasure

Graeco-Roman ruins and museum

Egypt’s only Roman theatre was uncovered in 1967 when foundations were being laid for an apartment building on a site known unceremoniously as Kom Al Dikka – ‘Mound of Rubble’. To the south is the Villa of the Birds, a dwelling dating to the time of Hadrian (117–138 CE). Despite the villa being destroyed by fire in the 3rd century, its floor mosaic of birds remains astonishingly well preserved. Also worth a visit are the Catacombs of Kom Ash Shuqqafa, the largest known Roman burial site in Egypt, consisting of three tiers of tombs and chambers.


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, it will showcase treasures spanning the 3rd century BCE to 5th century CE in 27 beautifully lit and curated halls.

Where to Stay in Alexandria

Philip House Hotel: Rooms are simple with balconies overlooking the sea. The cafe-bistro downstairs is a bonus. $

Hilton Alexandria Corniche: A 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. $$$

Dazzling Diamonds in a Deco Design

The royal jewellery collection

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’s housed in an extravagant villa with lavish art deco interiors in the upmarket Zizinya district 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.

For 147 years, Muhammad Ali’s dynasty ruled Egypt, during which time they 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 and a platinum crown glittering with over 2000 diamonds. Following the 1952 Revolution, the villa was appropriated by the State and, on the death of the princess, became a museum to house some of the 11,000-piece collection.


STEIGENBERGER 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 playwright Noël Coward and former British prime minister Winston Churchill. The British Secret Service operated out of a suite on the first floor. The hotel was immortalised in British writer Lawrence Durrell’s four-novel series The Alexandria Quartet. Written between 1957 and 1960, three of the books focus on the same characters involved in the same set of events occurring in Alexandria around World War II, but each examined from a different perspective. The fourth novel is set six years later.



Where to Go Out in Alexandria

Alexandria Opera House: Musical and theatrical performances from the national orchestra and international ensembles.

Teatro Eskendria: 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.


BEST HISTORIC CAFES
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Rasha Aggag leads tours around her hometown. Here are her go-to cafes. @rashaaa9434

Trianon: Established by Greeks Andrea Drikos and George Pericles in Ramleh Station in 1935. It has a beautiful interior and lovely location overlooking the Eastern Harbour. Perfect for tea and cake.

Délices: A 1922 landmark, famous for its mango and strawberry syrup, and traditional Greek sweets, breads and biscuits. They still make Easter eggs according to the original recipe.

Sofianopoulo: An old-fashioned coffee retailer, established in 1908 on the site of what was the French post on Rue Saad Zaghloul. Sells Ethiopian, Yemenite, Brazilian and Colombian coffee.



Hometown Cuisine

Alexandrian food tours

Alexandria is a place of experiences rather than sights, and one of the best ways to access local life is on a food tour with Karim Serrie (+2 010 0261 7885) or Rasha Aggag (+2 010 6208 8282). The tours explore the city’s most famous dishes between wildly careening tuk-tuk and slow tram rides.

Tours start at Alexandria’s teeming Al Midan fish market where you can buy some fish and have it cooked local-style on the spot. Continue deeper into the district of Anfushi for spicy kebda Eskandarany (beef-liver stuffed into a pale loaf of aish fino – similar to a hot dog bun) or head downtown to Mohammed Ahmed for his famous ta’amiyya (fava bean falafel) and stories of Queen Sofia of Spain dropping in.

Alexandria’s version of Egypt’s national dish kushari adds cumin and curry leaves to the mix, an adaptation from British soldiers stationed here during WWII. It’s best sampled at places like Koshary Masrawy by the harbour.


The tour ends with coffee and traditional desserts like omm ali (flaky pastry with nuts and raisons) and ruz bi laban (rice pudding) at retro Patisserie Saber, or join the queue at Gelati Fahmy ice-cream shop.
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Where to Drink in Alexandria

Cap d’Or: One of the only surviving typical Alexandrian bars. Beer flows freely among the bohemian crowd.

Spitfire: A popular bar filled with smoke and covered in fading shipping posters and stickers.

Cigar Bar: The Hilton bar serves Alexandria’s best cocktails with sea views. Happy hour is 4pm to 6pm.

Art in Alexandria

Modern Egypt painting

Born to Alexandrian aristocracy – his father was a former prime minister and his niece became Queen Fairida 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 this 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 the rich colour palette in the manner of Cezanne, who was a source of inspiration for this contemporary Egyptian master.


BEST TOUR GUIDES

Zahraa Adel Awad: Zahraa is a lecturer in modern history and a deeply knowledgeable guide specialising in cultural and historical tours, some with a focus on Jewish Alexandrian history. tourhq.com/guide/eg28935/al-zahraa-awad

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. tourhq.com/guide/eg23603/karim-serry

Rasha Aggag Rasha: Rasha tailors tours to individual needs and covers both the historical and contemporary realities of Alexandria. She is fluent in English, French and German. @rashaaa9434






Beyond Alexandria: The Western Desert
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A world away from modern Egypt, the oases of the Western Desert invite overnight visits to reconnect with the wilderness.


To the south of Alexandria, the never-never of sand dunes rolls west from the Nile Valley broken by limestone escarpments, gravel plains and a scattered arc of oases shaded by date palms. Although trade routes have threaded across the Western Desert since ancient times, it was only in 1958 that modern roads connected the oases, ending their isolation. Travels here are an adventure of beguiling landscapes: from the White Desert’s wind-whittled outcrops to Siwa’s mudbrick old town, encircled by palm groves.

Closer to town, the cemeteries of El Alamein are a poignant WWII reminder that the Mediterranean coast at the desert’s northern rim has been of strategic importance for centuries: security in the whole region remains tight. Have a photo of your passport photo page on your phone, or a photocopy readily to hand, for checkpoints and for tour operators organising trips outside each of the oases.


Places

Ar Rashid

El Alamein

Western Desert

Siwa Oasis

Bahariya Oasis

Dakhla Oasis




GETTING AROUND

Buses run between Alexandria and Siwa and along the Bahariya–Farafra–Dakhla–Al Kharga oases loop. It’s easier to visit the Western Desert on a tour or by taxi. If you’re heading anywhere off the road and outside the oases, you’ll need a 4WD and an experienced desert driver. Travelling along the road connecting Bahariya and Siwa remained forbidden for foreign travellers during our visit, meaning a backtrack through Cairo is required.



Ar RashidTIME FROM ALEXANDRIA: 1 HOUR [image: jpg]

Home of the Rosetta Stone

For a good day out from Alexandria, head to Ar Rashid (formerly Rosetta). A significant Nile port in Ottoman times, it faded into irrelevance with the opening of Mohammad Ali’s Mahmudiya Canal in 1820. What remains are historic Ottoman mansions built in Delta style using small red and black bricks with ornate mashrabiyya (latticework) balconies. You’ll find many of them (the most impressive of which is the House of Amasyali, built in 1808) along the main souq, where donkeys pull carts of vegetables, basket-weavers work palm fronds and blacksmiths hammer away.

After visiting Ar Rashid, head 5km north to Fort of Qaitbey, built in 1479 to guard the mouth of the Nile. It was here that the Rosetta Stone was found. Return to Alexandria via Abu Qir and have lunch at seafood restaurant Zephyrion, in business since 1929.


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 pharaohs’ 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.




El AlameinTIME FROM ALEXANDRIA: 1½ HOURS [image: jpg]

Haunting reminder of war

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. 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. 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.

Western Desert CAIRO TO LUXOR VIA THE MAIN DESERT OASES: 18 HOURS [image: jpg]

Which desert oasis?

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. It’s punctuated by oases from which to explore the spectacular surrounding landscape. Given the distances involved, concentrating on just one or two oases is recommended. Bear in mind that you cannot currently travel between Siwa and Bahariya oases except via Cairo.

So which oasis should you choose? Remote, relaxed and completely unique in Egypt, Siwa Oasis (6½ hours from Alexandria) is a slog to get to but rich in local traditions. Bahariya Oasis (4¾ hours from Cairo) is more accessible and a grand introduction to the desert’s beauty. The town of Bawiti here is a jumping-off point for the White Desert National Park.

Fewer travellers make it down to Farafra Oasis (6½ hours from Cairo) with its ruined fort, or sprawling Dakhla Oasis (7 hours from Luxor) with its mud-brick architecture. Al Kharga Oasis (4½ hours from Luxor), once at the crossroads of vital trade routes, including the famous Darb Al Arba’een (Forty Days Road), is almost forgotten by visitors.

Where to Stay in Siwa

Forest Camp: Simple, spick-and-span palm-thatch huts with a date-palm garden and a tiny natural pool. $

Al Babinshal Heritage Hotel: Labyrinthine kershef-brick hotel seamlessly grafted onto Shali Fortress, with a rooftop terrace. $$

Adrère Amellal: Off-grid, candle-lit luxe resort; the ultimate in spartan-chic living, with stunning views across Lake Siwa. $$$

Siwa OasisTIME FROM ALEXANDRIA: 6½ HOURS [image: jpg]

Walking around Aghurmi

Before Shali was founded in the 13th century, Siwa’s main settlement was at Aghurmi, 4km east of modern Siwa Town. This was where, at the Temple of the Oracle, dedicated to Amun and dating from the 6th century BCE, Alexander the Great consulted the famed oracle in 331 BCE and discovered his supposed divinity. A morning of 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. Pack your bathers for a dip in Cleopatra’s Spring en route.
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Cleopatra’s Spring | nastya smirnova/shutterstock ©


EXPLORING SIWA’S EASTERN DESERT
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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 trip. 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.



On the edge of the Great Sand Sea

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. Afterwards, most tours continue on to Bir Wahed cold-water lake, rimmed by reeds and bordered by dunes, for sunset and/or sandboarding.

As the tour is very popular, it’s easy to join up with other people and share the cost of a trip.

Eating & Drinking in Siwa

Abdu’s Restaurant: Long-running village hub on the main square; simple Egyptian classics and friendly service. $

Ola’s Restaurant: Traditional dishes, including camel, plus some European choices, served in a date-palm garden. $$

Siwa Coffee Bar: The cutest hang-out in town, with proper espresso, juice and cake, right on the main square. $

Exploring El Arag Oasis

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 coloured with shades of cinnamon and tangerine, and sometimes 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.

Although the Siwa–Bahariya Road is officially closed to foreign visitors, military permits can be arranged by a tour operator.

Bahariya OasisTIME FROM CAIRO: 4¾ HOURS [image: jpg]

Touring historic remains

Bahariya is home to some historic sites. Dinosaur bones were found at pyramid-shaped Gebel Dist in the early 20th century, and in 2001 researchers from the University of Pennsylvania discovered the remains of a giant new dinosaur species, Paralititan stromeri.

For something less prehistoric, first stop at the Golden Mummies Museum in central Bawiti to buy your one-day ticket covering the area’s five archaeological sites (all open 8am–4pm). The sparse museum holds 10 of Bahariya’s mummy cache. Also in central Bawiti is the 26th-dynasty double tomb of Qarat Qasr Salim and the rock-cut tomb of high priest Zed-Amun-Ef-Ankh, covered in vibrant wall paintings. Next door lies the Tomb of Bannentiu with fine reliefs. On the western edge of Bawiti you’ll find the Temple of Ain Al Muftella, the ancient necropolis of Qarat Al Hilwa and the rather unimpressive Temple of Alexander.

Finally, head for Birket Maran (Lake Maran), a large salt lake with mirror-flat water and a perfect reflection. The old lanes here are a delight to explore.

Dakhla OasisTIME FROM LUXOR: 7 HOURS [image: jpg]

The fortified town of Al Qasr

Sitting at the foot of the pink limestone cliffs that border the northern edge of Dakhla is a mud-brick maze built over the foundations of a Roman city. It’s thought to be one of the oldest inhabited areas of the oases. A section of the village has been painstakingly restored, providing a glimpse of what other oasis towns would once have looked like.

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. 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).


BAHARIYA OASIS CAMPS

Surrounded by date palms and backed by mountains, Badry Sahara Camp has the prettiest pitch in the oasis. Badry’s neat-as-a-pin garden, with simple hoosha (palm-thatch) huts and 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 Bahariya within the garden at Eden Garden Camp. Enjoy fruit trees, hammocks, lounging pavilions, a pool fed by both a 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.



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 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 EXPERIENCE
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. Best is 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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TOURS

Many Cairo budget hotels and travel agencies sell White Desert tours, but it’s much better 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

White Desert National Park bestrides both sides of the Bahariya–Farafra Highway, covering 300 sq km. An information board sits at the northern entrance along a low bluff that consists almost entirely of quartz and is topped with a rock arch known as Crystal Mountain.

Go around the back of the ridge for an easy walk through the sand up to the arch. The desert floor and the rock formations throughout 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. Several of the larger ones are surrounded by moats created by high dunes. Some overnight tours arrange camping here, while others opt for ‘Agabat Asphalt’, nearer the highway.

Karawin Dunes Area

Good for a photo stop, 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 near-circular hole in the middle that the wind has burrowed through.

White Desert (Sahara Al Beida)

This vast plateau is speckled with chalk pinnacles that the wind has shaved into tall spires and cones and other 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 into the horizon, covered in low chalk hummocks (highly eroded outcrops), static waves in a strange arid sea. Look for twisted knobs of black iron-pyrite, some shaped like flowers, scattered across the desert floor, and keep your eyes peeled to spot sand dollars and other echinoid fossils.


Some Geology

The desert surface once lay under a shallow sea and the rock formations here 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 sculpted by millennia of wind.



Overnight Camping

Overnight camping in the national park is long-established, so most operators have an excellent set-up involving windbreaks to create an eating area and running power banks off the car battery for recharging phones in the evening. Tents, mattresses, sleeping bags and lots of blankets are provided, making it feasible, even in winter, to camp out under the stars. Meals are usually simple and hearty (and very plentiful) Egyptian fare. Double-check exactly what is being provided at the time of booking.

Black Desert

Many White Desert National Park tours also visit the Black Desert (Sahara 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.


WHITE DESERT TOUR OPERATORS

•Eden Garden Tours (edengardentours.com) runs one- to three-night White Desert programs.

•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 and multiday trips.

•Mohammed Uosrri (WhatsApp: +20 127 649 1454) is an excellent – and fun – local desert guide who runs a variety of trips.

•Operating since 1995, Bahariya-based White Desert Tours (whitedeserttours.com) is an expert in the Bahariya desert area and White Desert.







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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Terminal 2, Cairo International Airport | wi farma/shutterstock ©

Border Crossings

Currently there are no feasible crossing points into Egypt by land due to conflict in neighbouring countries. If the situation changes in the near future, the Taba border crossing in South Sinai and the Qustul border crossing in south Egypt are the main land border posts.

By Boat

AB Maritime (abmaritime.com.jo) runs ferries from Nuweiba and Taba to Aqaba, Jordan’s only town on the Red Sea coast. Few tourists use these services, and the timetables are rarely adhered to. Most nationalities are entitled to a free Jordanian visa upon arrival in Aqaba.


Money
Currency: Egyptian Pound (LE, EGP)

CASH OR CREDIT CARD?

Cash is generally king in Egypt, although major cards are accepted in midrange and high-end restaurants and hotels and in large shops. In remote areas, they are useless. If using a card, always choose to be charged in local currency to avoid mark-ups.

ATMS

Cash machines are common in main cities, but harder to find (or inoperable) in Middle Egypt (between Cairo and Luxor) and the Western Desert oases. Most ATMs have a withdrawal limit of LE6000.

TIPPING

Keep small change on you at all times as baksheesh is expected everywhere. When in doubt, tip. This includes cafes, bathroom attendants, tourist site guards and mosque attendants (from LE5 to LE20). Pay 10% for good service in restaurants (15% in upmarket restaurants) and top up taxi fares by 5%.







Getting Around

Egypt is a huge country and it can take days to travel overland from Sinai in the east to Aswan in the south, so plan accordingly. The good news is that there is a good railway system connecting main cities, and bus networks link most towns. Of course, no trip to Egypt is complete without travelling on the Nile.
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AIR

EgyptAir is the main domestic carrier. Nile Air also flies between Cairo and the main centres, though it has fewer services. When booking online, switch your home country to Egypt to get the cheapest fares.

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 centre for organising felucca (Egyptian sailing boat) trips is Aswan.

TRAIN

Trains are air-conditioned, with assigned seats and meal service, making them a good option for travelling between Cairo and Alexandria, and Luxor and Aswan. For schedules and tickets, consult Egyptian Railways (enr.gov.eg).

BUS

You can reach almost anywhere in Egypt on a bus. Delays are common later in the day, particularly when departing Cairo. 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.

CAR HIRE & TAXI

Hiring your own car isn’t common and driving in Cairo is not advised. With security issues in the Eastern and Western Deserts, it’s better to hire a private car with a driver or engage a taxi for the day. Hotels will recommend trusted drivers.


TOP TIP

Uber and Careem operate in Cairo, Alexandria and Hurghada. They cost around the same as local taxis but save the hassle of bargaining.









Iran
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AT THE CROSSROADS OF HISTORY

In Tehran’s Holy Shrine of Imam Khomeini, a worshipper pauses beside two European visitors. It’s 25 December. ‘Happy Christmas’, he says. Forget the stereotypes – Iran confounds them all. By Dr Jenny Walker
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TRAVEL ADVICE

At the time of writing, the UK Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Office (FCDO) and the US Department of State advise against all travel to Iran. As a result, we are covering Iran through context and key sights for this edition.



The Rise of Modern Iran

It’s October 1971 in Persepolis and the desert sun dances on the headdresses of Persian Immortals, spears in hand, marching in a pageant televised to the world. Behind them are the luxury tents of the spectators – global dignitaries (kings, queens, emirs and presidents), toasting Shah Mohammad Reza with Dom Pérignon Rosé while banqueting at tables shining with Spode dinnerware sporting the shah’s coat of arms. The occasion is the 2500th anniversary (albeit 20 years late) of the founding of the Achaemenid Empire, established by Cyrus and made into the greatest empire the world had hitherto known under Darius I.

But if history has a habit of repeating itself, then this was a lesson Iran’s last shah chose to ignore. After just 150 years, Persepolis, designed by Darius to awe foreign visitors, lay in ruins at the hands of Alexander the Great. Visit Persepolis today and it’s easy to see, among the forgotten remnants of the 1971 festival, that the 20th-century invocation of the Persian Empire met with a similar fate. Although controversial, some critics even attributed the lavishness of the celebrations – out of step with the mood of the times – to the fall of the Pahlavi dynasty. On 16 January 1979, the shah was toppled by Ayatollah Khomeini and a new theocratic Iran. A brutal eight-year war with US- and European-backed Iraq followed, from which the national martyrs inspire reverence in Iran to this day.

Within the festival of 1971 are echoes of Iran’s whole history: the revolutionary rise and fall of controlling dynasties; waves of secularism balanced against the forces of faith; and periods of cultural magnificence followed by lean years of conservatism. With its powerful position of influence within the Middle East, Iran today appears to be biding its time to return to the limelight, forming the alliances best able to help the phoenix (a recurrent image in Persian mythology) rise from the ashes of international sanctions.

But first, the Iranian regime will have to address growing internal restiveness. Occasioned by the death in custody of the young Kurdish woman Jina Mahsa Amini in 2022, after her arrest by Iran’s morality police for incorrectly wearing the hijab, women and school-aged girls have been demanding political change in a nationwide movement entitled ‘Woman, Life, Freedom’. Since then, various arrests have been made of those involved in public celebrations following the death of Ebrahim Raisi, Iran’s then president, who died in a helicopter crash on 19 May 2024. At the time of writing, the interim president, Mohammed Mokhber, is expected to be succeeded by the president-elect Masoud Pezeshkian. A former cardiac surgeon, Pezeshkian is considered a reformer who has expressed a desire to improve ties with the West.


CASTLES OF THE ASSASSINS

Thank goodness for the contemporary interest in women’s travel literature, because without Freya Stark’s 1930s account of The Valleys of the Assassins, the castles hidden in that valley might have been forgotten by today’s visitors. And that would be a pity, because this network of mountainous 12th-century fortifications ruined by 13th-century Mongols is intriguing. Belonging to the Hashish-iyuns – the cannabis-smoking, heretical Ismaili sect of popular legend – the feared assassins (a word derived from the term ‘hash-ish-iyuns’) targeted religious and political leaders of their day.



Crossroads of Nations

Watch a carpet being unfurled in Esfahan’s historic bazaar and you’ll swear it’s luminous. This is thanks to the use of silk. Travel to and from Iran may currently be compromised by regional tensions, but this was not always the case. Persia sat in the middle of the complex web of trading routes from China to Türkiye, collectively known as the Silk Road. As the prized thread of silkworms travelled 8000km west, gold, ivory and glass travelled east. The Persians acted as the middlemen of the route, setting up caravanserai that offered lodging and onward transport.

As a means of exchange of ideas as well as goods, the Silk Road remained critical to intellectual dialogue for 2000 years until alternative sea routes in the 15th century rendered it redundant. By that time, Persians, Azeris, Kurds, Arabs, Lors, Turkmen and Baluchis all called the central plateau of Iran home, leading to the ethnic diversity of today’s Iran, in which about one million nomads continue the sequence of seasonal travel.

Unity in Faith

Follow pilgrims browsing in the religious bookshops of Qom, where scholars from around the world come to study in the city’s famous madraseh (schools), and it’s easy to sense the vitality of faith in Iran today. A staggering 99% of the population identify as Muslim – albeit an official figure that may hide a growing secularism. Overwhelmingly Shiite and ‘Twelver’ in character, most Iranians believe that the rightful spiritual leadership of the Islamic faith passed to 12 successive descendants (imams) on the death of Prophet Mohammad.

Among the 1% of ‘other religions’, Jews and Christians are respected as ‘people of the book’. Less tolerated is Baha’ism, which originated in Iran during the 1840s as a Shiite reform movement teaching equality of men and women and the unity of all. More ancient in lineage, the Zoroastrian religion was once the dominant faith of the Iranian plateau, and fire temples have been a focus of worship in Iran for over 3000 years. Only about 15,000 Zoroastrians practise today, however, mostly centred in Tehran and Yazd.

Strong faith is marked in Islamic holidays across the country, but the country’s oldest celebration, No Ruz, predates Islam and is resolutely secular in nature. Marking the Persian New Year (around the spring equinox), this Achaemenid festival involves rich traditions, including leaping over bonfires.
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IBN SINA & THE CANON MEDICINAE

If you’re a fan of aromatherapy, you can thank ‘BuAli’ Sina for the development of steam distillation, with which essential oils are extracted. This great Persian philosopher, physicist and poet (980–1037) was born in Bukhara, in today’s Uzbekistan, where he studied medicine, but lived in Esfahan for much of his life. Credited with combining Aristotelian thought with Persian philosophy, he wrote the great medical encyclopaedia Canon Medicinae that became the standard text for medical students throughout 17th-century Europe.



Artistic Excellence

Sitting in a workshop window, monocle in one eye, an aged painter applies a sliver of burnt umber to the tiny decorative box on the desk with a single-fibre brush. The scene gains a polo stick. This attention to detail is repeated in mosque tiles that puzzle with calligraphic complexity, densely painted townhouse iwans (barrel-vaulted halls opening onto a courtyard) and, of course, a silk carpet.

The best known Persian art form, a hand-loomed carpet to an Iranian is not just a floor covering – it’s an investment, heirloom and pleasure. Designed to be walked on in bare feet – a joy that apparently enhances the colour – carpets are part of ethnic identity, with traditional patterns woven into the history of each carpet-producing area.

Architecture is another inspiration in Iran. When travel is more open in Iran, wear something white and sit on the floor of Masjed-e Nasir Al Molk in Shiraz on a winter’s day and you’ll be bathed in a kaleidoscope of colours. Stained glass, carved pillars, polychrome faience, gold-tipped minarets and the distinctive blue-tiling of walls and domes combine in making cityscapes that are truly memorable. Little wonder, then, that Persian architecture has informed building design across the Muslim world for centuries.
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BADGIRS: THE AIRCONS OF OLD

The badgirs of traditional Iranian buildings may have a thing or two to teach modern engineers. These ancient ‘windcatchers’ act as ventilation shafts that channel the slightest breeze into the rooms below. Noiseless, clean and green, badgirs have been in use for centuries. Catching the wind from up to eight directions, they often push the wind over water, cooling the air as it blows into the house while the warm air rises through a different shaft. Genius!



Cultural Powerhouse

When you can visit, don’t be surprised to see fellow visitors dabbing their eyes with a hanky at the mausoleum of Persian poet Hafez in Shiraz. They haven’t just parted with a loved one – or at least not one of flesh and blood – they are overwhelmed with poetry. Arguably, there isn’t a country where poetry has quite such a grip on public imagination as Iran, where verses of Iran’s greatest poets (Ferdosi, Omar Khayyam, Rumi, Sa’di and Hafez) have passed into the vernacular in the form of proverbs and aphorisms.

But let’s not make the mistake of thinking that Persian culture is only about dead poets, as a visit to the annual red-carpet Fajr International Film Festival proves. Many Iranian films feature regularly in the European art-house scene, and some – such as Majid Majidi’s The Willow Tree (2005), Asghar Farhadi’s About Elly (2009) and Reza Mirkarimi’s A Cube of Sugar (2011) – are classics.

Culinary Distinction

Probably the first word a visitor to Iran is likely to learn is shishlik (kebab). This ubiquitous skewer of meat is one of the triumphs of Persian cuisine, but of course there are a multitude of others. The philosophy around which a Persian meal is assembled is a yin-yang tale of hot and cold that lends considerable subtlety to the plate. Unrelated to the temperature of the food, the terms ‘hot’ and ‘cold’ relate respectively to whether the food speeds or slows metabolism. Take the famous dish fesenjun: this chicken stew is sweet with pomegranate (cold) and thickened with walnut (hot).

If you’re wondering what happened to the Caspian region’s most famous culinary delicacy, caviar – of which 95% is produced in the Caspian Sea – almost all of it is bound for export. Easier to find is Iran’s other great export, saffron. Visualise a field of purple in southern Khorasan; kneel and you’ll see it’s a growing palette of petals, comprised of Crocus sativus. Now try counting the number of flowers in the field. When you reach 200,000, that’s the number required to produce just 1kg of saffron. Produced from the delicately dried stigmas of the flower, Persian saffron has been prized more highly than gold (gram for gram) for centuries – Cleopatra sprinkled it on her mare’s milk bath, Indian Buddhists dyed their robes with it and Alexander the Great used it to heal battle scars. A chelo (rice) dish in Iran isn’t the same without it.

Mountains High, Fathoms Deep

Perhaps because it’s a land of great deserts, or perhaps because the world’s media focuses on the politics rather than the geography of Iran, it usually comes as some surprise to visitors that Iran has an accessible outdoor adventure scene with a sizeable ski industry. With peaks up to 5600m, it shouldn’t be a shock that it snows. Centred mainly in the Alborz mountain range, skiing is a favourite winter pastime for citizens of Tehran, while climbing, mountaineering and trekking are popular in summer. Also beloved in summer is scuba diving in the Persian Gulf, where coral reefs have a healthy diversity of tropical fish.


ASIATIC CHEETAHS

Ever wondered why a spotted cat turns up in so many hunting scenes painted in miniature on boxes and on silk? Well, it’s not a cat – it’s a cheetah. One of the world’s most endangered felines, only 12 Asiatic cheetahs are known to be roaming free – a sad decline from their heyday when they ranged from India to the Levant. Now the poster cat for conservation, the cheetah – once trained by ancient Persian royalty in hunting gazelle – may yet be saved from extinction. For more information, refer to the Felidae Conservation Fund (felidaefund.org).






Key Sights



BAZAAR SHOPPING

It’s refreshing in this age of generic global chains to shop in a country where buying and selling is still a sociable business. In Iran, most of the population relies on the local bazaar for their daily needs. Browsing the lanes and alleyways of these aged market places, quartered into groceries, clothing, ironmongery and the rest, is part of the Iran experience. There are fine examples in Tehran, Esfahan, Shiraz, Kerman and Kashan, but the greatest of all is in Tabriz. Once among the most important entrepôts of the Silk Road, Tabriz boasts the world’s largest covered bazaar.



Esfahan: Half the World

Exquisite showcase of the Safavids

As the sun lowers beneath the horizon in Esfahan’s city square, the Naqsh-e Jahan, the skyline of this most spectacular of cities seems to melt into the sunset. It’s at this point that the horses and carts begin their circumnavigations of the square in earnest, families pour onto the pavement and craftsmen resume their meticulous work. It’s as if half the world suddenly walks by in a city nicknamed the same. With splendid mosques, merchant houses, aged bridges and a busy souq, Esfahan deserves top billing on any Iranian itinerary when it is safe to travel again to Iran.

Mud-Brick City of Wind Towers

Ancient city of Yazd

When tourism to Iran is considered safe, take a visit to Yazd. It’s all about getting lost in gorgeous, mud-brick alleyways whose long shadows early in the morning are a photographer’s dream. But it’s no good staying at ground-level – to really appreciate this city of quaintly crumbling architecture, you have to climb above the adobe parapets to admire the roofscape. A cactus of badgirs (ventilation shafts) prickle the sky and can be admired from the teahouses that lend Yazd its leisurely atmosphere and a perch from which to fathom the calligraphic puzzles of the city’s famous tile work.

Daily Rhythms of Mountain Culture

The Zagros Mountains: Iran’s southern highlands

Persians, Lors and Kurds live in the Zagros Mountains, but they share their rugged homeland with the Bakhtiyari and Qashqa’i. These nomadic peoples, with their shepherd’s cloaks, beautiful bead crafts and colourful encampments, lend their traditions to the Zagros Mountain culture. But as picturesque as their lifestyle may seem, it’s one of hard work and resilience; particularly in the bitter cold of winter. Try moving the herds on a homestay for a day or two and the reality quickly sinks in.


Desert Oases

Remote villages of the Dasht-e Kavir

All around the great salty plain of Iran’s central desert, tiny communities cling to a life lived on the very edge of survival – or so you might imagine if you hadn’t been there. In fact, the oases that dot this beautiful desert landscape are rich in water, abundant in fruit and complex in craft heritage. Going back 1500 years, some settlements have aged orchards and date plantations, and spending a few days among the people of these villages quickly teaches that ‘if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it’.
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Darius the Great’s Palace Precinct

The ancient ruins of Persepolis

Reading like a visitor’s book of dignitaries, the Apadana Staircase at the ruined palace of Persepolis is a bas relief of united nations (c 520 BCE) and proof – if any were needed – of the importance of Darius the Great’s empire. But it’s less the eclectic staircases, imposing gateways and exquisite stone carving that capture the imagination, and more the grand scale of the project it represents. Cultural tolerance and fair treatment of all subjects make the Achaemenid Empire under Darius a model for civilisation – then as now.


A HIDDEN DESERT IN THE MOUNTAINS
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Mojtaba Heidari is a licensed tour guide with 14 years of experience. @mojtaba.iranguide

When I’m looking for silence, mountains, desert, coffee and kebabs all in one place, I head for Zarrin. Meaning ‘golden’ in Farsi, Zarrin is the name of a desert stretching for 50km, surrounded by mountains. Near the city of Yazd, it’s reached after driving through Kharanagh, at an altitude of 1800m. People first came here to collect wood from the desert to make fire for tea or coffee. I come here to walk on the dunes in the silence and prepare a barbeque. Nothing is as good as chicken kebab over a desert fire, watching the sun set and waiting for stars to come out.



Kashan’s Old Houses

Sleeping with history

There’s nothing quite like sitting cross-legged at a table, winter awning spanning the courtyard, wrapped in a coat and tucking into a bowl of dizi (pulverised lamb and vegetable stew). If there’s the hint of spring in an early rosebud in the sunken garden, or a first glint of sun in the leaded lights of the windows, that’s all the more reason to visit Kashan’s elegant 19th-century merchant houses when travel to Iran is safe. Some houses are museums, others restaurants, and the best are characterful hotels, but none give away their secrets from the road. You must check-in to check out their hidden treasures.
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THE LOCALS

If you’re looking for the world’s friendliest people, Iran may just top the list. It’s the cheers of ‘Welcome to Iran!’, the warm curiosity of market sellers and the countless invites of chay (tea) that leave the most lasting impressions. Hospitality is paramount in Iranian culture and visitors are welcomed with arms wide open, often being told ‘you are our guest’. It’s the stark contrast between how headlines can depict Iranians and the reality of what they are like that makes meeting them the best and most rewarding experience here.



Tehran

Modern Iran at its finest

Not the prettiest city in Iran, but arguably the most underrated, the capital Tehran is home to incredible landmarks from the Golestan Palace to the Grand Bazaar. It’s often neglected on tourist itineraries, but when travel is more open visitors may find its contemporary side most alluring. From fantastic art galleries to countless cafes and rooftop restaurants, plus the surprise element of skiing close by, Tehran is a city offering an alternative take on how Iran is often presented.

Mashhad

Iran’s second-biggest city

Around 20 million pilgrims head to Mashhad every year for the sole reason of visiting Haram-e Razavi, Imam Reza’s Holy Shrine, making Mashhad the most religious city in the country. But to think of Mashhad as just this is to under-appreciate the city. Non-Muslims are allowed to visit the majority of the outer courtyards in Haram-e Razavi, which are home to a multitude of fountains. There are plenty of sights elsewhere in the city, such as Mellat Park. Outside the city, worthwhile day excursions include Omar Khayyam’s tomb in Neishabur and the Ferdosi Mausoleum in Tus.


Shiraz

The heart of Persian culture

Shiraz is the resting place of poets Sa’di and Hafez, so this is a city of rich literary heritage. Locals belt out the words of the great poet at the Tomb of Hafez, and the city was also once famous for its vineyards. But today it might just be its mosques that are the main drawcard. Constructed at the end of the 19th century, Masjed-e Nasir Al Molk (the Pink Mosque) is so named due to the collection of pink tiles that cover the building; inside is a vibrant kaleidoscope of colour and stained glass.

Tabriz

Displays of Persian craftsmanship

Rich in Azeri culture, Tabriz stands as the capital of the East Azerbayjan province. The city is known for its handcraft work, which is in full swing at the Tabriz Bazaar, a UNESCO World Heritage site, where shimmering Persian carpets are on display. The Blue Mosque was damaged in an earthquake in 1773, but today visitors can see the efforts of locals to reconstruct the building. Elgoli Park is a local favourite for a stroll and picnic – dining alfresco is a favourite pastime in Iran. In addition, the endearing village of Kandovan, Iran’s own ‘Cappadocia’, can be found near Tabriz.


TUCK IN

From mountains of flaky rice infused with saffron to fesenjun (chicken, pomegranate and walnut stew) and ash-e reshte (bean and noodle soup), Iranian cuisine is a delight one mouthful after the other. Gilan cuisine is known for its sour flavours with dishes such as morgh-e torsh, meaning ‘sour chicken’. Aubergine is king in Iran, and kashk-e bademjan, aubergine dip with whey, is a firm staple starter. And who can forget the kebab? Koobideh (ground lamb or beef kebab) and joojeh (chicken kebab) are classic dishes, while shishlik, lamb chops, is one of our personal favourites.







Iraq
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Where myths meet reality, resilience prevails

Iraq, a nation of fertile Mesopotamian plains and rugged mountain landscapes, blends ancient myths and modern reality. Despite past conflicts, the Iraqi people’s resilient spirit continues to shine. By Fatimah Oleiwi


[image: jpg]

Great Mosque, Samarra | alexreynolds/shutterstock ©


TRAVEL ADVICE

At time of research, the UK’s Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Office (FCDO) and the US Department of State advise against travel to Iraq. As a result, we are covering Iraq through context and key sights for this edition.



Ancient Mesopotamia

The roots of Iraq’s history run deep, tracing back to the dawn of humanity in the fertile lands of Mesopotamia. Known as the cradle of civilisation, Mesopotamia was home to some of the earliest human settlements, including Sumer, Akkad and Babylon. These ancient societies flourished along the banks of the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers, pioneering advancements in agriculture, architecture and governance.

Sumer, with its city-states and sophisticated cuneiform writing system, laid the foundation for future societies. The Akkadian Empire, under the rule of Sargon the Great, became the first known empire in history, uniting the diverse city-states of Mesopotamia under a centralised government. Babylon, with its legendary king Hammurabi, introduced one of the earliest legal codes, embodying principles of justice and governance.

Long a crossroads of civilisations, Mesopotamia attracted conquerors and traders from near and far. The Assyrians, renowned for their military prowess, established a vast empire that dominated the Near East for centuries. The Babylonians, under Nebuchadnezzar II, reached the pinnacle of their power, constructing architectural marvels like the Hanging Gardens of Babylon.

However, with greatness came vulnerability: the Persian Empire, led by Cyrus the Great, eventually brought Mesopotamia under its rule, fostering a period of cultural exchange and religious tolerance. Alexander the Great’s conquests further reshaped the region, ushering in the Hellenistic era whose legacy endures to this day.


TRADITIONAL CLOTHING

Traditional clothing in Iraq is characterised by its diversity and the marked difference between the south and north. In the south, men wear the dishdasha (traditional robe) and abaya (traditional Arab robe), while women wear the abaya and colourfully decorated veils. In the north (Kurdistan), men wear Kurdish clothing consisting of loose trousers and a jacket decorated with ribbons, while women wear traditional Kurdish dress decorated with bright colours.



The Islamic Golden Age

The advent of Islam in the 7th century brought a new chapter to Iraq’s history. Baghdad, founded in 762 CE by the Abbasid Caliph Al-Mansur, emerged as a beacon of learning and innovation during the Islamic Golden Age. The House of Wisdom, established by Caliph Harun Al-Rashid, became a renowned centre for scholars, translating and preserving ancient texts from Greece, Persia and India.

Under the Abbasid Caliphate, Baghdad thrived as a cosmopolitan hub, attracting intellectuals, scientists and traders from across the Muslim world. Scholars like Al-Kindi, Al-Razi and Ibn Sina made ground-breaking contributions to mathematics, medicine and philosophy, laying the foundations for modern science.

Mongol Invasions & Ottoman Rule

The Mongol invasions of the 13th century brought devastation to Iraq, and culminated with the sacking of Baghdad in 1258 by the Mongol ruler Hulagu Khan. The destruction of the Abbasid Caliphate marked the end of an era and plunged Iraq into a period of chaos and decline.

In the following centuries, Iraq came under the rule of the Ottoman Empire, becoming the province known as Baghdad Vilayet. Ottoman rule brought stability but also exploitation, and Iraq’s resources were seized for the empire’s benefit. The Sunni–Shiite divide, which had existed for centuries, deepened under Ottoman rule, laying the groundwork for future tensions.

The Legacy of Colonialism & Modern Iraq

The 20th century ushered in a new era for Iraq, marked by colonialism, independence and the struggle for nationhood. After the defeat of the Ottoman Empire in WWI, Iraq came under British control, becoming a League of Nations mandate known as Mandatory Iraq.

The British mandate witnessed the rise of Iraqi nationalism, fuelled by resentment towards foreign rule and aspirations for independence. In 1932, Iraq gained formal independence, albeit with significant influence retained by the British through treaties and alliances.

The formation of modern Iraq was not without challenges. The country’s diverse ethnic and religious makeup, including Arab, Kurdish and Turkmen populations, posed problems for successive Iraqi governments. Sectarian tensions simmered beneath the surface, exacerbated by political repression and economic inequality.

The rise of the Ba’ath Party in the 1960s brought a new chapter of authoritarian rule to Iraq. The party espoused Arab nationalism and socialism, advocating for the unification of Arab states under a single banner. However, the Ba’athist regime, led by Saddam Hussein, quickly devolved into a brutal dictatorship, characterised by human rights abuses, suppression of dissent and regional aggression.

Saddam Hussein’s regime is perhaps best remembered for its brutal repression of political opponents, including the Kurdish population in northern Iraq and the Shiite majority in the south. The Iran–Iraq War (1980–88) and the Gulf War (1990–91) further destabilised the region, resulting in immense human suffering and economic devastation.

The beginning of the 21st century brought further upheaval to Iraq with the United States–led invasion in 2003, which toppled Saddam Hussein’s regime. The invasion aimed to dismantle Iraq’s alleged ‘weapons of mass destruction’ program and promote democracy in the region. However, the aftermath of the invasion unleashed sectarian violence, insurgency and instability.

The emergence of extremist groups such as Al Qaeda in Iraq and later the Islamic State (ISIS) further exacerbated the country’s woes, leading to widespread displacement, sectarian bloodshed and the destruction of cultural heritage sites. The US withdrawal in 2011 left a power vacuum that Iraqi security forces struggled to fill, plunging the country into a cycle of political uncertainty.
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WHAT IS MASGOUF?

Masgouf is one of Iraq’s most famous dishes and is particularly loved in the Baghdad region. It consists of fresh fish cooked over a charcoal fire, which gives it a distinct smoky flavour. Served with fresh bread, tomatoes and onions, it is considered a traditional food that reflects the ancient Iraqi heritage. The aroma of grilled fish emanating from the open fire makes masgouf a unique culinary experience.



The People of Iraq

Amid the tumultuous events that have shaped Iraq’s history, its people have remained resilient, embodying the rich tapestry of ethnicities, cultures and traditions that define the nation. The population of Iraq is predominantly Arab. However, Iraq is also home to significant Kurdish, Turkoman, Assyrian and other minority communities, each contributing to the country’s cultural mosaic.

Iraq’s Turkoman minority, with roots tracing back to the Turkic migrations, has maintained its cultural heritage and identity despite facing challenges of assimilation and marginalisation. Turkoman communities are primarily found in northern Iraq, particularly in cities like Kirkuk and Mosul, where they have played a significant role in shaping the region’s history and culture.

Nestled in the mountainous terrain of northern Iraq lies the Kurdistan region, a land with a rich history and a distinct cultural identity. Home to the Kurdish people, one of the largest ethnic groups in the Middle East without their own state, this region has been a focal point of Kurdish nationalism and aspirations for self-determination.

Historically marginalised and oppressed, the Kurds have faced centuries of persecution and suppression, yet they have persevered, steadfast in their quest for recognition and autonomy. The Kurdistan region, with its rugged landscapes and resilient people, embodies the struggle for Kurdish rights and identity in the face of adversity.

[image: jpg]

Zagros Mountains | hogar mohammed/shutterstock ©


THE ENVIRONMENT

Iraq covers approximately 437,072 sq km, its diverse landscapes ranging from fertile plains to the mountains of Kurdistan. With a high population density, most arable land is extensively cultivated. Despite past challenges, wildlife thrives in places like the Marshlands Reserve, a biodiversity hotspot.

Following the cessation of its major internal conflicts, Iraq has intensified efforts to preserve the environment, focusing on areas like the Zakho Mountains and its marshes, rich in biodiversity and ecological resources.



Kurdistan Region

The Kurdistan region’s history is intertwined with that of Iraq, marked by periods of both cooperation and conflict. Following the collapse of the Ottoman Empire and the subsequent redrawing of borders in the Middle East, the Kurds found themselves divided among several nation-states, including Iraq, Türkiye, Syria and Iran. In Iraq, Kurdish aspirations for self-rule clashed with the central government’s efforts to maintain control, leading to decades of violence and upheaval.

During Saddam Hussein’s regime, the Kurds endured some of the darkest chapters of their history. The notorious Anfal campaign in the 1980s, characterised by widespread atrocities and chemical attacks, resulted in the deaths of tens of thousands of Kurds and the displacement of countless others. The town of Halabja stands as a haunting reminder of the brutality inflicted upon the people.

However, despite the horrors of the past, the Kurdistan region emerged from the shadow of oppression with resilience and determination. Following the 1991 Gulf War, which saw the collapse of Saddam Hussein’s authority in northern Iraq, the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) was established, laying the groundwork for Kurdish self-governance.

Nevertheless, the path to Kurdish statehood remains fraught with challenges. The Kurdistan region’s relationship with the central government in Baghdad has been marked by tensions over territory, resources and power-sharing. Disputes over oil revenues and the control of regions such as the oil-rich city of Kirkuk, have fuelled political instability and periodic outbreaks of violence.

Moreover, the threat of external interference looms large, as neighbouring Türkiye and Iran view Kurdish autonomy with suspicion, fearing the implications for their own Kurdish populations. The Syrian civil war has also brought new complexities to the region, with Kurdish groups in Syria carving out autonomous enclaves along the border with Iraq.

Iraq Today

Iraq today is at a critical juncture, rebuilding after decades of conflict. Significant progress includes infrastructure reconstruction, energy sector modernisation and economic diversification. Efforts focus on improving education and healthcare access. Despite challenges like corruption and bureaucratic inefficiencies, Iraqis remain resilient, determined to drive development and ensure a brighter future.


FRIDAY RELIGIOUS GATHERINGS

As in all Muslim countries, Friday is a holy day, with shops, markets and public transportation closing in the afternoon for prayers. This tradition promotes social unity and emphasises the importance of religion and social interaction in Iraqi life. It also highlights the spiritual and communal values cherished by Iraqis, fostering a deep sense of solidarity and shared purpose.






Key Sights



IRAQI CUISINE

Iraqi cuisine is a wonderful blend of flavours influenced by its regional diversity and heritage. Rice, meat and chickpeas are used as the main ingredients, which are combined with aromatic spices such as saffron, cinnamon and cardamom.

Must-try dishes include biryani, masgouf (grilled fish), and kibbeh hamwiyya (meat-filled cracked wheat croquettes). Whether enjoyed at restaurants or elsewhere on special occasions, Iraqi cuisine is characterised by its unique textures and rich flavours, making it a distinctive destination for food lovers from around the world.



Baghdad’s Vibrant Markets

A unique experience in the heart of historic Iraq

Baghdad’s markets embody the spirit of Iraq, where ancient traditions blend with modern trade. The winding alleys of Shorja Souk are filled with aromatic spices, colourful textiles and sparkling jewellery, as well as traditional Iraqi foods such as kebabs and falafel, exuding an electric atmosphere. Al-Mutanabbi Market has books and art pieces, and there are places to enjoy traditional music performances. These markets offer a glimpse into the psyche of the local people and the ancient history and culture of Baghdad.

Mesopotamian Ruins

The greatness of the past in the cradle of civilisation

These ruins are one of the architectural wonders of Babylon; this is where the Hanging Gardens flourished and the remains of the great empires of Nineveh and Ur are located. The archaeological treasures here offer a glimpse into Iraq’s rich history, and the sites tell stories of the greatness and creativity of one of humankind’s oldest civilisations. Every corner carries the fragrance and magic of the past, and offers a unique journey through time.

The Majestic Marshes of Southern Iraq

Wetlands and ancient traditions

The wetlands of southern Iraq feature tranquil waterways, rare birds and lush aquatic vegetation. The people here live in reed houses and maintain their unique way of life. Many of their traditional houses have been restored and converted into attractive hotels; in times of safe travel, many visitors have declared these wetlands to be their favourite place in Iraq. With its magical combination of nature and stunning beauty, it’s not hard to understand why.

Al-Ukhaidir Fort

Secrets of the ages

Located in the Rub al-Khali desert, Al-Ukhaidir is one of the most noteworthy historical monuments in the region. Its construction dates back to the Islamic era, when it was used as a defensive and strategic site. The fort is distinguished by its unique architectural design, which reflects the engineering know-how of the time. Today, this landmark’s rich history is brought to life with displays of antiquities that plumb the fort’s secrets, with the site maintaining its beauty and grandeur in the heart of the desert.


Erbil Citadel

In the heart of Iraqi Kurdistan

Kurdish families have lived in this region for more than 6000 years, making Erbil Citadel one of the oldest historical monuments in the world. Its crowded markets are filled with handicrafts and bright textiles displaying the rich heritage of the local people. The culture of the Kurdish people is on display, with regional customs and traditions that are alive and well. Don’t miss this fantastic edifice that stands in the heart of Kurdistan.
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PILGRIMAGE SITES

Religious shrines in Iraq are considered highly sacred places. In Najaf, there is the golden-domed shrine of Imam Ali, which is considered one of the most important sites in Shiite Islam. In Samarra, the UNESCO World Heritage–listed Great Mosque stands out with its spiral minaret, which represents the architectural heritage of the Sunnis. Near Mosul, Nineveh holds historical significance as the supposed burial place of the Prophet Yunus, attracting both Christian and Muslim pilgrims. These shrines offer a deep insight into Iraq’s religious diversity.



Kirkuk Citadel

The depths of history

Atop a low-lying hill poking above a modern city stands Kirkuk Citadel. This fortification dates back thousands of years, its layers of history encompassing several ruling powers, from the Assyrians and Babylonians to the Ottomans. The narrow alleyways below are lined with mud-brick houses, where the rich cultural fabric of this diverse city envelops visitors. A walk through the citadel is a journey through the ages, the traces of past civilisations etched in the architecture itself.


KURDISH CRAFTS

The markets and workshops of Iraqi Kurdistan are filled with a variety of beautiful crafts, all featuring exquisite decorations and unique designs that tell the stories of Kurdish history and culture. Colourful carpets, intricately embroidered fabric, handcrafted pottery and intricate metalwork are just a few examples of the region’s artistic prowess and enduring cultural heritage.

These crafts not only showcase the craftsmanship of Kurdish artisans but also serve as tangible links to the past, preserving and celebrating local identity through their vibrant patterns.



Kurdish Textile Traditions

Woven beauty

In Iraqi Kurdistan, artisans weave intricate patterns and bright colours into rugs and clothing. Weaving workshops in cities like Sulaymaniyah and Dohuk use traditional techniques that date back centuries. Here, the ingenuity of Kurdish fabric, known for its beauty and durability, is on full display. Local artisans proudly preserve their ancient heritage, making it one of the most prominent centres of Kurdish arts and crafts in the region.
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Dukan Lake

A quiet haven

Set in the mountains of Iraqi Kurdistan is the irresistible beauty of Dukan Lake. Popular for boat trips, the lake’s clear waters are surrounded by gorgeous scenery and dense forests. Hiking trails criss-cross the mountains, and lakeside picnics offer a respite from the chaos of city life. Visitors can explore the lake’s enchanting shores, where the air is filled with the scent of pine and cedar, and the calls of native birds echo through the valleys.


Shanidar Cave

A Neanderthal shelter

Shanidar Cave in the Zagros Mountains is one of Iraq’s most remarkable archaeological sites, famous for its Neanderthal remains. In the caverns where these people lived, prehistoric artefacts offer profound insights into Neanderthal life and their relationship with the surrounding environment. It’s an ideal destination for history and archaeology enthusiasts who seek to understand the origins of Homo neanderthalensis and their relationship with nature.

Iraqi Music & Dance

Mesmerising rhythms

There is perhaps no better way to experience the cultural heritage of Iraqi Kurdistan than through its traditional music and dance. The rhythms of the tambourine and the tones of the saz (long-necked lute) at celebrations and cultural events are mesmerising. Kurdish dances like the khega and shobi embody the vibrancy and culture of the region. Traditional local celebrations, where energetic rhythms intertwine with captivating melodies, create a festive, joyous atmosphere that reflects the beauty and authenticity of Kurdish culture.


CONTEMPORARY CULTURE

Iraqi contemporary culture is a vibrant tapestry, blending ancient traditions and modern expression.

In cities like Baghdad and Erbil, bustling markets and vibrant art scenes showcase a fusion of traditional craftsmanship and innovative creativity.

Iraqi music, ranging from classical maqam to modern pop, resonates through cafes and concert halls, while literature and poetry continue to flourish.

Emerging filmmakers are reshaping narratives through powerful storytelling, exploring themes of resilience and identity.

Iraqi cuisine, renowned for its spices and flavours, invites locals and visitors alike to savour dishes that reflect a culinary history stretching back millennia.

Even amid challenges, Iraqi culture continues to thrive, celebrating resilience, creativity and the enduring spirit of its people.







Israel & the Palestinian Territories
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Inhabited since the dawn of civilisation

The litany of empires and kingdoms that have ruled the country reads like a who’s who of Middle Eastern and Mediterranean history. By Daniel Robinson
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TRAVEL ADVICE

At time of writing, the UK’s Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Office (FCDO) and the US Department of State advise against travel to Israel and the Palestinian Territories.



Prehistory

Around 1800 BCE, Abraham – the forefather of the three Abrahamic religions (Judaism, Christianity and Islam) – is believed to have led his nomadic tribe from Mesopotamia to a land the Bible calls Canaan, after the local tribes who spoke Semitic languages closely related to Hebrew. According to the Hebrew Bible, Moses – considered a prophet by both Jews and Muslims – led Abraham’s descendants to liberation from Egyptian slavery (ca 1250 BC). They then spent 40 years making their way back to the Land of Israel.

Israelite Temples

Under King Solomon (Hebrew: Shlomo; Arabic: Salman), who ruled in the mid-10th century BCE, the Israelites built a temple on Jerusalem’s Temple Mount (Arabic: Al Haram Ash Sharif), which served as the site of sacrificial worship to God led by a caste of Cohanim (priests). Jews have prayed facing towards Jerusalem ever since.


In 63 BCE the Romans stepped in, ruling the province of Judea either directly through a procurator, the most famous of whom was Pontius Pilate, or through a strong client ruler such as Herod the Great (r 37–4 BCE), whose major construction projects included expanding the Second Temple. Titus, the future Roman emperor, crushed a Jewish rebellion and destroyed the Second Temple, leaving intact only one outer retaining wall, now known to Jews as the Western Wall. The hilltop fortress of Masada fell in 73 CE, putting an end to even nominal Jewish sovereignty for almost two millennia.


FERTILE CRESCENT

Perched on the only land bridge between Africa and Asia, Israel and the Palestinian Territories are home to some of the earliest evidence of hominin (proto-human) life outside of Africa. The area is considered part of the Fertile Crescent; Jericho was already a centre of settled agriculture some 11,000 years ago.



Advent of Christianity

Shortly after Christianity was recognised by the Roman Empire in 313 CE, Constantine the Great’s mother, Helena, set about identifying and consecrating sites associated with Jesus’ life. Many of the most important early Christian churches in the Holy Land, including the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem and the Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem, date from this period.

The Byzantine Empire ruled Palestine from the 4th to the early 7th centuries CE. During this time, the country was prosperous and, for the most part, at peace, as can be seen from the opulent ruins of Beit She’an and the Galilee’s many beautiful Byzantine-era synagogues.

The Arrival of Islam

Muslim rule in Palestine began when the Rashidun armies of Islam under Umar ibn Al Khattab captured Jerusalem in 637 CE, shortly after the death of the Prophet Muhammad. Al Haram Ash Sharif/Temple Mount was holy to the newly arrived Muslims because they believed it to be the site of Prophet Muhammad’s Night Journey (Mi’raj) to behold the celestial glories of heaven. Sunni Muslims consider Jerusalem to be Islam’s third-holiest city, after Mecca and Medina.

Umar’s successors built the Dome of the Rock and Al Aqsa Mosque on Al Haram Ash Sharif/Temple Mount, which had been a derelict trash dump during Byzantine times. Jews were again permitted to settle in Jerusalem. With Christianity a respected precursor of Islam, the shrines of previous generations were preserved, though over time many Christians converted to Islam and began speaking Arabic.

In 1095 Pope Urban II issued a call for a crusade to restore to Christianity the site of Jesus’ Passion, and in 1099 the Crusaders overwhelmed Jerusalem’s defences and massacred the city’s Muslims and Jews.

Ottomans, Zionists & British

The Ottoman Turks captured Palestine in 1516; two decades later Sultan Süleyman the Magnificent (r 1520–66) built the present massive walls around Jerusalem’s Old City. For most of the next 400 years, however, Palestine was an economic and political backwater administered as part of Greater Syria.


In November 1917 the British government issued the Balfour Declaration, which stated that ‘His Majesty’s Government view with favour the establishment in Palestine of a National Home for the Jewish People’. Immediately after the end of WWI, Jews resumed immigration to Palestine, this time to territory controlled by a British-run mandatory government approved by the League of Nations. Among the ‘Zionist pioneers’ of this era were young, idealistic socialists who established kibbutzim (communal settlements), sometimes on marginal land purchased from absentee Arab landlords, in deals that sometimes resulted in the displacement of Arab peasant farmers.

The rise in Jewish immigration angered Palestinian Arabs, who, like the Zionists, were beginning to see themselves in nationalist terms and to view Palestine’s growing Jewish population as a threat to Arab interests. Anti-Zionist riots rocked the country in 1921 and 1929, but Jews, most of them refugees, continued to arrive, especially after Adolf Hitler’s rise to power in 1933. In 1931 Palestine’s 174,000 Jews constituted 17% of the total population; by 1941, there were 474,000 Jews, 30% of the total.

In 1947 the British government turned the problem over to the two-year-old United Nations. In a rare moment of agreement between the United States and the Soviet Union, the UN General Assembly voted in favour of partitioning Palestine into two independent states, one Jewish, the other Arab. Palestinian Jews accepted the plan in principle but Palestinian Arabs and the surrounding Arab countries rejected it and immediately initiated hostilities, thereby beginning a bloody civil war and, after the last British forces withdrew on 15 March 1948, a war between the newly declared State of Israel and the armies of five Arab states.
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ROMAN RULE

The 1st century CE was a time of tremendous upheaval in the Roman province of Judea, not least between approximately 26 and 29 CE, when it is believed that Jesus of Nazareth carried out his ministry. The tension exploded in 66 CE, when the Jews launched the Great Jewish Revolt (First Jewish–Roman War) against the Romans.




JESUS’ IMPACT

In the years following Jesus’ crucifixion in Jerusalem, which some experts believe took place in 33 CE, Jews who believed him to be the Messiah and those who didn’t often worshipped side by side, observing Jewish rituals at synagogues such as those whose remnants can be visited around the Sea of Galilee. But around the time the Gospels were being written (late 1st century CE), theological and political disagreements emerged and the two communities diverged.



Israeli Independence & the Nakba

The 1948 Arab-Israeli War brought independence for the State of Israel, Israeli control of 77% of Mandatory Palestine (the partition plan offered 56%), a place of refuge for Holocaust survivors and Jewish refugees from the Arab countries, and a guarantee that Jews fleeing persecution would always have a country that would take them in.

But for the Palestinian Arabs, the 1948 war is remembered as the Nakba, the Catastrophe. Approximately 700,000 of the Arabs living in the territory that became Israel fled or were expelled from their homes; another 156,000 remained in Israel and became Israeli citizens (their descendants now constitute about 20% of Israel’s population of 10 million). Jordan occupied (and annexed) the West Bank and East Jerusalem, expelling the residents of the Old City’s Jewish quarter; Egypt took control of an area, teeming with refugees, that came to be known as the Gaza Strip.

After Israel became independent, impoverished Jewish refugees began flooding in – from ‘displaced persons’ camps in postwar Europe (including hundreds of thousands of Holocaust survivors), from countries soon to be locked tight behind the Iron Curtain (eg Bulgaria), and from Arab countries whose ancient Jewish communities became targets of anti-Jewish violence (eg Iraq, Yemen, Syria and Morocco). Within three years, Israel’s Jewish population more than doubled.
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War & Terrorism

In the spring of 1967, Egyptian president Gamal Abdel Nasser, with soaring rhetoric, called on the Arab nation to unite and ‘liberate’ all of historic Palestine. Israel then launched a surprise ‘pre-emptive attack’ on its Arab neighbours, devastating the armies of Syria, Egypt and Jordan. In just six days Israel captured Sinai and Gaza from Egypt, the West Bank and East Jerusalem from Jordan, and the Golan Heights from Syria.

Israelis reacted to the victory with nothing less than euphoria, and many could find no other explanation for their astounding victory than divine intervention. The defeat caused many Palestinians to lose faith in the Arab armies, and nationalist groups such as Yasser Arafat’s Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) turned to hijackings and other attacks on civilians, in Israel and Europe, to bring their cause to international attention.

In 1973 Egypt and Syria launched a surprise, two-front attack on Israel on Yom Kippur, the holiest day of the Jewish calendar. Unprepared because of intelligence failures born of post-1967 hubris, Israel was initially forced to withdraw but soon rallied and, with enormous casualties on both sides, pushed the Arab armies back. However, initial Egyptian battlefield successes made it possible for Egyptian President Anwar Sadat to portray the Yom Kippur War as a victory, paving the way for him to make peace with Israel in 1978 in return for an Israeli withdrawal from Sinai and promises (never fulfilled) of progress towards Palestinian autonomy.

In 1987 a popular uprising against Israeli rule broke out in the West Bank and Gaza. Known as the First Intifada (Arabic for ‘shaking off’), it was a spontaneous eruption of strikes, stones and Molotov cocktails that soon garnered worldwide sympathy for the Palestinian cause.

The next year the PLO, under Yasser Arafat, publicly renounced terrorism and effectively recognised Israel. Five years later, Israel (under Yitzhak Rabin) and the PLO signed the Oslo Accords, secret negotiations that laid the basis for an agreement under which Israel would hand over control of territory in the West Bank and Gaza to the Palestinian Authority in stages.

But the Oslo Accords failed to achieve peace. Rather, they drove those on both sides who opposed the compromises to greater acts of violence. Hamas and Islamic Jihad took their terrorism to new heights with suicide bombings against Israeli civilians. Israel hit back by assassinating Hamas and Islamic Jihad leaders, using tactics that often resulted in civilian casualties. Military incursions into areas controlled by the Palestinian Authority and settler violence against Palestinian civilians – including olive harvesters increased.

Perhaps the greatest single blow to the peace process came in November 1995, when a right-wing Jewish law student shot Prime Minister Rabin after a Tel Aviv peace rally because, like many messianic-nationalist Jews on Israel’s extreme right, he believed that relinquishing control of any part of Israel’s God-given territorial birthright would, quite literally, stop the process of Redemption. The assassination was followed by a string of Hamas suicide bombings that helped bring a right-wing coalition led by Benjamin Netanyahu to power. In 2006 Hamas won the Palestinian parliamentary elections, and the following year Hamas militants took over the Gaza Strip – from which 21 Israeli settlements had been evacuated the year before – killing many Palestinian Authority officials.

Over the past two decades, Israeli settlement expansion in the West Bank, Palestinian suicide bombings, bloody IDF raids and Hamas missile attacks against Israeli cities have continued, culminating in Hamas’ surprise incursion into southern Israel on 7 October 2023, in which some 1200 Israelis – most civilians – were killed. Rapes were committed and about 250 hostages were taken to Gaza. Israel reacted with fury, vowing to destroy Hamas and has since killed tens of thousands of Gazans, most civilians, in aerial bombing and ground assaults. Israel also launched raids in the West Bank that, along with attacks by radical settlers, have taken hundreds of Palestinians.

Over the centuries, the Jews, Christians and Muslims of the Holy Land have sometimes been in conflict but, more often than not, have lived in relative harmony. Right now we are living through a period of heightened tension and violence, so much so that Lonely Planet is unable to recommend travel to Israel and the Palestinian Territories. But most outside observers, including Western governments, still believe that the only way forward is the creation of two independent states, Israel and Palestine, however remote that may seem at present.


SALADIN & THE CRUSADERS

In 1187 the celebrated Kurdish Muslim general Saladin (Salah ad Din al Ayyoub) defeated a Crusader army in the Galilee and captured Jerusalem. Even Saladin’s enemies acknowledged his decent treatment of prisoners and the honour with which he observed truces – not something that could be said for the Crusader chiefs. The last of the Crusaders left the Middle East with the fall of Akko in 1291.
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ZIONISM

Zionism (the Jewish movement for national self-determination in the Land of Israel) arose largely in response to post-Napoleonic nationalism in Western Europe, antisemitism across the continent and waves of pogroms in Eastern Europe. Small numbers of Jews had remained in Palestine continuously since Roman times, and pious Jews had been emigrating whenever political conditions permitted (Jerusalem acquired a Jewish majority around 1850), but organised Zionist emigration from Eastern Europe to agricultural villages began in 1882; groups of Jews from Yemen started arriving the same year.







Jordan
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FUNKY, FRIENDLY AND FULL OF SURPRISES

From ruins to Red Sea adventures, there’s more to Jordan than meets the eye.
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Many think of Jordan as just another desert stuck amid the other giant deserts that make up the Middle East. Nothing could be further from the truth – unless your conception of deserts includes hot springs, pomegranate trees, laid-back cafes and a lively seaside.

Though small and unassuming, Jordan has a rich history, a vibrant outdoors scene and a varied climate. It wears its past on its sleeve, from the little khirbat (ruins) that dot the landscape to the massive Roman Theatre in downtown Amman to the sprawling black basalt city of Umm Jimal. Many of these sites are very freeform, so there are ample opportunities to explore at your own speed.

Wandering is the best way to experience the country. Take a road trip across the Eastern Desert and see the Umayyad hunting lodges and pleasure palaces. Experience the implausible feeling of floating effortlessly in the Dead Sea. Meander through the oak forests of Ajloun. Let your feet take you where they will and you’ll be sure to find something interesting.

Oh, and there are giant deserts too. A starry night in Wadi Rum seems as bright as the daytime, and roaming through the winding Siq brings you to a massive city carved into the rose-coloured cliffs in Petra. Jordan is far more than it seems and well worth the trip.


THE MAIN AREAS

AMMAN

Historic, stimulating and central.

JERASH

Exquisite Roman ruins.

AJLOUN

Islamic castle and dense forests.

THE DEAD SEA

Resorts, public beaches and the baptism site.

WADI MUJIB & MA’IN

Lush canyon reserve and thermal springs.

MADABA

Magnificent mosaics and biblical attractions.

KARAK

Crusaders and caliphates.

DANA BIOSPHERE RESERVE

Mountain views and wadi hikes.

AZRAQ

Umayyad palaces and wilderness reserves.

THE EASTERN DESERT HIGHWAY

Arid steppeland scattered with ruins.

AQABA

Beaches, snorkelling and world-class diving.

WADI RUM

Desert adventures amid jaw-dropping scenery.

PETRA

The great rose city.

LITTLE PETRA

Creative ancient suburb.




Find Your Way

A modestly sized country made smaller by vast expanses of desert and steppe, Jordan’s terrain is nonetheless quite varied, ranging from forests in the north and oases in the east to grasslands across the River Jordan to the west.
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Plan Your Time

A set of highways links Ajloun in the north to Aqaba in the south. Most of the major tourist destinations also happen to be on these long, winding stretches of road.
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The Highlights

• Consider flying into Aqaba to start, spending a day to snorkel and sample sayadieh (fish and rice), before hopping straight to a desert adventure in Wadi Rum. Climb the towering arches, roll down the dunes and stargaze, then drive over to Petra to see a city carved into the sheer rose-coloured cliff face. Take a day to appreciate the ancient city and then end your travels at the Dead Sea, allowing the water to wash away your worries.

• Amman’s airport is less than an hour away by car with plenty of transport options available. You can do this itinerary in as little as four days; or, if you skip Aqaba, you can do it in three.




Jordan in a Week

• Fly in to the capital and take a day to appreciate Amman, from its bustling downtown to its laid-back shisha (water-pipe) cafes.

• Head north to explore the sprawling Roman ruins of Jerash or go hiking in the forests of Ajloun.

• Drive down to the Dead Sea and float effortlessly in its rejuvenating waters, followed by an excursion to Petra and its ancient wonders.

• Next is the vast red expanse of Wadi Rum, where you can stay overnight in a Bedouin camp beneath its unparalleled starry sky, before an end to your travels on the Red Sea beaches of Aqaba.




For Something Completely Different

• Consider going off the beaten path by using Amman as a home base for some deep desert exploration, focusing on the desert castles along the Eastern Desert Highway.

• Drive to the northeast and northwest of the country to see such undiscovered spots as Umm Al Jimal, Qasr Al Azraq and Qasr Kharana. These ancient structures stand alone in the desert steppe and are shrouded in mystery.

• Along the way check out the ancient Roman ruins in Jerash and the forests of Dibeen for a startling change of pace and terrain. It’s all doable in no more than five days.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

Jordan has a temperate, dry climate. Summers are hot, winters are cold, while spring and autumn are warm and pleasant.

JANUARY

Jordan’s real cold sets in during this month, with annual snowfall and the beginning of the rainy season. But while most of Jordan shivers under chilly skies, those in the know head for Aqaba.

MARCH

Spring brings warmer temps, knee-high perennials and wild grasses, making it a popular time to go hiking in the north.

APRIL

Still the low season, but the fantastic weather makes it the ideal time to experience Jordan without risk of heatstroke.


JUNE

Jordan’s spontaneous side shows with the beginning of summer. It’s hot but there’s lots going on, from pop-up festivals to souqs.

AUGUST

As the summer winds down, head to Jerash to experience the annual Jerash Festival of Culture and Arts for Arabic music and poetry recitals.

SEPTEMBER

While the hustle and bustle of summer has dissipated, alongside the high season prices, the weather is still scorching.

NOVEMBER

November brings cooler weather, though it’s still warm. This is the most laid-back time to visit Jordan at your own pace.




Amman
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RUINS | MUSEUMS | CUISINE


Amman has been inhabited since at least the 8th millennium BCE. Much can change in 10,000 years, though, and over the centuries Amman has been abandoned and rebuilt by every local historical faction that you can name. Since the 1920s, Amman has been decidedly on the up and up. It’s gone from being a village with a strange propensity for marble pillars to one of the largest cities in the Middle East. And yet, it remains one of the least-visited regional destinations for tourists.

Successive waves of migration from throughout the Mashriq (‘the East’) have provided Amman with a great degree of local cultural diversity, and visitors will have the chance to meet people, hear stories and sample cuisines from all over the Levant. This is all to say: Amman is the optimal home base from which to plan your Jordanian adventures.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Citadel

2Jordan Museum

3Roman Theatre

SIGHTS

4Duke’s Diwan

5Nymphaeum

6Odeon

SLEEPING

7Battuta Hostel

8Wild Jordan

EATING

9Al Kit Kat

10Al Quds

11AlQuds

12Bekdash Ice Cream Downtown

    Habibah (see 11)

13Hashem Restaurant

14Nafisa

15Sara Seafood Restaurant

16Slorh Shahba

17Zorba

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

18After Eight

19Amigo Pub

20Books@café

21Buffalo Wings and Rings

22Copas Central

23La Calle

24Salam Kanaan Gallery

ENTERTAINMENT

25Rainbow Art House Theater

SHOPPING

26Azbakiet Amman

27Friday Market

28Kush al-Thaqafah

29Sanad Publishers




GETTING AROUND

Private taxis are painted yellow. They are abundant, can be flagged anywhere, have cheap fares and most drivers automatically use the meter. While the meter starts at 35 piasters, the minimum charge for a ride is JD1.

The white cabs are shared taxis that stick to specific routes and are not permitted to leave the city limits. Fares cost around 50 piasters per seat, and you usually pay the full amount regardless of where you get off. After 8pm, the prices for all white service taxis go up by 25%.
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Between noon and 10pm, Amman is basically one long traffic jam. It’s faster and easier to travel on foot, and usually more pleasant in the late afternoon. Follow the example set by locals in crossing the street, since crosswalks are often viewed as an unwelcome suggestion.



Flea Market Fun

A thrifter’s paradise every Friday

For thrifting look no further than the Friday Market, a weekly flea market that runs from Thursday night to Friday afternoon. It’s always filled with all sorts of people, clothes and aromas, as well as the occasional shouts indicating a reverse bidding war, when two stalls in earshot of one another continue lowering their prices to compete. It’s rare that anything costs double digits, but it’s not a bad idea to bring along an Arabic speaker to be sure. Cash only.

Divine Desserts

The best kunafeh in town

Habiba is a hole in the wall that has been selling exactly one item for over 70 years: kunafeh. This Levantine dessert is a mainline shot of pure cholesterol to the arteries: a stretchy, gooey, mild cheese with sweet, crispy fried pastry on top, followed by pistachios and syrup. Kunafeh is one of those foods that when made badly is an affront to nature, and when prepared well makes life that much more pleasant. Habiba, which always has a very long line, makes the best kunafeh in Amman. It is a must try.


HERBAL REMEDIES

Spice shops, called attareen in Arabic, are easy to spot: mounds of colourful spices are piled outside while natural loofahs dangle from the ceiling in long strips. However, they are far more than their name indicates.

These shops are best known for their stocks of local herbal remedies: a whole world of traditional medicine with treatments for everything from halitosis to chronic pain, and many Jordanians depend on them for day-to-day minor afflictions and illnesses. These shops also tend to sell the local herbal drinks of the past and underappreciated spices that were present in the area before international shipping. Try them out for a true 19th-century experience.



Breakfast Like a King

A downtown staple

Hashem has provided classic Arabic breakfasts for locals, travellers, kings, presidents and celebrities for over 65 years, and it doesn’t seem like their clientele will be changing any time soon. Renowned for their hummus, fuul (fava bean paste) and falafel, most of the menu is vegetarian and all of the food is good and cheap, if a bit oily. While they have indoor seating, consider sitting outside in the guaranteed shade for the true Jordanian experience. It stays open 24 hours a day, and the all-day and all-night breakfasts are no cause for complaint. A word to the wise: avoid the bathrooms, they are hidden for a reason.
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Where to Stay in Amman

Battuta Hostel: A lively hostel in Jebel Amman. Friendly staff, lots of amenities and privacy curtains. $

Al Qasr Hotel: A lovely Shmeisani hotel, with a great bar and restaurant. It’s centrally located. $$

Wild Jordan: Five studio-style suites, wood and nature themed. Rooms are spacious and beautiful. $$

Catch a Concert at the Theatre

A Roman relic

Much of Amman is built on the foundations of older cities, which themselves were built on even older cities. The resulting mishmash of ruins is evident to some degree at the Citadel, as well as at the Roman Theatre and surrounding Hashemite Plaza.

Located in the centre of Amman, this 6000-seat theatre has stood since the 2nd century CE. Flanking the theatre and Hashemite Plaza, itself dotted with eroded Roman ruins and columns, is another 500-seat Roman venue: the Odeon. Close by are the remains of a bathhouse, the Nymphaeum.

The plaza and theatres are still in use today: the plaza is full of children playing football while their parents take a break on public benches, while the theatres stage music concerts. The visual contrast that accompanies watching a modern band backed only by the night sky and a millennia-old theatre makes for a spectacular experience.

Near the end of each concert, the audience, tired of the singing along, will begin to smoke, and although lighters are not permitted inside, a few people always manage to sneak some through and will happily pass around a lit cigarette for fortunate strangers to light their own. The close and random friendliness within a place that blends the old and the new is emblematic of Jordan.


BEST MUSEUMS WITH A TWIST

Royal Automobile Museum: Inside Al Hussein Parks, it is a treat for auto enthusiasts. The exhibit is taken from the late King Hussein’s personal collection and costs JD5 to view.

Duke’s Diwan: Downtown and free to enter, this renovated 1930s house is meant to be sat in and experienced. It’s an intriguing place to regroup while exploring.

Martyrs’ Memorial: Bring your ID to see this melancholic military museum, which is free to enter in the Sports City. The grounds are huge and beautiful.




Ancient Amman

Hilltop ruins that span the ages

In true fairytale fashion, the highest of Amman’s seven hills is topped with the Citadel: a small barren plateau, littered with relics of all types, ages and sizes. Fragmented and indistinguishable from the sediment are Neolithic shards that date from before 5000 BCE. Massive and awe-inspiring are the ruins of the Roman Temple of Hercules, with its colossal archway. Once connected to the Forum (downtown), the temple was built during the reign of Roman Emperor Marcus Aurelius (161–180 CE).

Off of the walkways bordered with lavender are statue fragments and the frescoed, blue-domed Umayyad Palace, which seems bigger on the inside. Believed to be the work of Umayyad Arabs and dating from about 720 CE, the palace was an extensive complex of royal and residential buildings and was once home to the governor of Amman. Its lifespan was short – it was destroyed by an earthquake in 749 and was never fully rebuilt.

There’s also a garden plaza that houses a small museum with smaller, better-preserved artefacts, including Ammonite burial vessels and life-size Roman statues. Littered around the plaza are additional relics, including the massive marble fingers of a martyred monument.

Last, but certainly not least, is the view of Amman from the Citadel: it’s simply unparalleled. Entry costs JD3 and tour guides linger outside for a more informative experience. Bring your own refreshments as the on-site cafe is expensive.

Where to Indulge Your Sweet Tooth in Amman

Nafisa: Just off Second Circle, Nafisa has a wide assortment of tasty sweets and pastries. $

Slorh Shahba: A downtown Syrian staple known for halawet jiben, a stretchy, chewy, cream-filled treat. $

Bekdash Ice Cream: Stretchy mastic-flavoured Arabic ice cream. Some like it on their kunafeh (cheese pastry). Behind Habiba. $


AMMAN’S SEASONAL FRUITS

Among the things that make Amman special are the seasonal fruits that are available from street stalls and local farms for a short time each year.

Spring brings hamleh, sweet unripe chickpeas, usually cooked with saltwater. Early summer brings jerenek, a type of green plum that is crisp and sour at the start of the season and sweet and tender near the end. Later in the summer there’s sabbar, which is a sweet cactus fruit that should not be handled without gloves. This is also fig season, and big, juicy, purple or green figs are commonplace in the markets. As autumn rolls in, the cold brings sweet and sour pomelos.



Discover Jordan’s Historical Epic

Amman’s showpiece museum

Walking around the Jordan Museum creates a cognitive dissonance unique to the experience of viewing unimaginably old artefacts within a modern structure. Although the interior of the museum is creative, with different walls and flooring to reflect the periods on display, it pales in comparison to the exhibits. The vaguely creepy Ain Ghazal statues are among the oldest human figurines ever found, and the black room they’re kept in only accentuates the time span between us and them. The museum also has a few of the famed Dead Sea Scrolls. It’s open from 9am to 6pm, Wednesday through Monday.
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Great Arabic Food on the Cheap: Our Picks

Al Quds: A staple falafel sandwich shack on Rainbow St with a well-deserved queue throughout the day. $

Bab el-Yemen al-Saeed: Traditional, cheap Yemeni fare on Abdullah Ghosheh St. The hearty meat stews are especially delicious. $$

Ammani: Good food and generous portions right off Fifth Circle in a cosy vintage setting. $$

Restaurants of the Past Today

Downtown’s classic dining spots

After you’ve had your fill of shopping, getting lost and being squeezed like a sardine in a can, it’s time for a relaxing dinner. There’s a handful of good options downtown, all of which are across from each other.

Prince Mohammad St, which has the gold market on one side and shops that confusingly sell non-Jordanian souvenirs on the other, splits with Hashem to the left, and Sara, Al Kit Kat and Zorba on the right. The latter two straddle a narrow uphill, while Sara is in a pedestrian alley across the way. All three serve Arab barbeque, mezze and seafood, as well as shisha and alcohol. Zorba is particularly interesting as it used to host parties on the roof.

These places all follow the now-extinct style of massive, multistorey tourist restaurants, although they’re much less popular than in their heyday. Even so, the echo of classical Arabic music, neo-Orientalist decor and the haze of shisha smoke evoke the atmosphere of a bygone era. This, coupled with their superb views of downtown, give them an undeniable aesthetic appeal.

A quick word of caution about the food: it is strongly suggested that you do not order yourself but instead ask your waiter for a recommendation. The rotation of the chefs and the ingredients appears to be random and affects the quality of the cuisine, which oscillates between fantastic and humdrum. If you’re in the mood for seafood, arak (an alcoholic spirit) and a relaxing smoke, these are must trys. For the optimal experience, go just before sunset.


First Circle Fun

Restaurants, bars and shisha cafes

The area around First Circle and Rainbow St is one of the few districts in the city dedicated to entertainment, and it’s certainly the largest. Other than the restaurants, art galleries and the Rainbow Art House Theater, there are a host of shisha cafes and bars to while away the evening hours under the inconsistently scattered fairy lights. On the hill next to First Circle is a trio of bars, the first two of which, Amigo Pub and After Eight, are average dive bars, while the third, Copas Central, is a dimly lit pub with enormous windows and summertime outdoor seating. It’s great for conversation and a drink. On First Circle itself is Buffalo Wings and Rings, a sports bar in all but name. It serves cheap booze and great wings to awful music.

Down along Rainbow St are a host of shisha cafes. The first few are neon-lit monstrosities that are obvious tourist traps, but they’re nevertheless interesting to look at. Slightly further down the road, Salam Kanaan Gallery is far better. It has comfortable couches and the aesthetic of an Arab grandparent’s house, alongside a piano that guests are welcome to play. Continue downhill to find La Calle, which has good food and drinks, and hosts packed parties on Tuesdays. The dancing and mingling get more intense as you ascend the three floors. Last but not least, make a right turn before the end of the road for Books@ café, a fusion bookshop, cafe and bar. It has a laid-back atmosphere and is one of the few LGBTIQ+-friendly spots in Amman.


AMMAN ORIENTATION

Amman’s urban planning was not always planned, and it’s important to know the difference between the official and popular street names. For example, Gardens St, a key thoroughfare, is not present on any maps since it is officially known as Wasfi Al Tal.

The city is built around eight circles, which are generally referred to as First Circle, Second Circle and so on (the numbers indicate the order of their construction), though they all also have official names that nobody knows. To add to the confusion, some circles are now traffic intersections. Also, you can be certain that anywhere named ‘Square’ on a map is, in fact, a circle. Last, but not least, Wadi Saqra is officially known as Arar St. Good luck!



Outdoor Gear Shopping in Amman

Treks Outdoor Sports: Located on Mecca St with a wide variety of gear, Treks is the climbers’ go-to store.

Cycling Jordan: Just off Mecca St is the shop local cyclists trust. They also repair bikes.

Decathlon: In City Mall, this global chain stocks a wide variety of well-priced items.


DOS AND DON’TS WHEN DRINKING IN AMMAN

Contrary to popular belief, drinking in Jordan is both legal and largely normal.

The local liquor, arak, is anise flavoured, highly alcoholic and usually mixed with water in a one-third–two-thirds ratio, similar to Greek ouzo. It is particularly refreshing when served over ice and accompanied with barbeque, but remember the proverb ‘Arak is nobody’s friend’.

The economical way of drinking in Amman is either to stick to arak or visit bars during happy hour, which usually lasts until 7ish and means up to 50% off on drinks and sometimes food. The legality of alcohol doesn’t extend to public drinking or obvious public drunkenness, so don’t overdo it.



Pre-Roman Ruins

Natural beauty and a small town

Following a drive through the rolling hills between Amman and Balqa, where the olive groves stretch as far as the eye can see, is the downhill stretch of road that leads into the small town of Iraq Al Amir. Here, the beige desert slowly fades into the bright blue horizon. As you go lower in elevation and through the town, the scenery and vegetation become lusher, culminating in the bright greens of grapevines and fig trees near the base of the valley. This is where you will find Qasr Al Abed, a large white-stone palace constructed in the 2nd century BCE. The palace is stunning, with a still-preserved line of life-sized carved lions around the collapsed roof. The interior of the palace can be entered and its exploration is always fun, but the real draw is outside. Littered on the ground are colossal carved slabs from the same era, which remain unreconstructed. These are some of the biggest blocks of any ancient structure in the Middle East – the largest is 7m by 3m. The palace is free to enter and awe-inspiring both because of the structure and the extreme natural beauty that surrounds it.

Qasr Al Abed is best visited by private transport. It’s on the outskirts of Iraq Al Amir, about 10km west of Wadi As Seer, which is served by minibus from Amman’s Muhajireen Bus Station.

Bedouin Flavours

Try mansaf at AlQuds

For those who like salads, AlQuds has tabbouleh. For those who like breakfast, AlQuds has hummus. And for those who like food comas, AlQuds is known for its mansaf – lamb stewed in goat’s or ewe’s yoghurt served over rice. Having been raised on this dish, most Jordanians don’t realise how pungent or strongly flavoured it is, but it is the perfect treat for those who like lip-puckering flavours and rich cuisine.

AlQuds is plenty authentic, which means it looks like a cafeteria and is tasty, filling and cheap. The service is sometimes subpar, but the food is always excellent.

Bookshops in Amman: Our Picks

Sanad Publishers: Hidden on the Al Kalha stairs, Sanad has a great collection of philosophy titles in English and Arabic.

Kush al-Thaqafah: Meaning Kiosk of Culture, this store offers a mostly Arabic catalogue across from Habiba.

Azbakiet Amman: In Wadi Saqa and named after the Cairene original, Azbakiet Amman sells used books in English and Arabic.




Jerash
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Jerash, or Gerasa as it was called in ancient times, often serves as a gateway to northwest Jordan. From the main highway, there’s little that appears to distinguish it from Jordan’s other larger towns. However, as soon as you enter Jerash along the main road, the ancient city’s imposing 13m-tall Hadrian’s Arch comes into view – the first hint of its illustrious past.

There’s evidence that the site has been occupied since the Neolithic era, but it wasn’t until after Pompey’s conquest of Syria in 64 BCE that the city really began to prosper. Trade with the nearby Nabataeans (think Petra) and its inclusion as a Decapolis city led to its subsequent expansion and population growth. A deadly earthquake struck the area in 747 and sparked the city’s decline.

Today, the site boasts some of the best-preserved examples of Roman architecture in the world, thanks to the area’s dry climate.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Forum

2Hadrian’s Arch

3Temple of Artemis

SIGHTS

4Agora

5Cardo Maximus

6Cathedral

7Church of St Cosmos & St Damianus

8Hippodrome

9Jerash Archaeological Museum

10North Theatre

11Nymphaeum

12South Gate

13South Theatre

14Temple of Zeus

EATING

15Jerash Rest House




GETTING AROUND

Jerash is located approximately 50km north of Amman, and the roads are well signposted from the capital, especially from Eighth Circle. There are regular public buses from Amman’s north bus station to Jerash. Expect to pay around JD1.50 for a one-way ticket; the journey takes about 45 minutes to one hour from Amman. The only way to reliably travel outside of Jerash and visit the neighbouring villages is by renting a car or hiring a driver.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Your phone’s navigation will take you to Jerash’s visitor centre and new museum, but this is not the actual entrance for the site. However, there’s plenty of parking along the street here. Once you’ve parked, walk back to the ticket office, located next to Hadrian’s Arch, and enter from there.



The Grand Roman City of Gerasa

Wander the old city

New Jerash’s layout hasn’t changed that much over the centuries. The old city, now ruins, served mostly as a place of commerce and administration under Roman rule, while residential homes were situated on the eastern side of the wadi, just as they are today. Set aside two to three hours to see old Jerash’s main sights.

Enter the ancient city through Hadrian’s Arch, built in 129 CE to commemorate the emperor’s visit to the city. From there, continue along the main path past the Hippodrome. Built sometime between the 1st and 3rd centuries CE, this ancient sports field (244m by 50m) was once surrounded by seating for up to 15,000 spectators, 30 times the current capacity.

The path is long and the interior of the site is hard to make out from here, so it’s not uncommon for visitors to assume there’s nothing more to see and turn around. Have faith and continue towards the elaborately decorated South Gate. Constructed in 130 CE, it originally served as one of four entrances along the city walls. The visitor centre is on the right before the gate; hire a guide here. Don’t forget to look up as you pass under the South Gate; like Hadrian’s Arch, the columns bear elaborately carved acanthus-leaf decorations and would once have supported three wooden doors.

It’s hard not to immediately be drawn to the grand colonnaded space that is the Forum, but if you can resist, make your way left and up past the ruined Temple of Zeus to the upper portion. From here, you’re treated to a spectacular view of the plaza. It’s also a short walk to the South Theatre, which comes alive during performances held here during the Jerash Festival of Culture and Arts.

Walk up the hill to the Church of St Cosmos & St Damianus to explore one of the 15 churches contained within the old city. Take time to enjoy the view on your way to the Temple of Artemis. The temple still has most of its grand Corinthian columns, and if you’re lucky enough to see them turn pink and gold during a setting sun or brooding beneath a cloudy day, you can imagine how magnificent the building might’ve looked when it was still used as a place of worship.

Continue on past the North Theatre until you arrive at the Northern Tetrapylon and Cardo Maximus. Jerash’s superb colonnaded Cardo Maximus is straight in the way that only a Roman road can be. This is one of Jerash’s great highlights, and the walk along its entire 800m length from North Gate to the Forum is well worth the effort. The street still bears the hallmarks of the city’s principal thoroughfare, with the ruts worn by thousands of chariots scored into the flagstones. From here, it’s simply a matter of admiring Roman engineering and the 500 columns lining the road as you pass by the Nymphaeum, Cathedral and Agora on your way back to the Forum. When you’re ready to head out, devote some time to view the inspiring marble statues that are housed in the Jerash Archaeological Museum and visitor centre.

Gerasa Comes to Life

Join in the Jerash Fesival

The ruins of Gerasa return to life every summer during the annual Jerash Festival of Culture and Arts. Held since 1981, tens of thousands of people descend on the town to watch poetry recitals, opera performances, concerts and plays featuring artists from around the region.

It’s one of the country’s biggest festivals and is definitely worth a trip. Watching a performance staged in one of the old Roman theatres, just as it might have appeared hundreds of years ago, is a particular treat. Make sure to check the festival website for the latest dates since it has deviated from its usual July showing in recent years.


ROMAN ENGINEERING
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Ahmed Bani Mustafa is a Jerash guide who passed countless hours playing inside the old town as a child. @banimustafaahmed

The site at Jerash is a masterful example of Roman architecture, engineering and art. The area’s dry climate has protected the limestone from erosion, which is why so many of the intricate sculptures are still visible.

The highlight of the ancient city is the Cardo Maximus, a colonnaded street that runs through the city from south to north. Remarkably, this street still has many of its columns, flagstones and even manhole covers. Several monuments line the Cardo, including the Nymphaeum, Agora and Temple of Bacchus. Other archaeological attractions outside the main site include the Roman pools, the Great East Baths and Roman Bridge.



Where to Eat in Jerash: Our Picks

Jerash Rest House: Situated next to the south entrance, the buffet is diverse and salads are fresh. Alcohol available. $$

Lebanese House: This local staple is a bit pricier than other options, but its traditional dishes are fabulous. $$$

Artemis: Fresh Mediterranean cuisine, outside seating and warm bread baked on-site. What more could you want? $$




Ajloun
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The busy main street and 600-year-old mosque are the only clues that Ajloun was once an important point along a trading route that extended through modern-day Jordan and Syria. Today, the area’s economy focuses mainly on agriculture and tourism, yet Ajloun retains much of the same flavour that characterised it hundreds of years ago.

Upon ascending one of the hills surrounding the town, Ajloun Castle, perched atop a steep cliff overlooking the valley, immediately comes into view. Outside of town, Ajloun Forest stretches through the countryside. The reserve is an important wildlife refuge and contains some of the best trails in Jordan.

Nearby, Mar Elias is little more than a collection of stone ruins atop a hill. However, there’s still enough left for your imagination to make out how the grand Byzantine church that once stood here might have looked. The serenity and view from the hilltop are a pleasant surprise.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Ajloun Castle

SIGHTS

2Ajloun Forest Reserve

3Dibeen Forest Reserve

4Mar Elias

SLEEPING

5Ajloun Reserve Cabins

6Al Ayoun Homestays

7Beit Al Baraka

8Beit Al Fannan

9Rasoun Tourist Camp

10Wadi Al Sham Cabin Resort




GETTING AROUND

Ajloun is about 75km northwest of Amman and 30km northwest of Jerash. The sites around Ajloun are pretty stretched out, so having a car really comes in handy here. There are bus stops scattered about the countryside, but they can be sporadic at best. Except for the main sites, the trustworthiness of your phone’s navigation should also be treated with a hint of scepticism.
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The region is renowned for its olives. Many of its trees are at least hundreds of years old. If you happen to stop by the city or any of the surrounding villages, it’s worth picking up some olives, olive oil or zaatar (a blend of spices that includes hyssop, sumac and sesame).



Castle atop a Hill

Commanding views of the Jordan Valley

An excellent example of Islamic military architecture, the construction of Ajloun Castle was commissioned under Saladin and entrusted to his nephew, ’Izz ad Din Usama bin Munqidh. Work on the first phase began around 1184. It’s easy to see why they chose this particular location, as even the hike from town feels like an expeditionary endeavour.

For this reason, most people take a taxi or their car from town to the visitor centre, from where the climb up to the main gate is still impressively steep. Use the stunning view of the valley below as an excuse to catch your breath.

The castle was originally built to counter the Crusader Belvoir Fort and protect the trade route that ran through Ajloun. Notably, it also served as a launch point for carrier pigeons that could reportedly make it to Cairo in only a day. Its deep moat and many towers are still intact, making for an imposing-looking defensive fortification. The castle would outlast the Crusaders it was meant to protect against and not fall until the arrival of the Mongols in 1260.

There’s a museum inside, as well as markers explaining what each room would’ve been used for back in the day. Take your time wandering through the massive rooms and you’ll eventually find yourself on the top deck, where the view stretches for kilometres on clear days.


PINE & OAK

It might be hard to imagine if you’re driving through northwest Jordan today, but much of the land was once covered in forests similar to Dibeen. Sources diverge a bit, but most of them estimate Jordan’s forest cover at around 1%, which is a precarious number that’s increasingly threatened by climate change, drought and illegal logging.

The towering Aleppo pines and wide oaks found in the reserve are some of the oldest of their kind left in the country. The reserve also provides shelter for Persian squirrels, rare birds and over 500 species of plants, including several species of rare orchids.




Visit the Ajloun Forest Reserve

Oak, carob, pistachio and strawberry trees

Some of Jordan’s most pristine forest is located within the Ajloun Forest Reserve. There’s a handy map posted outside the visitor centre showing all of the trails through the park. A self-guided, short 2km walk from the centre is perfect for those just wanting to get a taste of the area, but guides are necessary to trek further into the forest.

However, it’s well worth it if you have time to explore further and want to see glimpses of the valley, most of which is covered in oak, carob, pistachio and strawberry trees. The forest also serves as a sanctuary for boar, stone martens, striped hyenas, grey wolves and roe deer, which were once driven to extinction in the area.
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THE RSCN AND WILD JORDAN

The late King Hussein of Jordan established the Royal Society for the Conservation of Nature (RSCN) in 1966 with a mandate to care for the country’s reserves and biodiversity. Today, its rangers patrol the reserves’ borders, maintain trails and play an important role in establishing many of the community-focused programs found around the parks.

The organisation has also helped reintroduce Arabian oryx, ibex and roe deer to the country after they were wiped out by overhunting. It’s worth noting that if you’re in Amman, the RSCN-run cafe and restaurant, Wild Jordan, allows you to book cabin stays and sign up for community programs before you head out of the city.



Hike the Countryside on the Al Ayoun Trail

A blissful walk through villages and valleys

A short way from Ajloun, a small cluster of villages has made a strong impression on hikers in recent years. The 12km Al Ayoun Trail begins at the little-visited archaeological site Mar Elias, where you’re given a bit of background on what’s thought to be the prophet Elijah’s birthplace.

From there, the trail meanders through the villages of Rasoun, Baoun and Orjan, with the occasional stop to admire the view as you climb in and out of valleys. The scenery is dreamy, but it’s the interactions along the way that make the Al Ayoun stand out. The walk into the wadis and underneath pomegranates passes by abandoned mills and olive trees that are some of the oldest in the region. Village homestays and extended hikes can be arranged through a guide or the Al Ayoun Society.

Where to Stay in Ajloun

Ajloun Reserve Cabins: These rustic cabins within the Ajloun reserve are managed by the RSCN. $$$

Al Ayoun Homestays: Homestays organised by the Al Ayoun Society provide delightful accommodation in nearby Orjan. $

Rasoun Tourist Camp: Tent accommodation with good views and opportunities for climbing and hiking. $


Remnants of Jordan’s Forested Past

A woodland reserve

Dibeen Forest Reserve is roughly a 25-minute drive from Jerash and an hour’s drive from Amman, making it a great choice if you want to flee the capital for a day. The 8-sq-km reserve sits at the heart of a larger 60-sq-km forest that punches above its weight when it comes to biodiversity.

The trails leading out of the RSCN’s visitor centre aren’t marked, but there is a large map posted at the centre that’s useful for getting your bearings. Take a bike to tackle the bike trails, or simply bring lunch and a hammock to enjoy a picnic and scenic view a short distance from the centre.

Gravel and dirt roads constitute most of the trails here, which can be hiked in a few short hours. The highlight is undoubtedly the Monastery Trail, which takes you past some of the tallest examples of Aleppo pine in the forest and winds its way back up to the Monastery of the Virgin Mary. Take some time to explore the well-maintained grounds and admire the domed church. Opening hours are irregular, so it’s worth checking online if you have your heart set on seeing the interior.

From the church, the trail loops back around, descending once more along the road before cutting back into the forest and climbing towards the visitor centre.


OTHER HIKES IN AJLOUN
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Eisa Dweekat is a guide and outdoor enthusiast with 20 years of experience. These are his top hiking recommendations in the area. @eisa_dweekat

Ajloun Castle to Baoun: From Ajloun Castle, it’s a 12km walk along the fertile wadi to Baoun village. Along the way, Byzantine ruins are said to still hide treasure.

Afana to Rasoun: Start from Khirbet Afana, with its tombs and Roman cisterns, and continue 12km downhill through tended fields. Iron Age dolmens overlook Rasoun village.

Rockrose Trail: The 8km trail is named for the flowers that cover it every spring; it passes through thick woodlands, countryside and the villages of Rasoun and Orjan.



Best Homestays in Northwest Jordan

Beit Al Fannan: The former residence of a Jordanian artist and architect, situated on a hill overlooking Pella. $$$

Beit Al Baraka: This B&B in Umm Qais is run by Baraka Destinations, specialising in all things local. $$

Wadi Al Sham Cabin Resort: Clean, cosy cabins within close proximity of the forest near Dibeen. $$




The Dead Sea
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A strip of modern resorts sprawled out along the shoreline welcomes visitors as they reach the tip of the Dead Sea. However, today’s visitors are far from the first to recognise the sea’s health benefits. Humans have rubbed their faces with Dead Sea mud and harvested its salt and minerals for thousands of years. The ancient Egyptians used Dead Sea minerals for mummification, and it’s said that both Herod the Great and Cleopatra constructed spas along the shores.

Today, hundreds of thousands of people from all over the world visit the Dead Sea each year to experience its therapeutic qualities for themselves. Inside the resorts, lavish spas offer just about every treatment imaginable. A short walk down from the highway, visitors and families wade into waters off public beaches to float and sunbathe at 408m below sea level.
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ACTIVITIES

1Dead Sea Marriott Spa

2D’Sante Spa

3Resense Spa

4Zara Spa

SLEEPING

5Crowne Plaza

6Dead Sea Marriott

7Dead Sea Spa Hotel

8Hilton Dead Sea Resort & Spa

9Holiday Inn Resort Dead Sea

10Kempinski Hotel Ishtar

11Mövenpick Resort & Spa

12Porto Dead Sea

EATING

13Elite Restaurant & Café

14Rovers Return




GETTING AROUND

Jett buses offer daily one-way journeys to the Dead Sea and back (JD10). Round-trip tickets are also available (JD15). Minibuses depart from Muhajireen and drop you a couple of kilometres north of the resort strip.

If you want to take a car, most taxis will deliver you one-way from Amman, but expect to pay at least JD25. Driving yourself takes around 40 minutes from the capital; the roads from the King’s Highway to the Dead Sea Hwy wind through scenic terrain.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Temperatures soar during the summer months. If you decide to stop along the road and climb down to the water, make sure to bring plenty of water with you. Treks from the road can sometimes appear shorter than they actually are.



Float in the Dead Sea

Public beaches and day passes

Unfortunately, finding a suitable place to enjoy the Dead Sea is much more of an ordeal than it should be. Most of the hotel resorts require that you book a room in advance to access the water. Amman Beach, a public facility with showers that used to be a popular spot for families and residents, closed in 2020, and as of writing, there were no imminent plans to reopen it. You’ll see signs that read ‘public beach’ along the highway, but these usually require a small fee and are covered in litter. Privacy can also be hit or miss.

Technically speaking, you can walk to the Dead Sea anywhere you want along the main highway, so long as it’s not fenced off. However, the incline is usually pretty steep and sharp rocks can be hazardous. Some of the more accessible spots are found along the highway after you pass Wadi Mujib. Bring your own water to wash off all the salt after you’re done, and remember that it’s recommended that soaks last a maximum of 15 minutes.


The Dead Sea Spa Hotel, within the main stretch of hotels, has day passes (JD20) that include pool access and showers. The beach is a bit of a walk, but the facilities are nice and the beach itself is really clean. Porto Dead Sea, around 3.5km down the road, also offers day passes (JD20) with a close beach and a large pool.


BEST SPAS

Zara Spa: Mövenpick’s 6000-sq-m spa can be accessed by guests and nonguests. Has hydro, tranquillity and Dead Sea pools, plus a variety of treatments.

Resense Spa: The elegant design matches the Kempinski resort, with Dead Sea saltwater pools, as well as a private outdoor pool and a Moroccan hammam.

Dead Sea Marriott Spa: Marriott is open to guests and nonguests, but expect to pay a premium if you’re not staying at the resort. The spa has a variety of pools and spa packages.

D’Sante Spa: Within the Crowne Plaza and a bit pricier when it comes to treatments. The heated hydro pool has great views.



Treat Yourself at a Dead Sea Resort

Luxury hotels, pools and spas

Jordan’s Dead Sea resorts line the highway just south of Suweimeh, practically one on top of the other. Each is a small town unto itself, filled with upscale restaurants and bars, scenic pools, decadent spas and many different room options.

Mövenpick Resort & Spa is a local favourite with warm service and palm-lined paths that meander through lush gardens and Mediterranean-style apartments. An infinity pool and bar provide excellent views looking out over the Dead Sea and the resort offers day passes that include beach access. The resort’s Zara Spa is considered one of the best in the area. The Dead Sea Marriot is another favourite, with spacious rooms and a terraced landscape that slowly descends towards the Dead Sea. A day pass includes access to the beach, pools and a meal in one of its well-regarded restaurants for JD75.

If you’re looking for the height of luxury, then the opulent Kempinski Hotel Ishtar is a good place to start. A massive glass wall draws your eyes as you enter the lobby and provides a sweeping view of the Dead Sea. The resort’s design was inspired by the Hanging Gardens of Babylon, with infinity pools and olive trees decorating nearly every level of its cascading terraces.

The Hilton Dead Sea Resort & Spa is the strip’s newest addition and is popular among trendy Ammanis. The poolside bar is the place to be, but spa options are pretty limited. Just north of the strip, the Holiday Inn Resort Dead Sea’s modern rooms surround a set of pools flowing down towards the shore. The resort is popular with families.

The Crowne Plaza resembles a massive villa with apartments surrounding an enormous pool set in the middle of the resort.
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Kempinski Hotel Ishtar | steve cukrov/shutterstock ©


DEAD SEA FACTS

While ‘Dead Lake’ doesn’t quite have the same ring to it, that’s actually a more accurate description. Fed mainly by the Jordan River and runoff from surrounding wadis, the three-million-year-old Dead Sea doesn’t have an outlet, which is one of the reasons for its high salt content (around 34%). This also means that the water here is incredibly dense, hence why you only really float in the Dead Sea.

Industrial mineral harvesting and the choked-off Jordan River have caused the Dead Sea to drop some 45m since the mid-20th century. At last count, water levels were receding 1.2m per year – that’s why you’ll see the occasionally now useless beach area on what used to be the shoreline.



Where to Eat Outside the Resorts

Rovers Return: A cosy pub-style restaurant with an outdoor seating area within Samarah Mall. $$

Elite Restaurant and Café: Serves mezze and traditional Arabic dishes, as well as international options. $$

Panorama Restaurant: A 20-minute drive south of the resorts with a small entry fee, but the views are spectacular. $$$




Wadi Mujib & Ma’in
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CHRISTIAN HISTORY | NATURE RESERVES | HOT SPRINGS


Not far past the strip of high-end luxury resorts on the northern shore of the Dead Sea, an unassuming collection of reeds, ruins, paths and fragmented mosaics make up the original site where Jesus is said to have been baptised in the Jordan River. To the south, the cliff-side road passes mesmerising views of the sea.

Splashes of green decorate the deep gorges emptying out into the water – your first hint that there might be more life here than the sea’s name implies. Above, the road twists and turns on its way towards sea level and the Ma’in hot springs, a set of renowned thermal springs and waterfalls.

Further away, Wadi Mujib’s crystal-clear waters cascade through the canyon and invite hikers to break from the area’s stiffening heat. The gorge is only one part of an expansive park set up to protect the area’s rare biodiversity.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Baptism Site of Jesus Christ

SIGHTS

2Dead Sea Panoramic Complex Lookout

3Mujib Biosphere Reserve

4Museum

5Orthodox Church

6Spring of John the Baptist

7St George’s Church & Mosaic Map

8Tell Elias

ACTIVITIES

    Hammamat Ma’in (see 9)

SLEEPING

9Ma’In Hot Springs Resort & Spa

10Mujib Chalets

11Royal Chalets




GETTING AROUND

There is no public transportation to the area south of the Dead Sea resorts. Checkpoints are set up along the highway, so make sure you have your passport. Despite this, traffic moves pretty swiftly and the roads on the cliffs above can get steep. The Dead Sea Hwy is particularly treacherous at night because of the lack of street lights along the route on the southern stretch.




[image: ] TOP TIP

The wadis lining the Dead Sea road make for great day-hike destinations, but they’re also prone to flooding during winter. Because of this, many of the trails close around the end of October and reopen at the end of April, weather permitting.



A Place of Pilgrimage

The baptism site

Regardless of one’s religious persuasion, it’s hard not to feel a little serenity at Bethany-Beyond-the-Jordan, walking between the dense stand of tamarisk trees along the Jordan River. This is the place where Christians believe John the Baptist preached, Jesus was baptised, the first five apostles met, and the foundations of the early Christian faith were laid. Take some time to walk around the small museum at the visitor centre, which contains various coins, mosaic fragments and other artefacts found in the area. There’s also a useful section explaining how archaeologists determined the site you’re about to visit is the same one early Christians believed to be Jesus’s baptism site. Hint: It involves a mosaic in Madaba.

A shuttle bus departs from the visitor centre and drops you off just outside the manicured grounds of an Orthodox monastery. The bus and guided tour are included in the entrance fee. You are now on the fabled Tell Elias, where legend says Elijah ascended into heaven. In 2000, Pope John Paul II visited the hill, which contains the ruins of both the monastery and a prayer hall, considered one of the oldest in the history of Christianity.

The path from the monastery is shaded, and after a short walk, you’ll arrive at the baptism site. All that remains of the Byzantine churches that once stood here are foundation stones and scattered mosaics further away from the pool, but there’s enough left that it’s clear this area was once considered to be of great importance. The remains of the different churches were only rediscovered after landmine removal began in the mid-1990s. The Spring of John the Baptist can be reached from here.

Continuing your trek leads you to the Jordan River and past the Greek Orthodox Church of St John the Baptist. The ornately decorated interior and alleged hand of John the Baptist are worth a look. On the other side of the river, only metres away, are Israel and the Palestinian Territories. The newly built Israeli Qasr Al Yahud complex on the other side of the river also claims to sit atop the original baptism site. However, after intense debate, academics settled on Jordan’s side of the river. UNESCO and most Christian leaders concur.


TENSIONS ALONG THE JORDAN RIVER

It’s hard to imagine looking at it today, but the Jordan was once a mighty river. Today, however, only around 5% of the river’s historic flow reaches the Dead Sea. Dams, agricultural runoff, untreated sewage and war (the area was heavily mined after the 1967 war and remains a no man’s land outside the baptism site) have all taken their toll.

Israel and Jordan agreed in principle to clean up the river in 2022, but in a water-scarce region where tensions are always high, agreements can be tenuous, even when dealing with something as naturally and historically important as the Jordan.




The Lowest Reserve on Earth

Canyon hiking

The RSCN manages the 212-sq-km Mujib Biosphere Reserve along the Dead Sea Hwy. The visitor centre is a bit hard to make out from the road, but you’ll know you’re coming to it when you spot the palm orchard and peninsula jutting out towards the Dead Sea.

The reserve contains some of Jordan’s most enjoyable hiking, with wet trails that follow the water along the bottom of the canyon as it winds through the gorge. (Bring a towel and some spare clothes as you’ll be wading through some areas.) The self-guided Siq Trail is the most visited. It’s a breathtaking 2km trek that concludes with a waterfall. A bit of fitness is required to cross deeper sections and traverse wet rocks.

The guided Canyon and Malaqi Trails both require you to conquer your fear of heights and rappel down an 18m-high waterfall on your way back to the centre. The latter is the more difficult of the two and takes around five to seven hours to complete. All three wet trails are open from April to October, although exact dates vary.

A rugged half-day hike called the Ibex Trail is open during winter and offers a chance to spot the reserve’s star inhabitant. The views over the Dead Sea are also pretty nice.


BIODIVERSITY IN MUJIB

Most of the land that makes up the Wadi Mujib Biosphere Reserve isn’t visible from the Dead Sea Hwy, but the park is expansive and incorporates several different wadis, as well as the surrounding land on the plateau. Over 500 species of plants and 250 species of animals are found here. It also serves as a sanctuary for the Nubian ibex and scores of migratory birds that pass through every year.

The area’s dramatic elevation changes, as well as an abundance of freshwater, means that everything from grey wolves, striped hyenas and caracals to aquatic frogs and fish call Mujib home.



Soak in the Springs

Historic thermal baths

The Ma’in hot springs, also known as Hammamat Ma’in, are a 25-minute drive south from the resort strip. The area’s most popular hot springs, they look like a series of steep waterfalls on approach, until you get up close and feel the heat radiating from the water and pools. The water here is rich in minerals, including magnesium, calcium and potassium.

There’s a JD15 entrance fee to access the two waterfalls closest to the entrance, sometimes referred to as the Roman baths, while a third is located within the resort. You’ll need to bring your own towel. Try and see how long you can sit directly under the falls, which range in temperature from barely bearable to scalding hot.

Where to Stay Outside the Resorts

Mujib Chalets: A collection of small but stylish chalets along the Dead Sea, right outside the reserve. $$

Al Numeira Environmental Association: Hostel-like accommodation and opportunities for biking and hiking in Gawr Al Mazraah. $

Royal Chalets: Clean, contemporary chalets with small pools south of Wadi Zarqa Ma’in. $$$

Lounge Beside a Thermal Waterfall

Resort spa and thermal pools

Just past the Roman baths is Ma’In Hot Springs Resort and Spa. The hotel itself is in need of a refresher, but there’s no denying that it still offers gorgeous views of the area’s largest thermal waterfall from the pool and deck. There are two other pools where the water is collected and retains its warmth. The aptly named Cascade Spa offers various massages and treatments. Staff can also organise hikes into the wadi.
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Ma’In Hot Springs Resort and Spa | marinodenisenko/shutterstock ©

A Road Trip to the Highland

Views from sea level

There’s only one intersection along the northern portion of the Dead Sea. It’s a short drive south from the resort strip and leads to Madaba to the northwest and Hammamat Ma’in and the King’s Hwy to the southwest. Both connections provide excellent scenery.

If you’re a bit short on time, then the 20-minute drive from the Dead Sea Hwy to the hot springs is a rewarding detour. It’ll be hard to keep your eyes on the road as you drive from the lowest place on earth to the Dead Sea Panoramic Complex at sea level. The complex provides one of the best views in Jordan, as well as a museum and well-manicured grounds to wander about. Continue on to zigzag through the burnt orange hills of Wadi Zarqa Ma’in or turn back towards the Dead Sea.


BRIMSTONE & FIRE

You may notice an unusual rock formation high up on a cliff as you drive towards the southern tip of the Dead Sea. Local legend claims these rocks are the remains of Lot’s wife, who turned back towards Sodom as it was being destroyed and was turned into a pillar of salt.

At the Bronze Age site of Babh Adh Dhra near Wadi Kerak to the east, the ruins of a small town contain some 20,000 tombs with around 500,000 remains. Both Babh Adh Dhra and another site in Numeira to the south, which some link to Gomorrah, contain deep layers of ash. However, the two sites were abandoned or destroyed centuries apart: a critical blow to the theory that these two places were Sodom and Gomorrah.






Madaba
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CHURCHES | HISTORY | MOSAICS


Madaba is the first major stop along the King’s Highway, 34km south of Amman. The charming city thrived in antiquity until it was rattled to its very foundations by a series of devastating earthquakes from 746 to 749 CE. The ruins were only repopulated in the late 19th century by dozens of Arab Christian families fleeing religious persecution in Karak. They subsequently unearthed many exquisite Byzantine-era mosaics and churches. These ruins remain the key reason to visit Madaba.

In Madaba (a name derived from an Aramaic word, meaning ‘the water of the fruit’), most sights cluster together in the old quarter (Tell Madaba), crowning a hill overlooking a stretch of farmland shaded by shrubby pomegranate trees and silvery olive groves. The city may have Christian heritage, but Islam is far more prevalent nowadays. These two main religions coexist in relative harmony, setting a profound example of religious tolerance for the wider region.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Church of the Beheading of John the Baptist

2St George’s Church & Mosaic Map

SIGHTS

3Madaba Institute for Mosaic Art & Restoration

4Madaba Museum

SLEEPING

5Black Iris Hotel

6Rumman Hotel

7Tell Madaba Hotel

EATING

8Abu Jabber Sweet

9Fokar & Bhar

10Haret Jdoudna




GETTING AROUND

With Queen Alia International Airport only 20 minutes away by car, Madaba offers a friendlier, less chaotic alternative to Amman. Regular minibuses depart from Amman’s Tabarbour (north) bus station to Madaba bus station, a 10-minute walk east of the visitor centre. Onward buses run as far as Dhiban along the King’s Highway, or further south via the Desert Hwy.

Madaba’s old town is compact and easily navigated on foot.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Most sights along the King’s Highway are tricky or impossible to reach using public transport. Hiring a car and using Google Maps is the best way to navigate the King’s Highway.



A Middle East Mosaic Map

Historic insight into the region

When the Christians resettled in Madaba towards the end of the 19th century, one of the first religious structures they built was St George’s Church. During its construction in 1884, workers stumbled upon an unusual treasure: the Madaba Map. The colourful floor mosaic depicts biblical cities and their key buildings across the region, complete with labels in Greek. This map remains Madaba’s marquee sight. Revered for being the oldest-known map of Palestine – roughly dated to 560 CE – it is, nevertheless, incomplete and its full extent may never be known. At the time of research, St George’s Church was undergoing extensive reconstruction (slated for completion in 2025), with the mosaic map likely to be sporadically off-limits to visitors.


READING THE MADABA MAP

The Madaba Map delicately depicts a Dead Sea beset by waves, two small boats, a Jordan River teeming with fish, Jerusalem with its Church of the Holy Sepulchre, plus Bethlehem, Jericho and Gaza. The map looks east: the top of the map (closest to the altar) is modern day Jordan and the bottom is the West Bank. The right shows parts of the Sinai Peninsula and the Nile Delta. In Jordan, St Lot’s Cave and Karak, already showing defiant city walls, are clearly marked.



Cross-Section of Madaba’s Past

Ancient tunnels and city views

As the name suggests, the Church of the Beheading of John the Baptist memorialises a grisly Bible passage said to have occurred in nearby Machaerus. The current religious complex includes an active nunnery, a church and a 19th-century chapel repurposed as the ticket office (Jordan Passes don’t cover most churches). Most of what you see above ground was built in the 20th century over a fascinating series of older foundations. Within that subterranean jumble is the Acropolis Museum, where you’ll find a working 3000-year-old Moabite well and a warren of low tunnels built during Roman times. Elsewhere, a vaulted crypt contains an impeccable model of the old city, alongside replicas of mosaics found elsewhere around the region. Haul yourself out of the underbelly and up the precarious system of ladders and stairs that skirt their way around the bells up onto the belfry’s precipitous, vertigo-inducing ledge. The city view is worth the climb.

Top Hotels in Madaba: Our Picks

Black Iris: Exceptional hotel where you’ll leave feeling like you’ve been adopted by the family. $$

Tell Madaba Hotel: Great location a few blocks from Madaba Museum. Traditional Jordanian buffet breakfast included. $$

Rumman Hotel: Clean, spacious rooms in a quieter part of Madaba, 1km from the old town (a safe walk). $


Make Your Own Mosaic

Visit the Madaba restoration institute

The Madaba Institute for Mosaic Art and Restoration was set up by the Jordanian government to train future mosaic technicians in the traditional techniques used by the Romans and Byzantines, in order to preserve and restore the country’s mosaic heritage. The school is open to visitors, who are welcome to look around for free, purchase finished pieces made by local artisans at fair prices set by the government and to take part in mosaic-making classes (unofficial and usually for an on-the-spot negotiable fee). In two hours you can make your own mosaic, using coloured limestone gathered from around Jordan. To enter the site, walk through the black-and-gold gate on the corner between Archaeological Park I and the visitor centre. Check in at the gatehouse on your right, then continue down to the green all-weather football pitch on your left. The standalone building to the left of this holds an exhibition of the students’ works. Facing it, near the pitch’s halfway line, is the school entrance, where you’re free to explore and ask the friendly graduates who work here questions.


IS THE TOUR GUIDE INCLUDED?

It’s not uncommon to enter a site and find that the person who checked your Jordan Pass or sold you your ticket is now guiding you around the site. They won’t have asked if you want a guide and it may seem like the service is part of the entrance fee. But it’s not. The quality of these unofficial, unsolicited tours is variable. At the end of the tour, a hefty tip (often higher than the entrance fee) will be requested.

A simple ‘no, thank you’ at the beginning, perhaps reaffirmed a few times, should be enough to dissuade your guide if you’re not interested. Information panels are often excellent at the Madaba sites anyway.



Madaba Museum Relics

Mosaics and historic homes

Occupying a handful of the homes built during the 19th-century revival of the city, Madaba Museum’s modest collection includes pottery, coins and jewellery recovered from local dig sites, such as Tell Hesban and Tell Madaba. The entrance (included in the Jordan Pass) is down an alley off the south side of Balqa St (look for the white box sign above the pavement). Of the small mosaics here, the Bacchic Procession is a highlight. Surprising in its immodesty, it depicts a nude satyr and a suggestively clad maenad playing cymbals attached to her hands and feet. Both are followers of Dionysus (or Bacchus, to the Romans), the god of winemaking.

Traditional Restaurants in Madaba

Haret Jdoudna: Pleasant courtyard dining, shaded by a single tree. Gets busy when tour buses are in town. $$$

Fokar & Bhar: Streetside seating on the main tourist street, serving muttabal, cheese sambousek, fattoush and potato dishes. $$

Abu Jabber Sweet: Huge trays of stringy, syrupy kunafeh, drizzled in more syrup and topped with pistachios. $




Beyond Madaba
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The countryside around Madaba features heavily in the Bible, while Roman ruins and plenty of natural landmarks are also worthy of attention.


As you begin your exploration of the King’s Highway, Madaba’s surroundings offer the perfect snapshot of what’s in store along its full length. Expect biblical scene settings, including the last acts of Moses at Mt Nebo and the dark deeds of King Herod at Machaerus; a ruined fortress that guarded the fringes of the Roman Empire at Umm ar Rasas; and the starkly beautiful brutality of Jordan’s own grand canyon, Wadi Mujib, whose best viewpoints are on the northern side, including from the partially excavated ruins of Al Lahun. The landscape around here has inspired great art, both historic, with some of the world’s finest Byzantine mosaics, and modern, with artisans at Bani Hamida making traditional, handwoven carpets and rugs.


Places

Mt Nebo




GETTING AROUND

Public transport rarely crosses Wadi Mujib, so you’ll need a private taxi or rental car. Having your own vehicle is a far superior way to experience the King’s Highway, particularly if you want to reach some of the outlying sights.

A few minibuses visit Umm ar Rasas from Madaba. Alternatively, catch one of the regular buses to Dhiban from key King’s Highway towns north of Wadi Mujib, then arrange a private taxi from there (roughly JD25 return).



Mt NeboTIME FROM MADABA: 15 MINUTES [image: jpg]

Moses and the Promised Land

‘We will travel along the King’s Highway and not turn to the right or to the left until we have passed through your territory’, declared Moses at the head of the Israelites in the Bible’s Book of Numbers 20:17. Despite being denied access to the King’s Highway, Moses and the Israelites made the journey anyway. Having finally seen the Promised Land, Moses’ perilous journey is believed to have culminated with his death 700m above sea level on Mt Nebo, in view of the modern-day West Bank. According to the Bible, he was 120.

Today, Mt Nebo (also known as Siyagha) is an important place of pilgrimage. Franciscans built the modern Moses Memorial Church here after excavating ruins of the Diakonikon Baptistery Chapel, which was built by the Byzantines as a memorial to Moses in 530 and enlarged in 597 over an earlier church. It contains the site’s most significant tangible relics, namely mosaics so exquisite that they will pull anyone out of the deepest of mosaic fatigues. The main panel depicts scenes of hunting and animal handling, including a man with an ostrich and a youth with a zebra and an odd camel-giraffe.

Elsewhere, the Book of Love Among Nations commemorates the kinship between the faiths that worship the prophet Moses (Jews, Muslims and Christians). Beyond this is a small but fascinating museum exploring how the site came to be recognised by Egeria, a (possibly Spanish) nun, in 384.

While there’s no consensus on where Moses was buried, the Memorial Viewpoint is where Moses is said to have first laid eyes on a Promised Land he could never enter. On a clear day, the Dead Sea and Palestinian Territories are visible. The Brazen Serpent Monument, created by Italian artist Gian Paolo Fantoni, marks the spot. It merges the Crucifixion with a tangled metal serpent curling around a ragged staff, which was erected by Moses to protect his people against the snakes sent to them as punishment.
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Mosaics, Diakonikon Baptistery Chapel | melnikov dmitriy/shutterstock ©


COMMON THEMES IN JORDAN’S MOSAICS

The Byzantines, who reigned in Jordan from 332 to 635, turned Madaba into the mosaic capital of the Levant. They often fused Greek and Roman iconography with Christian themes.

Acanthus leaves are common on mosaic borders, symbolising immortality and courage. Geometric patterns may include closed loops, depicting the circle of life and death. Palm branches signify victory, chastity or virginity.

During the Iconoclastic period, depictions of living creatures was banned. Mosaics were routinely defaced to remove these elements; hence, you’ll sometimes see a jumble of mismatched tiles in the vague shape of a human or animal.

The Tree of Madaba, depicted with pomegranates and grapes, is the ubiquitous local take on the Garden of Eden’s Tree of Life.



Detours on the road to Mt Nebo

Mt Nebo is roughly 9km from central Madaba. Along the way, a few disparate sights demand a brief detour. About 6km out from Madaba, look for a white sign pointing left (south) saying ‘Hotel’. The road weaves through a few kilometres of arid farmland to the gates of the Church of SS Lot and Procopius. A custodian is usually on hand to unlock the doors of the unassuming building during the daytime (except Friday and Sunday); it contains the ruins of a church built in 557 CE. Its mosaic floor depicts a serene pastoral scene, complete with vintners at work, grazing deer, hares and examples of the Tree of Madaba. Entry is free, but a tip (JD1 per person) is appropriate.

Another kilometre along the main road, the ethnographic Al Hakaya Museum (formerly La Storia Tourism Complex) is a family-friendly, walk-through diorama of Jordanian life. The series of often sweet but unintentionally amusing depictions of traditions, farming practices and souq life are self-explanatory, although there are a few information panels.

Immediately after (west of) Al Hakaya Museum, there’s a steep, winding country road on the right. It leads to Moses’ Spring (Ayoun Musa), an underwhelming and insalubrious spot, blighted by some half-finished buildings that fell into ruin before ever realising their intended purpose. It’s only worth visiting if you’re here on a pilgrimage and want to see a contender for the rock Moses is said to have struck to summon water.
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King’s Highway | lukas bischoff photograph/shutterstock ©


DRIVING THE KING’S HIGHWAY

The King’s Highway alternates between built-up areas and deep, arid valleys, making for a varied and thrilling driving experience.

The towns require defensive driving as all sorts of (mostly humanmade) hazards leap out, including drivers merging onto the road or pulling into your lane without looking, people crossing the street without looking, or opening car doors, again, without looking.

But when you reach those open spaces, particularly in Wadi Mujib, the traffic drops away almost entirely and you’re left with a sweeping jumble of the earth’s dusty pleats.

Beware roving speed checks along the route, despite road signs being scant. Generally, speed limits are 50 or 60km/h in the towns and 80km/h in the countryside.






Karak
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CASTLE | ARCHAEOLOGY | CUISINE


The name Karak comes from the Aramaic ‘karka’, meaning Walled City, and it would seem that this has been the site of a fortified position since well before recorded time. Under the Moabs it was called Charakmoba, or ‘the fortress city of Moab’. It is now best known as the mighty Crusader fortress of the Franks that took Saladin and his army four attempts (the final one only successful after an eight-month siege) to defeat. Either way, this mighty bastion is a highlight of any King’s Highway trip.

Karak is a conservative corner of Jordan. Provisions for tourism are slim and there’s little of interest beyond the castle walls. Hotels are cheaper here than elsewhere on the King’s Highway, however. The robust tourism police presence you’ll notice around the fortress is to ensure that a repeat of the Islamic State attack here in 2016, which left 10 people dead, will not happen again.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Karak Castle

SIGHTS

2Castle Plaza

3Crusader Church

4Crusader Gallery

5Crusader’s Gate

6Glacis

7Karak Archaeological Museum

8Mamluk Keep

9Mamluk Palace & Mosque

10Prison Cells

11Rosette Hall

12Statue of Saladin

SLEEPING

13Karak Dream

14The Old House

EATING

15Kir Heres

16The Old Restaurant & Cafe




GETTING AROUND

The old town is far better explored on foot than in a car. However, getting along the King’s Highway from Karak to anywhere north of Wadi Mujib without your own transport is tricky because buses use the Desert Hwy to reach Aqaba (three hours) and Amman (2½ hours). The bus station is located south of the city, down the hill from the castle, beside the King’s Highway. From here, take minibuses to Tafila and change for onward buses to Wadi Musa (for Petra), Qadsiyya (for Dana) and Shobak.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Consider hiring a guide at the entry gate as information panels within are patchy. Be sure to test your prospective guide’s language skills first, however, as the price requested is often a steep JD20 (JD10 if you’re willing to haggle).





TOP EXPERIENCE
Karak Castle

The Crusaders (Franks) used Jerusalem, which they conquered in 1099, as a base to take Jordanian territory, then called Oultre-Jourdain. By 1142, they had bolstered Karak Castle into its current state, improving upon previous fortifications in order to protect Jerusalem and to block or control trade and communication along the King’s Highway. It later became a Mamluk fortress.


[image: jpg]

Part of Karak Castle | leonid andronov/shutterstock ©


Jordan Pass

Jordan Passes allow free access to Karak Castle and the Archaeological Museum.




DON’T MISS

Gates, Towers & Walls

Crusader Gallery

Crusader Kitchens

Crusader Church

Mamluk Palace & Keep

Halls & Prison Cells

Islamic Lower Court



Gates, Towers & Walls

Entrance to Karak Castle is via the Ottoman Gate on the other side of a deep fosse (ditch). Fortified towers and thick lofty walls preside above the valley, creating a formidable and impressive presence that you can see from many parts of the city. Below the eastern wall, there’s also a glacis (a steep, rocky slope) that was impossible to climb or escape down.

Crusader Gallery

After passing through the Ottoman Gate, climb the steps on your left and double back. This vast facade is the castle’s Crusader North Front. Enter the vaulted Crusader Gallery, used as horse stables. Midway along, steps down to the left lead to the Crusader Gate, originally the main entrance, but now closed off. This gallery, like the entire site, is a warren of small rooms and passages. At the far end, emerge beneath the ruined northeast tower. Beside the low semi-arch doorway, whose staircase ascends the tower, there’s a bas relief stone carving of a soldier (now headless) from the 2nd century CE. Some archaeologists believe it formed part of a Nabataean temple once located here.


Crusader Kitchens

Delve southwest into the tunnel, which leads to the barracks. Before exiting, turn right into the subterranean warren of the kitchens. You’ll see brick ovens placed below patches of blackened ceiling and ventilation holes. Elsewhere there are cisterns, millstones and a warren of partially excavated rooms that you’ll need a light to explore. Continue through the kitchens and emerge into the upper level of the castle.

Crusader Church

Wander southeast down the steps, past remains of a vaulted structure on both left and right. This is what remains of the old Crusader Church. In the sacristy there are arrow slits in the walls, suggesting it was once the outer line of defence. This supposition is bolstered by the fact that much of the castle south of here was built by the Mamluk sultans.


Saladin & the Crusaders

Saladin founded the Ayyubid dynasty and used his previous experience as an army commander to wage war on the Franks. Karak was no stranger to sieges, and Saladin’s first three attempts failed, following the arrival of Crusader reinforcements from Jerusalem. Saladin finally defeated the Crusaders in July 1187 after an eight-month-long siege, and went on to take Jerusalem later that year.



Mamluk Palace & Keep

The large structure looming above you is the Mamluk Keep, with its two levels of arches, built by Sultan Beybars in 1260. This is considered the strongest point of defence. Explore these ramparts, then take the steps down to the rooms of the Mamluk Palace, added by Sultan Al Nasir Muhammad in 1311. It exhibits a regional variation on the four-iwan hall, common to classical Islamic architecture, consisting of four chambers off a qa’a (central court). Beyond this reception space are what would have been the Mamluk Governor of Kerak’s personal quarters. Above this is a small mosque. To reach it, you have to head back up the steps you came in by.

Halls & Prison Cells

From the main entrance or the Crusader Church, you can access the castle’s two main subterranean corridors, off which you’ll find all sorts of rooms, including niches that held a souq, seven prison cells and the Rosette Hall, so named for a carving found at the bottom of the stairs.

Islamic Lower Court

Drop down to the western wall. At the southwestern end are the quarters of Mamluk notables or commanders. Heading back north towards the entrance, ascend the metal-and-wood staircase onto the battlement.


TOP TIPS

• Give yourself about three hours if you want to fully explore the castle. Otherwise it’s possible to see the site in just 90 minutes if you’d prefer a quick tour.

• Bring a light (or use your phone) as there are some spaces that are quite dark.

• Proceed with caution, particularly if you’re travelling with young children, as there are many areas where the castle is in poor condition, with poorly guarded areas where the ground caves in to the next floor down.




History Lessons near the Castle

Stone relics and former kingdoms

Sited next to Karak Castle, the Karak Archaeological Museum is the finest source of history and artefacts outside of Amman or Petra along the King’s Highway. Turn left and ascend the steps after passing the ticket office, right before crossing the bridge to the castle’s Ottoman Gate. The museum contains a good replica of the Mesha Stele and a fragment of stone discovered in 1958 that contains one of the few known inscriptions written in the Moabite language.

Also in the museum you’ll find the Karak Lion, part of a lion carving believed to be from the Moabite Kingdom. This bas relief likely formed part of a gateway to Karak; lions represent royal power in the Levant. Karak, one of the major towns in the Moab kingdom, flourished during the Iron Age from 1200 to 550 BCE. The Ammonite kingdom was to the north and the Edomites were to the south. The King’s Highway connected all three kingdoms.

There is also a good model of the castle, with information and detailed descriptions of what each section is. It is far better than much of the information contained within the castle walls.


WHERE TO SLEEP & EAT IN KARAK

The Old House: A small family home with a big family welcome. Rooms are basic but there’s a pleasant terrace and meals can be arranged. $

Karak Dream: Excellent budget accommodation option close to Castle Plaza. $

Kir Heres: One of the few restaurants in town with vegan and vegetarian options. The tahini aubergine salad is a highlight. $$

The Old Restaurant & Cafe: If you’re tired of Turkish coffee, this place has coffee pods. It also serves a decent hummus platter. $



Evenings in Castle Plaza

Statues and alfresco dining

While you wouldn’t exactly call Karak a party town, the most happening area if you’re staying overnight is around Castle Plaza. Dominated by a large statue of Saladin on horseback, brandishing his scimitar, this is a place where locals socialise and kids play football. Restaurants and cafes line its fringes – Karak is the capital of mansaf, Jordan’s national dish of lamb stewed in goat’s yoghurt (jameed) and served over a bed of rice. As the goats in the region are said to produce a sweeter milk, it’s worth trying the local cuisine.




Dana Biosphere Reserve
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HIKING | NATURAL LANDSCAPES | STARGAZING


Dana Village is the main gateway to Jordan’s largest nature reserve, a rugged collection of canyons, valleys, mountains and oases. Despite sitting on UNESCO’s tentative list for World Heritage status since 2007, Dana Biosphere Reserve is rich in minerals, particularly copper, meaning there is significant mining interest here. This is particularly evident in Qadsiyya, which lies outside the park, along the King’s Highway. When you see the huge cement factory, it’s time to turn west off the main road and glide down the steep slope to Dana Village, a once-dying community that was revivified by the arrival of the RSCN.

This is merely the base from which to venture into the park’s roughly 300 sq km of protected land, with Wadi Dana at its core. You’ll find hiking, cycling trails, cooking classes, stargazing, and bird and wildlife watching opportunities amid the acacia trees and oleander. Many endangered species live here, although spotting anything other than bands of hungry goats is lucky.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Dana Biosphere Reserve

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

2Dana Jewelry-Making Workshop

SLEEPING

3Al Nawatef Camp

4Dana Guest House

5Feynan Ecolodge

6Feynan Wild Camp

7Rummana Campground

EATING

8Dana Gate Rest House

9Finan’s Way

INFORMATION

10Visitor Centre




GETTING AROUND

After walking the Wadi Dana Trail, it’s possible to hire a driver and pickup truck to ride from Feynan Ecolodge to Dana or Shobak. This drive will take you along the Wadi Namalah Rd; prices are around JD55 to Dana. Buses connect Qadsiyya with Tafila (for onward trips to Karak) and Aqaba. Take a taxi from the plateau-top town to Dana Village. As ever, car hire is the easiest way to explore the region.
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Founded in 1966, the RSCN was set up to create and manage national parks independently of the government. The group has a strong presence around Dana, particularly at the successful Feynan Ecolodge. The RSCN also works with the local Bedouin to help preserve and promote their culture.



Explore Dana Village

Vistas and handicrafts

Dana Village was all but abandoned during the last century, before finding new life in 1993 as the administrative centre of Dana Biosphere Reserve. As such, this former ghost town’s restored buildings provide a unique sense of how Jordanian towns might have looked during the 19th century. Half of the buildings now serve as guesthouses, while the other half remain in a state of ruin. If you’re driving here, stop at the village’s first large car park that you come to on your left.

The road to the southwest, immediately after the car park, leads to the Dana visitor centre. Besides a handful of pamphlets, the main reason to visit is the viewpoint (best at sunset). From here, you get the perfect introduction to the impressive nature reserve, with a tunnel-vision vista right down Wadi Dana towards Feynan. At Dana Jewelry-Making Workshop, housed in the basement floor of a building on the north side of the complex, you can watch local women handcrafting bracelets and necklaces from copper, silver and bronze into designs inspired by the local life and environment.


COMMON FLORA AND FAUNA

Sinai agama: You might spot the electric blue male lizards first. Iron-red spots on the females are the only thing differentiating them in colour from the rock.

Sooty falcons: These charcoal-coloured raptors have bright yellow talons and hunt around Dana, particularly in the late summer.

Syrian anabasi: The twig-like leaves of this stout plant are ground up and used by the Bedouin to make soap.

Oleander: The one thing goats don’t eat. Their pink flowers bring colour to the wadi floor.

Acacia trees: A hardy survivalist providing welcome shade to Bedouin shepherds on the dry valley floors.



Hike the Wadi Dana Trail

Dana’s biomes

At its highest point near Qadsiyya, Dana Biosphere Reserve is around 1500m above sea level, while at its lowest near Wadi Araba, it’s only 100m. The Wadi Dana Trail doesn’t traverse the full distance, but does pass through most of the reserve’s biomes. The route runs between Dana Village and Feynan Ecolodge. Hiking there and back is around 16km, starting with a steep descent from the forested terrace gardens of Dana and passing down through the wadi to the semi-tropical river-hugging wadi oases, where tamarisks, oleanders, palms and reeds thrive. The path is fairly obvious and fine to hike without a guide. If in doubt further down, follow the dirt vehicle track along the dry river bed. As you near Feynan, you’ll pass Bedouin camps, animated by goats. You may even be invited to have Bedouin tea, so keep a little cash handy. Set out early, before the sun rises, and bring more water than you think you’ll need.


Other Hikes from Dana Village

Gardens and mountain retreats

The White Dome Trail laces through the lovely, terraced gardens of Dana Village, among thick vegetation and past the dramatic wadi bluffs surrounding Rummana Campground. This 8km trail can only be tackled with a guide (JD20), from mid-March to October.

For a shorter guided hike, try the 2.5km Nawatef Trail. You can get a lift or self-drive with your guide to Al Barra, where the trail starts and ends. The main sight en-route is Nawatef Nabataean ruins. The lost civilisation had a number of spiritual sites in the mountains here. This trail is open year-round, as is the difficult Fida Canyon Trail, which is a similar distance from Al Barra but much trickier, leading to the Nabataean retreat of Shaq Al Reesh (Canyon of Feathers).

Hikes from Rummana Campground

Wildlife and wilderness

The RSCN Rummana Campground is perhaps the best located in Dana Biosphere Reserve in terms of wildlife spotting. Setting off early along one of the trails leading from the camp enhances the chance you might spot something. The Rummana Campground Trail is a self-guided, 90-minute hike that weaves through groves of trees and skirts rock formations and the edges of Wadi Dana. Possible sightings may include bright blue Sinai agama lizards, birds of prey such as griffon vultures and, on rare occasions, nimble-hoofed ibex. Both the campground and the trail are only open from mid-March to October.

As the name suggests, the Rummana Mountain Trail is a little harder, but still possible to do on your own, although as with all trails in Dana, the way is not always clear and a guide’s experienced eye can prove useful for spotting wildlife. Guide fees usually cost between JD15 and JD20, depending on the trail. The 2.5km route heads up Rummana (Pomegranate) Peak, from where you can look out towards Wadi Araba’s sand dunes.


DANA TO PETRA ON THE JORDAN TRAIL

An ancient city and a scenic nature reserve have made this section of the trans-Jordan hiking route the most popular. You’re unlikely to find much better hiking anywhere in the Middle East, in fact.

The four-day section passes through 73km of Jordan’s finest landscapes, with the Feynan Ecolodge offering a perfect place to rest for a night or two in comfort. Most human contact is likely to be with the Bedouin, until you emerge at the other end of the sandstone mountains in front of Petra’s stunning monastery. Maps, route notes and important information can be gleaned from jordantrail.org.



An Experience-Rich Stay at Feynan Ecolodge

Hiking, Bedouin tea and stargazing

The Feynan (fee-nan) area sits on the alluvial plains of the Lower Dana, where two dramatic valleys meet: Wadi Dana and Wadi Ghuwair. The landscape here appears inhospitable, hard and cruel. And yet the closer you look, the more you’ll see human imprints that date back millennia: a brick wall, a hole cut in the mountainside, an assemblage of sheets and plastic denoting a Bedouin farm. At the heart of it all, roughly 7km from the nearest paved road, is Feynan Ecolodge, a comfortable gateway in this otherwise harsh land.

Designed by Jordanian architect Ammar Khammash, Feynan Ecolodge is an experience-forward, all-inclusive hotel. The nightly fee includes three excellent meals a day (all food is ecofriendly and vegetarian) and a full program of activities. A typical day might begin with a post-breakfast hike to nearby Wadi Ghuweir, where you can enjoy Bedouin tea with your guide. After lunch you might visit with a local Bedouin family to learn how to make arbood (the bread served at each meal at Feynan may well be the best in Jordan), weave a goat-hair tent or look after goats while spending a day with a shepherd.

The RSCN and Ecohotels run Feynan in partnership, aiming to employ at least one person from each of the 100-plus local Bedouin families. Many work as guides or artisans, helping to preserve their valuable way of life and local knowledge of the landscape. The hotel itself is completely powered by solar panels. Locally made clay water pots in the rooms replace glass, and corridors and rooms are lit at night with candles made by the Bedouin.

Each evening after dinner, guests decamp to the rooftop, where tea is served and a member of staff leads a stargazing talk, pointing out key constellations and detailing their names in English and Arabic, along with some of the stories attributed to them in local lore. With little electricity and no major settlements for many kilometres around, nothing obstructs the Milky Way from appearing in handsome form. The stargazing is followed by a closer look at certain planets, using the ecolodge’s high-power telescope.
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Eating in & around Dana

Finan’s Way: One of the few places to get a hot meal in Dana. Terrace seating in the evening. $$

Dana Guest House: Decent buffet dinner in the evenings with the benefit of having the best view in town. $$$

Dana Gate Rest House: A little on the pricey side, but this King’s Highway pitstop is ideal for anybody passing through. $$$


TIPS FOR DRIVING THE KING’S HIGHWAY

Petrol Stations: Attendants fill up the cars. Keep an eye on the pump meter to ensure that what you’ve paid is what has gone into your tank.

Speed Bumps: Watch out! They are often poorly marked.

Turn Signals: People often use them to instruct you to pass them on highways. They have a more traditional use in towns, however.

Speed limits: Be vigilant: speed limits are not always clear, but speed traps are common.

Car Hire: You’ll get a much better deal through reliable hotels, such as the Black Iris in Madaba, which can negotiate a better rate.



DANA ECOLODGES

Rummana Campground: Bedouin-style campsite in a dramatic wilderness setting, with trails from the front door. $$

Al Nawatef Camp: Located at the head of a Wadi Ghuweir tributary with impressive views of the reserve. $

Feynan Wild Camp: Budget-friendly alternative campsite in Feynan; good for for hikes to or from Wadi Ghuweir. $$




Azraq
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CASTLE | WETLANDS | BIRDWATCHING


Roughly 100km west of Amman at the end of a chain of windswept caravanserais, the oasis of Azraq (Arabic for ‘blue’) has long been a welcome sight for desert-weary arrivals. Since as early as the 3rd century CE, a fort has stood here (Roman and later Ayyubid), commanding an important Arabian crossroads at the northern edge of the Wadi Sirhan. To TE Lawrence, the oasis was more than strategic: it was ‘magically haunted’ by the ghosts of bygone days, ‘radiant with half-memory of the luminous, silky Eden, which had passed so long ago’.

Today, overpumping has nearly sapped the oasis, shrinking its importance for migratory birds, while trains of trucks have ousted spice-laden camels arriving from the wastelands of the Badia. Nevertheless, scruffy Azraq remains the great refuge of Jordan’s east, and Lawrence’s words still echo amid its ruins and rescued marshes: ‘numen inest’ (there is a spirit here).
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GETTING AROUND

For the hop from North to South Azraq, a ride (there are no official taxis) will typically expect JD2. Almost half-hourly buses link North Azraq’s station (situated next to the Jordan Post) to Zarqa, where there are plentiful connections to Amman from 7am until early evening on all but Fridays (when there are only several departures, the last one leaving Azraq in the early afternoon).
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Note that Azraq is split into two sections, roughly 5km apart with a petrol station and traffic light each. From Amman you’ll arrive in South Azraq, settled mainly by Chechens and bounded by the wetlands and the sprawling military base. Significantly larger and largely Druze North Azraq hosts the castle and bus station.



The Ghosts of Qasr Al Azraq

Azraq’s illustrious castle

Hulking over the road through North Azraq (5km from the junction with Hwy 40), the black, basaltic Qasr Al Azraq has long overlooked the oasis palms. It was built in the early 3rd century CE as the centrepiece of a trio of Roman defensive forts. Little more than rubble remains of the other pair of forts (Qasr Useikhim to the north and Qasr Uweinid to the southwest). As for Qasr Al Azraq, refurbished under Constantine’s rule, much more of its story has survived. In the 8th century CE, at least one Umayyad caliph used it as a base on hunting trips to the oasis. But it was during the Ayyubid era (1237 according to the southern gate’s inscription), that the thousand-year-old castle took on its present-day form. Mamluks and Ottomans in turn would occupy the fort, though its military role receded until WWI, when TE Lawrence and Ali bin Al Hussein hunkered here for a winter, turning the castle into an operational hub during the Arab Revolt against Turkish rule.


You’ll enter today via the main southern gate, opening beneath the Ayyubid inscription. With considerable effort, the giant stone slabs can still be made to swing on their oiled grooves. Climb the stairs just beyond to enter Lawrence’s one-time quarters, above the gatehouse. This entry was blocked during the revolt in favour of the single-slab gate beneath the western tower, swung shut every night ‘with a clang and crash which made tremble the west wall of the old castle’. You’ll notice a line-up of Latin inscriptions spread to your right upon entering the courtyard, surrounded by towers and vaulted rooms and centred on a small, undated mosque. Built on the ruins of a Byzantine church, the mosque had fallen into ruin by the time of the arrival of Lawrence and company, who restored its roof.


BEDOUIN, CHECHEN & DRUZE

A series of RSCN tours serve to highlight the oral histories, handicrafts and traditional cuisines of the oasis’s trio of distinct ethnic groups: Bedouin, Chechen and Druze.

Bedouin tribes, having wintered around Azraq’s wetlands for centuries, have been largely settled by the state, though many still cling to semi-nomadic lifestyles, encamped on the fringes of town.

The first permanent settlers were Chechens from the North Caucasus, fleeing czarist repression around the turn of the 20th century, accompanied by the herd of water buffalo inhabiting the wetlands today.

In the 1920s, during Faisal’s fight against the French, a group of Syrian Druze arrived, enlivening the basaltic ruins surrounding Qasr Al Azraq in the north.



Where to Stay & Eat in Azraq

Azraq Lodge: The RSCN-run Azraq Lodge, a former British military hospital, offers the most comfortable accommodation around. $$$

Ashraf: The freshest hummus and falafel in town are at this take-away joint just south of North Azraq’s main junction. $

Qasr Al Nasr: Midway between North and South Azraq, this restaurant serves heaping mansaf, mandi and kabseh plates. Come hungry. $


A Walk in Azraq Wetlands Reserve

Exploring the Rescued Oasis

A ‘glimpse of heaven’ is how naturalist and explorer Guy Mountford described Azraq’s wetlands in 1965 – ‘literally crawling with birds’. Though vastly shrunken since then, what remains still comprises a wondrous contrast to the surrounding barren limestone and basalt deserts: a series of deep blue freshwater pools, speckled with egrets and herons and ringed with thickets of reeds where buffalo blaze trails through the mud.

A crucial juncture on the Africa-Eurasia Flyway, the Azraq Basin once welcomed up to half a million birds at a time between late autumn and spring. Though they no longer blot out the sky, some 300 species of birds still touch down in the wetlands, among them warblers, finches and white-eared bulbuls as well as harriers, hawks, eagles and falcons. Looking down at the water, you’re likely to spot the endemic killifish Aphanius sirhani – narrowly saved from extinction in the early 2000s.

The entrance to Azraq Wetlands Reserve is just east of the highway in South Azraq. At the solar-powered visitors centre, panels give a sense of the dire ecological challenges faced. Choose between a pair of boardwalk trails that wind through the nearer reaches of the reserve: the shorter, self-guided Marsh Trail (1km; JD8) and the extended, guided Water Buffalo Trail (3.5km; JD12). Arrive early to better your odds of sighting the resident water buffalo. For birdwatching, winter and spring are best. Binoculars in hand, tread lightly on the path to the bird hide to soak up the sound of the wind through the reeds. From atop a stretch of old Roman wall that makes up part of the path, imagine the cracked, dry earth just beyond the salvaged wetlands as they were just a few short decades ago.


AN OASIS FIGHTS FOR ITS LIFE

Epitomising Jordan’s pressing water crisis are Azraq’s embattled wetlands. Starting in the mid-20th century, government wells installed here fed booming cities in the west, while a thousand illegal wells around town accelerated the groundwater’s rapid retreat. Despite the establishment of the reserve in 1978, the oasis had silted up by 1991.

Thanks to RSCN efforts that pumped water back into the wetlands, around 10% of the original area was restored by 2017, when trails were established and the reserve was expanded sixfold. Still, of the roughly 600,000 cu metres pumped from the sinking aquifer each year, the bulk ends up far from Azraq, meeting as much as a quarter of Amman’s water needs.






The Eastern Desert Highway
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DESERT CASTLES | GHOST TOWN | ROAD TRIP


Azraq’s ancient oasis is no more than a pinprick on the vast, central swathe of Jordan’s Eastern Desert. This is the Badia, heartland of the Bedouin and home to a surprising array of reserves and ruins. Dotting these barren steppes are the grandest of Jordan’s desert castles, from the ancient hilltop complex of Qasr Al Hallabat to the mysterious Qasr Kharana. To the north, Hwy 10 – the Eastern Desert Hwy – traverses Jordan’s desolate, northernmost reaches, shooting through an endless stretch of steppe: the Northern Badia of Jordan’s panhandle.

For tourists, the Badia is even less visited than the pair of highways looping to Azraq, but there’s more than solitude to lure the intrepid traveller here. Not far from Mafraq is Umm Al Jimal: the Black Gem of the Desert, an enchanting tumble of lichen-bleached, black-basalt ruins and one of Jordan’s most striking ‘lost cities’. It’s part of an impressive string of Roman, Byzantine and Umayyad towns, forts and qasrs.

[image: map]


HIGHLIGHTS

1Qasr Kharana

2Qusayr Amra

SIGHTS

3Blessed Tree of Buqiyawiyya

4Hammam As Sarah

5Qasr Al Azraq

6Qasr Al Burqu & Lake

7Qasr Al Hallabat

8Qasr Al Muwaqqar

9Qasr Mushash

10Qasr Useikhim

11Umm Al Jimal




GETTING AROUND

Private transport is the only option for reaching most sites of interest beyond Azraq. Renting a car or hopping on a tour are the best options. From Azraq, you can charter a round-trip journey to both Qusayr Amra and Qasr Kharana for around JD30. Tours to the reserves can be arranged at the Azraq Lodge, operated by the RSCN (overseeing both Shaumari and Wadi Dahek). You’ll find plenty of half- and full-day ‘desert castle’ tours (from JD100 for four passengers) departing from Amman, easily arranged through hotels. Aside from Azraq, only Qasr al Hallabat is linked by public transportation (via Zarqa’s old station).
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Bring your own food and water. Markets are rare and restaurants are completely nonexistent in most of the desert.



Umayyad Desert Castles Tour

Qusayr of the Eastern Desert

Luring a trickle of visitors east into Jordan’s endless Badia is a motley array of lonely forts, caravanserais, lodges and palatial pavilions, collectively known as the desert castles. These offer a peek into the relatively obscure, early Islamic Umayyad world. Some are placed, it would appear, in the absolute middle of nowhere, but the highlights are accessible with your own four wheels: they are dotted just off a pair of east–west highways between Amman and Azraq. Hwy 40 loops south to link Qasr Kharana and Qusayr Amra, while Hwy 30 curves north towards Qasr Al Hallabat.


BATHING UNDERNEATH THE STARS

In Qusayr Amra’s hot-water caldarium, which is closest to the furnace outside, a whole Dome of Heaven spirals around the ceiling. This map of the northern hemisphere sky, accompanied by the signs of the zodiac, is among the earliest known attempts to represent the universe on anything other than a flat surface.



Eastbound on Highway 40

Little remains of the first Umayyad sites you pass setting out along Hwy 40. About 30km from Amman are the scant remnants of Qasr Al Muwaqqar, surrounded by the town of the same name, while another 20km along (and 6km off-road to the north) is Qasr Mushash, half buried in a wadi. Few visit these ruins at present, though the desolate location of the latter has been pegged as the site of Jordan’s future capital.

Looming over the potholed highway a further 15km east (65km from Amman) is Qasr Kharana (or Qasr Al Harrana), the loop’s first gem. It’s named for the surrounding stony desert – the harra – from which it rises mirage-like, visible for miles. Built in the early 8th century CE, its purpose remains a mystery. The thick stone walls, rounded towers and vertical slots do resemble those of a medieval castle, and it’s perhaps from this likeness that the ‘castle’ misnomer arose. The towers, in fact, are of solid rock, while the slits weren’t for arrows but for light and ventilation, and the apparent lack of water storage would have made it extremely ill-suited to withstand a siege. The latter reason, combined with its remote location, south of the area’s beaten paths, suggests that it was neither a castle nor a khan (caravanserai). Instead, most scholars have guessed it was a meeting place for Damascus elites to confer with their Bedouin subjects.

From the car park, you’ll pass between a tiny visitor centre and a Bedouin coffee shop to approach the qasr, brooding over the Martian landscape 200m away. Beyond its gate you’ll leave the desert winds behind to enter the still, open courtyard. From here, mirrored staircases connect the upper floors, where many of the qasr’s 60-some rooms are spread, well worth exploring for their triple colonnettes, vaulted ceilings and plaster medallions. The style blends Byzantine and Persian influences, while Greek inscriptions suggest an earlier structure on the site. The qasr’s dating, however, owes to Arabic graffiti left in black ink in 710 CE: ‘Abd Al Malik the son of Ubayd wrote it on Monday three days from Muharram of the year 92’. Additional stairways lead to the roof. Though currently closed to visitors, it no doubt offers a humbling, 360-degree sweep of the forbidding harra.

The turnoff to Qusayr Amra – the circuit’s jewel for its enchanting frescoes – lies a further 16km west, just north of the highway. A final 30km lands you in Azraq, its Roman and Ayyubid castle another highlight on the classic loop. When you’re ready to move on, more Umayyad qasr-spotting awaits off Hwy 30.
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BEST OF THE EAST
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Jordanian photographer Bashar Tabbah has spent over a decade exploring and documenting the Eastern Desert. Here are his suggestions for getting off the beaten path.

Qasr Useikhim: This Roman outpost provides incredible vistas of the surrounding basalt desert. Neolithic remains can also be spotted in the valley below.

The Blessed Tree of Buqiyawiyya: This 550-year-old wild pistachio tree is locally venerated for once shading the Prophet Mohammad. Pilgrims can often be seen praying under its foliage.

Qasr Al Burqu: Seeing the lake here come alive at dawn is well worth the trip to this remote location. It’s one of Jordan’s most atmospheric and enigmatic sites.



Westbound on Highway 30

Signposted a couple of kilometres north of the highway, roughly an hour’s drive northwest from Azraq, Qasr Al Hallabat is the last (or if starting from Amman, the first) of the Umayyad desert castles on the circuit. It stands roughly equidistant from Azraq and Amman (50km); both places are linked by minibus via Zarqa’s old station. Perhaps occupying an older Nabataean site, a Roman castellum crowned this hilltop in the 3rd century CE, bolstering the defensive Limes Arabicus – the empire’s eastern frontier. In the late Byzantine era it was handed to the Ghassanids, Christian Arabs who saw it enlarged and transformed into a palatial-monastic complex. In the early 8th century, Umayyad Caliph Hisham (r 724–43 CE) completely rebuilt the structure, expanding its waterworks and adding a mosque and bathhouse. Like other qusayr, it was all left to ruin following the caliphate’s demise.

Before exploring the site, it’s worth perusing its on-site museum, stocked with mosaics and, outside, an enormous Roman edict that was originally carved at Umm Al Jimal but pieced together here. Scaling the hill to the west, you’ll appreciate the site’s location, which enjoys breathtaking views across the beginnings of the Badia. Just southeast (left) of the four-towered qasr is a mosque, its graceful, arched portal beautifully restored. Inside, straight ahead and centred in its southern wall, is the mosque’s similarly elegant mihrab (niche indicating the direction of Mecca). Stepping beyond the palace’s gate, don’t miss the Byzantine-inspired floor mosaics, mostly set in and around the second courtyard (hidden beyond the larger, main courtyard at the complex’s northwest corner, just underneath a trio of arches).

The qasr’s bathhouse, Hammam As Sarah, has also been wonderfully restored, though to reach it, you’ll need to drive (or hail a minibus) 3km east. The unlocked site is immediately south of the road, its rooms laid out much like those at Qusayr Amra. To approach in the proper order, wrap around to the back to stand in the now-roofless audience hall, then slip through the barrel-roofed apodyterium (changing room) to reach the tepidarium (warm room), where ceramic heating pipes were once placed in the vertical grooves running up the walls. The last and largest chamber is the domed caldarium, nearest to the vaulted furnace beyond. Just opposite the baths to the east are the remains of the hammam’s hydraulic system: a now-grated well, a cistern and the circular track of the old animal-powered saqiyya (water wheel).


QUSAYR AMRA’S FRESCOES

One of the best-preserved desert buildings of the Umayyads, the World Heritage site of Qusayr Amra is the highlight of a trip into the Eastern Desert.

Part of a much greater complex that served as a caravanserai, bathhouse and hunting lodge, the qusayr (little castle) is renowned for its rather risqué 8th-century frescoes of wine, women and wild times. Five centuries before the Early Renaissance in Europe, these frescoes depict a touchingly human quality – wrestlers warm up before the contest, a woman dressed in a mere strip of cloth bathes without coyness, the ear of a gazelle twitches as the herd surges ahead of the hunt. These are not the typical geometric imagery of the day; instead they appear to be a unique attempt to capture daily reality.



Ancient Umm Al Jimal

Roman, Byzantine and Umayyad rruins

About 4km north of the Desert Hwy (75km northeast of Amman) are the ruins of Umm Al Jimal – ‘Mother of Camels’. A long-time crossroads between the nomads of the Badia and the agricultural settlements of the west, the ancient town owes its survival to its sturdy basaltic building blocks, found in abundance across the enormous lava fields of Jebel Al Druze. First settled by Nabataeans, it was the Romans who built up the town from the early 2nd century CE, fortifying and enlarging it two centuries later, when it served as a defensive bastion along the empire’s frontier. Subsequent military withdrawal saw the town of farmers, merchants and monks come into its own, and the old monumental structures were recycled for more pedestrian projects, like neighbourhood churches and two- and three-storey homes with cantilevered stairways and ceilings. In the 6th century CE – considered the height of prosperity here – the town had 5000 people, 150 houses and 16 churches, which remained largely intact through the Umayyad era. Near its end, a disastrous earthquake destroyed the ancient hydraulic system just as the Abbasid Revolution shifted trade routes eastward, soon rendering Umm Al Jimal a town of ghosts.

The ruins are spread wide (over 30 hectares). Plan on at least a few hours to explore, preferably before the midday sun turns the site into a giant skillet. Before setting out, take your time to wander the sleek museum, wrapped around the courtyard of an erstwhile Umayyad farmstead. Don’t miss the 3rd-century Praetorium to the northwest, selected for restyling by the Umayyads as a qasr. About 200m further north, the two-storey arches of the Western Church are an impressive sight. To the east, you can peek into the town’s ancient lifeline: the Nabataean waterworks, greatly expanded by the Romans. Thanks to the Umm Al Jimal Project (ummeljimal.org), a few of the 40-odd reservoirs have now been revived, their resurgent water levels convincing the town to enlist a lifeguard here.
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THE UMAYYADS

If you had to guess the seventh-largest empire the world has ever known, chances are you wouldn’t think of the Umayyads (661–750 CE). This dynasty was central to the modern shape of Islam and responsible for building some of the best-loved expressions of Arab culture. Their present obscurity in the West could be because the 8th century CE is generally associated with the unenlightened Dark Ages, which tends to cast a long shadow over neighbouring cultures.

Their empire was ruled from Damascus and stretched from Portugal and Morocco in the west to Arabia and Persia in the east – about 9% of the world’s land area, comprising 30% of the world’s population. One of their greatest legacies was establishing Arabic as the administrative language of the Middle East.






Aqaba
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DIVING | HISTORY | BEACHES


Wedged between jagged desert ridges and the glittering gulf that bears its name, Aqaba is Jordan’s seaside escape, the portal to the Red Sea’s wonders. A crossroads between continents, Aqaba’s port has a cosmopolitan past, plugged into the ancient routes that linked its parade of peoples – Edomites, Egyptians, Greeks and Nabataeans – to the Hejaz, Abyssinia, India and beyond. A juncture on the ancient King’s Highway, it marked the southern terminus of the Romans’ Via Traiana Nova, witnessing the landings of Christianity, Islam, Crusaders and Mamluks in turn. After half a millennium of calm, the town proved crucial in the struggle against Ottoman rule, stormed in 1917 by Bedouin forces alongside TE Lawrence. Its historic centre retains a small-town vibe, hugging the palm-fringed Corniche, flanked at either end by an ever-expanding crop of swanky Dubai-style resorts.

For the traveller, Aqaba is an obvious stopover, with its smattering of historical sights, duty-free shopping and fantastic scuba diving.
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SIGHTS

1Aqaba Aquarium

2Aqaba Castle

3Aqaba Museum

4Islamic Ayla

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

5Aqaba Marine Reserve

6Cedar Pride

7Japanese Gardens

8Royal Diving Club

EATING

9Abu Bakr

10Al Mohandes

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

11Neptune

INFORMATION

12Aqaba Marine Reserve Visitors Center




GETTING AROUND

Aqaba’s centre is compact enough that its sights can be reached on foot, though ubiquitous and unmetered green taxis plying the Corniche charge no more than JD2 for a short hop across town. The fixed rate for the airport is JD10 and can be split by finding a service taxi by the bus station, just west of the souq.




[image: ] TOP TIP

If you’ll only be visiting Aqaba or Rum, the Aqaba Special Economic Zone’s visa-free scheme is worthwhile. Available to most nationalities, it applies to those arriving and departing from Aqaba’s airport, port or land border crossing. In certain cases, arrivals at Amman’s airport can enter visa-free too. See aqaba.jo for more details.



Historic Aqaba Uncovered

Ancient and medieval ruins

First mentioned in the Bible as Eloth, this ancient port was known as Ayla (or Aela) by Roman times. Just north of the modern town’s centre is a mud-brick basilica that was built in the late 3rd century CE – it’s the oldest purpose-built church found anywhere to date, having survived the worst of the Roman persecutions. Now ringed with a fence, its grid of stout walls is easily seen from the street.

After the Muslim conquest in 629 CE, the Umayyads nudged the settlement south. Islamic Ayla – its ruins spread just beside the Mövenpick Resort – thrived for centuries as a hub for the lucrative frankincense route. Renowned geographer Al-Maqdisi described it as cosmopolitan, though decades later it suffered a string of calamities: in 1024 the town was sacked by tribesmen; in 1068, it was struck by a devastating earthquake; and in 1116 it was seized by Crusaders and finally abandoned. Some imagination is needed to bring the ruins to life, as little remains beyond its toppled columns, thick walls and vaulted gates.

In Ayyubid and Mamluk times, settlement shifted a kilometre southward to Aqabat Ayla. Ayla’s prefix (which later became the name of the town) translates as ‘incline’ or ‘rise’, possibly in reference to the once elevated castle, now also just steps from the Corniche. Since the 13th century, a fortified khan to protect pilgrims has stood on the spot. The current construction of this ‘blessed and auspicious’ fort – as attested by the Arabic inscription in the vaulted gateway – took place in the early 16th century under the rule of the penultimate Mamluk Sultan, Qansuh II Al Ghuri. Twin medallions on the rounded towers outside commemorate its later Ottoman expansion, and above these hang the Hashemite coat of arms in honour of the Arab Revolt.

Renovated in 2024, the adjacent Aqaba Museum is worth a look inside, housed in the one-time residence of Sharif Al Hussein bin Ali. On display are a range of finds recovered from Aqaba and around.


LEGACY OF THE ARAB REVOLT

In 1917, just a year after Hussein’s proclamation from Mecca, the Arabs took Aqaba from the Turks, a critical moment in the struggle to break free of Ottoman rule. Three Arab kingdoms emerged, one of which survives today: the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan. Pride in this royal line remains solid, as Arab Revolt Plaza’s flagpole’s proportions not so subtly suggest.





Aqaba on Foot
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The bulk of Aqaba’s smattering of sights can be glimpsed by tackling the Corniche (King Hussein St) on foot. Start off in chronological fashion just north of the JETT bus station, at the ruins of the world’s oldest purpose-built 1 church. Just opposite to the west you can glimpse a section of the old mud-brick 2 Byzantine wall. South of the station, begin down the palm-lined Corniche to pass under the Mövenpick’s bridge, then slip through the iron gate to the right to wander the desolate ruins of 3 Islamic Ayla, a thriving medieval port through Umayyad, Abbasid and Fatimid times. Take a right off Ayla Circle for a break in one of the cafes overlooking the Royal Yacht Club’s 4 marina. Back on the Corniche, the elegant 5 Masjid Al Sharif Al Hussein bin Ali marks the western end of the souq, flanked with manicured gardens and boasting one of the largest mosque domes in all of Jordan. Walk between allotments of spinach and radish across the road to reach Aqaba’s lively 6 public beach, politely declining the offers for glass-bottom boats. Continue southward to crane your neck at the foot of the world’s sixth-tallest 7 flagpole, which dominates Arab Revolt Plaza, where you can also peruse the historic treasures of 8 Aqaba Museum. A few steps uphill from here is the imposing gateway to 9 Aqaba Castle, where you can admire calligraphic inscriptions and parapet views through the palms to the mountains and sea. At a Fishermen’s Harbour, a few minutes further, watch the day’s catch being hauled from boats to market. Before hailing a taxi north, rest your feet in the water with a juice in hand at the very next beach, wonderfully crammed with laid-back b cafes.




TOP DIVE SITES

[image: author]

Adbu, an instructor since 2009 at Mermaid Diving centre, has a special fondness for teaching beginners. Here are his three top dives for all levels. darnadiversvillage.com

The corals of Gorgon 1 are hard to beat when it comes to sighting smaller fish, from flamboyant sea slugs to frogfish (bring your macro lens). Once, Abdu says, he caught the elusive mimic octopus here. At a bit more depth but accessible directly from the shore, the wreck of the listing Lebanese Cedar Pride is spectacular. Lastly, there’s plenty of soft coral and small bait under the jetty at Black Rock 1, where sea turtles sleep.



Superlative Diving & Snorkelling

Red Sea wonders

To experience the exceptionally biodiverse underwater landscapes of the Aqaba Marine Reserve, nothing beats donning your scuba gear and kicking offshore on a dive. A close second is snorkelling, particularly as reefs often begin just metres from the beaches. Indeed, a majority of the 20-odd dive sites of note are accessible from either the shore or a jetty. Running south for 7km from the Aqaba Aquarium to the Royal Diving Club, the reserve features almost 300 varieties of soft and hard corals and over 500 species of fish. Floating amid fire, brain and cabbage corals and rounding the area’s massive heads and pinnacles, your colourful encounters are likely to include angelfish, clownfish, parrotfish, lionfish, butterflyfish and swirling schools of anthias and chromis. Hawksbill sea turtles and eagle rays are also a common sight, while beyond the reefs lurk barracuda. In summer months, visiting whale sharks can steal the spotlight.

Among divers’ best-loved sites are the Japanese Gardens and the wreck of the Cedar Pride, both just offshore from the Aqaba Marine Reserve Visitors Centre. Download the Dive in Aqaba app for a helpful map and descriptions of the area’s diversity of sites – from coral gardens and canyons to wrecks and purposely scuttled tanks in battle formation. Here, you’ll also find a comprehensive list of the diving centres dotting the coast, most with either accommodation or transportation to and from Aqaba’s hotels. Choose a reputable centre that offers advanced PADI courses. When leaving Aqaba after a dive, whether off to the airport or for a drive up the Desert Hwy, take sufficient time to acclimatise to avoid the bends.
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Cedar Pride shipwreck | shahar shabtai/shutterstock ©

Where to Eat & Drink in Aqaba

Al Mohandes: Best falafel and fuul in town at this no-frills Aqaba institution; separate seating for women upstairs. $

Neptune: Stylish, open-air pub with a view over the Royal Yacht Club marina. Top-notch service and ice-cold beers. $$

Abu Bakr: Best of Aqaba’s low-key fish restaurants. Try the sayadieh (grilled fish with rice and tomato sauce). $$




Wadi Rum
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NATURE RESERVE | HIKING | PHOTOGRAPHY


East of the Desert Hwy, sandstone giants tower over the high desert plateau known as the Hisma, where a sea of fiery dunes stretches well past the Saudi border. Jordan’s especially dramatic swathe is centred on the legendary Wadi Rum, an ancient crossroads that some scholars have linked to ‘Iram of the Pillars’ and the Quran’s lost tribe of Ad. Nabataeans settled here, worshipping Allat (Lat) at the foot of Jebel Rum. Shifting trade routes brought relative silence for centuries, and only a trickle of caravans left their mark – until Faisal’s Bedouin forces (alongside TE Lawrence) shook the sands in WWI’s Arab Revolt. Its desert-scapes dazzled the world in the 1962 epic Lawrence of Arabia, and it was designated a reserve in 1998 and UNESCO-inscribed in 2011. Jordan’s rightful capital of adventure, Wadi Rum’s secrets are best unlocked by enlisting the friendly Bedouin who have long called this unforgiving landscape home.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Burdah Rock Bridge

2Khazali Siq

SIGHTS

3Abu Khashabah Canyon

4Ain Abu Aineh

5Alameleh Inscriptions

6Anfashieh Inscriptions

7Barrah Canyon

8Jebel Qattar

9Jebel Rum

10Jebel Umm Ishrin

11Khor Al Ajram

12Lawrence’s House

13Lawrence’s Spring

14Nabataean Temple

15Umm Fruth Rock Bridge

INFORMATION

16Visitor Centre




GETTING AROUND

Wadi Rum is accessed from a tarmac road off the main Desert Hwy, an hour’s drive from Aqaba. The road is flanked at first by fields of watermelons, but shortly after crossing the Hejaz railway line the splendid scenery begins, becoming increasingly spectacular as you reach the mouth of Wadi Rum. The road passes a police post and the junction for the small village of Diseh and continues towards the visitor centre. This is where all visitors to Wadi Rum must report before venturing further into the valley. From here, the tarmac road continues 7km to the village of Rum.




[image: ] TOP TIP

The ATM at the Wadi Rum visitor centre is your last chance to withdraw cash – often the only accepted currency here. It’s best to have the necessary funds in hand before setting off from Aqaba, Amman or Wadi Musa.





TOP EXPERIENCE
Wadi Rum Protected Area

‘Vast and echoing and godlike’ in the words of TE Lawrence, Wadi Rum is Jordan’s peerless desert jewel, its twisting canyons and sandy basins bounded by humbling walls of wind-weathered rock. Donning a keffiyeh and mounting a camel or jeep in the shadows of these dome-capped peaks, it’s impossible not to feel utterly ‘dwarfed’, as Lawrence was, by the landscape’s ‘whelming greatness’.
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PRACTICALITIES

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

Jebel Rum

Burdah Bridge

Umm Ishrin

Barrah Canyon

Khazali Siq

Thamudic Glyphs

Umm Ad Dami



Planning & Arrival

Heading east off the Desert Hwy from Rashidiyya, the natural drama builds. A police post marks a fork in the road about 20km along: a left will bring you to the town of Diseh; keep right to round the northern rim of Wadi Rum. Another 5km along stands the visitor centre, set at the foot of a knoll with a magnificent view of Jordan’s most famous valley, bounded by varnished, wind-sculpted cliffs. For the spectacular 7km drive from here to Wadi Rum village, the huge, scarred faces of Jebel Umm Ishrin (‘The Mother of Twenty’; 1753m) loom in succession across the valley to your east. Looking west, you’ll need to crane your neck to admire the sheer, lofty walls of Jebel Rum (1754m). Raised high atop granite plinths, its sandstone summits dominate the village, where the surfaced road comes to an end.

The bulk of the reserve’s attractions lie beyond the village’s potholed, asphalt grid. Faced with limited time to explore the vast protected area (720 sq km), most visitors opt for a 4x4 tour with a Bedouin guide. If driving yourself, you’ll need a well-insured, 4WD vehicle and experience with soft sand. Alternatively, hire a mounted escort to accompany you onward by camel or horse, or simply set out on foot from the village with or without a guide. All manner of tour combinations are easily arranged in advance through one of Wadi Rum’s local operators. Alternatively, the visitor centre displays per-vehicle pricing for various destinations, ranging from the two-hour return to Khazali Canyon (JD35) to half- or full-day circuits (from JD60/100). By default, these trace a more or less established pair of loops through the reserve.

Operator One follows the central approach to the south, covering Wadi Rum’s core, while Operator Two wraps around the ridge due east to explore more outlying but similarly stunning terrain. A rank of jeeps and experienced drivers awaits outside the visitor centre (avoid enlisting a freelance driver from the village as they’re effectively skipping the line for a fare). If planning to drive your own off-road vehicle, you’ll also need to stop and register here. Even those with prior arrangements may find the visitor centre worth a stop. Support local women at the on-site shop and check out the 10-minute film in its purpose-built theatre; you can also peruse the informative panels on the area’s natural history. From the terrace of the centre’s restaurant is a wonderful view of the fluted ridge that towers to the east: Jebel Al Mazmar, popularly dubbed The Seven Pillars of Wisdom after Lawrence’s colourful account.
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Wadi Rum in Film

Much as The Last Crusade brought Petra into the limelight, Lawrence of Arabia – David Lean’s 1962 epic starring Peter O’Toole – was Wadi Rum’s coming-out moment. More recently, its otherworldly terrain has played planets LV223 in Prometheus (2012), Mars in The Martian (2015), Pasaana in Star Wars (2019) and Arrakis in Dune (2021 and 2024), to name only a few.




TOP TIPS

• Stick around for a night in a Wadi Rum camp to experience the desert at its most enchanting.

• Provided it’s not too hot or cold, opt for bench-seating in the back of your 4x4, then hold tight for a bumpy ride.

• Plan for a hike to leave the jeep tracks behind in the lonely silence of a siq or on a windswept summit.

• To catch the most striking colours (and beat the worst of the heat), get an early start and an afternoon rest, then set out again in the late afternoon.



Wadi Rum Village

Even if you are unable to journey further south, it’s worth travelling to Wadi Rum Village for the views alone. Little more than a huddle of tents half a century ago, the town remains scruffy today, but the colossal cliffs that surround it keep most eyes trained well above its grid. At the village entrance is a smattering of shops and cafes, along with the fresh-faced Wadi Rum Rest House. Around the corner to the right, at the foot of Jebel Rum, are the 2000-year-old ruins of a Nabataean temple, dedicated to the goddess Allat, or Lat, and only discovered in 1933. A trail just south of here climbs through thickets of mint to Lawrence’s Spring, known to Bedouin as Ain Ash Shallalah.


Flora & Fauna

Belying its desolate appearance, a surprising array of life thrives here. Perennial springs feed ferns while sprinkling its basins are wormwood, sage and thyme. While most fauna hides during daylight, you may spot a fox, hedgehog, hare or hyrax; a circling eagle or falcon; and perhaps even a jackal, wolf or ibex. Or, if particularly unlucky, a scorpion, most active during summer.



The Desert Beyond

The tarmac ends abruptly to the south of town, replaced by fanning tracks in the sand. Most tours skirt the base of Jebel Rum for a stop to scramble to the springs of Ain Abu Aineh. Often mistaken for Lawrence’s Spring, its piped-down waters are lapped up by goats, sheep and camels. Here, as at virtually all of the well-known stops along the 4x4 circuits, Bedouin have set up a spacious souvenir shop, offering free shade and mint tea. Continuing past the southern tip of Umm Ishrin, the chasm opens still wider to the east. This broad sandy basin is the Khor Al Ajram, dividing the area’s northern and southern halves. A stretch that contained vineyards in Nabataean times, it’s now sparsely dotted with desert shrubs. Guarding the south of this junction is the monolith of Jebel Khazali, easily spotted by its head-to-toe gash, hiding a siq (gorge) that contains some of the area’s most precious inscriptions.

To the west of this junction is the forbidding sawtooth ridge of Jebel Qattar; the lion’s share of the area’s attractions spread further to the east, particularly in the wadis that snake beyond the Khor Al Ajram both north and south.

To the north of the Khor Al Ajram and running parallel to the east of Wadi Rum proper, the bright orange sands of Wadi Umm Ishrin surge 20 storeys high against the cliffs on either end. Dotting the valley’s eastern ridge are several impressive petroglyph clusters, most notably the Anfashieh and Alameleh Inscriptions. Guarding the mouth of the next valley to the east are the Nabataean ruins of the so-called Lawrence’s House, while a further hop to the east is the hiker’s paradise of Barrah Canyon.

The bulk of Wadi Rum’s natural bridges are spread to the south of the Khor Al Ajram. The first you’ll reach is the easily scalable Little Rock Bridge at the Khor’s southern edge. Around the ridges to the south – and beyond the small but stunning Abu Khashabah Canyon – are the more remote and impressive Umm Fruth and Burdah Rock Bridge. The former is a quick climb while the latter entails a several-hour hike. Further to the south, the jeep tracks thin as you cross the white sands to reach the rugged Jebel Al Hash. Continuing still further, Nuqra Canyon overlooks the edge of the reserve, with sweeping views across the desolate Wadi Sabet. In the distance, you’ll make out the crags of Jebel Umm Ad Dami.


Ancient Etchings

From petroglyphs depicting camels, ostriches and oryx to Kufic lines heralding the arrival of Islam, Wadi Rum’s cliffs host a marvellous open-air library of around 30,000 ancient inscriptions. The bulk of these are written in the North Arabian Thamudic script, though its various offshoots – Aramaic, Nabataean and Arabic – are also abundant. Among the most striking clusters are the Anfashieh, Alameleh and Khazali Siq inscriptions.







Petra
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ANCIENT CIVILISATION | NECROPOLIS | CANYON LANDSCAPES


In terms of thrilling world travel experiences, reaching the hidden ancient Nabataean city of Petra through a long slot canyon known as the Siq is hard to beat. What lies beyond the Siq is a dense concentration of tombs, their lofty facades etched directly into the rose sandstone, some towering above you, others partially submerged beneath centuries of dust. Whether you’re starting your first of three days or only have a few hours at Petra, the trail weaves right through the old city centre and along the Roman Colonnaded Street, past mighty temples and the infrastructure of a long-lost empire’s capital city. Although Petra is a vast archaeological site, a large proportion of its best-loved monuments, such as Al Khazneh (the Treasury), line the Main Trail. Even then, what is available to see does not constitute the entire site. It is believed that much remains undiscovered beneath the sand.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Siq

SIGHTS

2Djinn Blocks

3Obelisk Tomb & Bab As Siq Triclinium

4Petra Museum

5Street of Facades

6The Treasury

7Tomb 67

8Tomb 70

SLEEPING

9Petra Moon Hotel

EATING

10My Mom’s Recipe

11Nabataean Tent

12Old Street Cafe & Restaurant

13Pizza House

14The Basin

SHOPPING

15Stalls on Street of Facades

16Umm Raami’s Shop

INFORMATION

17Petra Visitor Centre




GETTING AROUND

Petra is a four-hour drive from Amman, two hours from Aqaba and 1½ hours from Wadi Rum. Wadi Musa is the transport and accommodation hub for the region. Usually plenty of yellow taxis with green plates travel along the main road of Wadi Musa towards the entrance for Petra, especially in the early morning and late afternoon. They congregate outside Petra Visitor Center. It’s best to stick with these taxis as other cars offering taxi services are unlicensed and often uninsured. Taxis are unmetered, but the fares are kept standard.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Buy your tickets at the Petra Visitor Center. If you have a Jordan Pass, you must show it at the ticket counter to receive your entry ticket and map. All non-Jordanians must present their passport when buying tickets and when entering the site.



Starting Out at the Visitor Centre

Orientation and information

The Main Trail starts at the Petra Visitor Centre, where you’ll find the main entry gate to the site. Besides getting your tickets, you can hire licensed tour guides here and request a ride in one of the electric ‘club cars’ unveiled in 2022. These incur additional fees, but are ideal for anybody with mobility restrictions, allowing you to cover the 2km to the Treasury without walking. The visitor centre also has toilets, an information desk and an excellent exhibition about Petra. It’s a good afternoon stop if you want to beat the heat. Free shuttle buses to Little Petra depart from behind the visitor centre, next to the main entry gate.

Vivid Pictures of Nabataean Life

Petra’s history and ethnography

Directly uphill on the north side of the visitor centre complex is the Petra Museum, which inherited the 280 artefacts formerly housed within two smaller museums inside Petra proper upon opening in 2019. Highlights include carved statues of Nabataean deities such as Dushara and Al Uzza, as well as interactive information panels that provide depth on many facets of Nabataean life, including trade, the different types of tombs and their construction, and Nabataean religious beliefs. You can also learn more about the ways in which the Nabataeans were able to stay powerful without having a vast standing army, by becoming experts in diplomacy, water management and food production. Aim to visit Petra Museum either during the afternoon – a good way to escape the midday heat – or in the evening. Entry is free and it stays open roughly three hours after Petra’s gates have closed. Allow at least an hour to explore.


A BRIEF HISTORY

Petra (called Raqmu) flourished as the Nabataean capital for centuries. In 93 CE the Nabataeans followed trade to Bosra (now Tafila). In 106 CE the Romans took over, renaming the city Arabia Petrea. Petra was destroyed by an earthquake in 363. The city was known until the late 12th century, when it vanished from outside view until its rediscovery in 1812.



Where to Eat Near the Visitor Centre

Old Street Cafe & Restaurant: Great hospitality, traditional Jordanian dishes and vegetarian and vegan options. $$

Pizza House: While the pizza quality near Petra is unremarkable, the much-needed carbs here are welcome. $$

My Mom’s Recipe: Open-air 2nd-floor eatery, decked out to look like a Bedouin tent. $$


THE BEDOUIN OF PETRA

When the Nabataeans were consigned to the past and Petra lay in ruins, their descendants, the B’doul Bedouin, became the site’s custodians. They maintained their nomadic lifestyle in the shadow of the crumbling ruins well into the 20th century until, in 1985, UNESCO World Heritage Status was awarded to the ancient city.

Although the Bedouin were no longer permitted to live in these buildings, you’ll notice that many caves and tombs are now being used as homes, stables and, lamentably, latrines. It’s all part of an uneasy compromise between the Jordanian government and the Bedouin, who are understandably loathe to yield their ancestral rights to the site.



First Glimpses of Petra

Gateway to the past

The moment you enter Petra, you’ll hear a crunch of grit and gravel beneath your shoes – this is a sound that will accompany you throughout. You’re now in the Bab As Siq. The path passes stables on your left, introducing you to the Bedouin, whose petitioning for your business will also become familiar. Technically, a mule ride to the Siq is included in your ticket fee, but avoid participating if possible. The improper treatment of these poor beasts of burden aside, hefty tips are often demanded once you arrive.

Midway along this 800m stretch of path, you’ll see the first thrilling glimpses of the ancient city. First up are the Djinn Blocks, three weathered stone outcrops carved into thick, squared-off pillars. Although their use is uncertain, they may have been unfinished tombs. Slightly further on is the Obelisk Tomb, topped with four steep pyramidal obelisks known as nefesh. Five people were buried within, while the structure with a columned facade below is the Bab As Siq Triclinium, used by relatives of the deceased as a banqueting hall.

The path ends at the Dam; to the right you’ll see a tunnel built by the Nabataeans to prevent flash flood waters from entering the Siq. The dam was rebuilt in the 1960s. There’s a toilet located nearby, although you’ll find more restrooms inside the ancient city.
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Where to Stay in Petra: Our Picks

Petra Plaza Hotel: Brilliant mattresses, plenty of free treats and other amenities make this Petra’s best hotel. $$

Petra Moon Hotel: Cheery rose-coloured exterior with a rooftop pool and terrace, and a popular buffet restaurant. $$$

Petra Marriott: Opulent hotel where everything, from the rooms to the outdoor pool, capitalises on the magnificent view. $$$


Hide & Siq

Petra’s dramatic entrance

The path delves downhill into a narrow, serpentine slot canyon called the Siq, whose twists and turns toy with visitors, promising adventure and revealing snapshots of Petra’s importance as a place of pilgrimage. It’s a 1.2km drumroll for the main event. The vertical sides of this canyon seem to push out and then move back in, occasionally claustrophobically, as you head further into the unknown. Note how the weathered striations of rock on one side often match those on the other, demonstrating how it was originally torn apart by tectonic activity. You’ll also see Nabataean water channels and terracotta pipes for bringing water into the city in a controlled manner, and carved niches where baetyls (sacred stones of the god Dushara) were placed and worshipped. On the canyon floor, stretches of paved stones are remnants of the original Roman road, added soon after the Nabataeans were defeated in the 2nd century.

The Archaeological Riches of the Treasury

Petra’s holy grail

Just when you start to feel as though the Siq will never end, it gets narrower and more claustrophobic. Suddenly, the natural folds of stone elegantly frame a vast structure clearly shaped by human hands. Al Khazneh, better known as the Treasury, is one of Petra’s finest rock-cut tombs, and by far the easiest to reach. The result is that much like the Holy Grail (which fictitiously lay within the Treasury in the film Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade), the site inspires greed: you’re unlikely to have much space to appreciate the Treasury for all the camels, influencers pretending to be there alone and touts trying to convince you to pay them to lead you up steps that are freely accessible.

Commotion aside, find a relatively secluded nook to appreciate the Hellenistic influence in lofty Corinthian columns, and an entablature with acanthus leaf carvings topped by a 3.5m-high funerary urn. The bullet holes in it are real, made by those who believed the urn contained the riches of an Egyptian pharaoh. It was built during the reign of Nabataean King Aretas IV, whose 49 years in power (9 BCE–40 CE) saw a colossal uptick in the construction of Petra’s largest monuments. Al Khazneh may have been built to inter the king’s remains. The facades were created from the top down. Note the grooves running up either side of the temple, which were created by the stonemasons as they chiselled the mountain into shape. It’s no longer possible to enter the tomb itself, although the exterior is where all the interest lies.


TOP TIPS FOR VISITING

Treasury sunrise: Sunlight warms the facade every morning, starting at around 8am in summer and 9am in winter.

Royal sunset: At 5pm in summer and 4pm in winter, the unique colours of the Royal Tombs come alive.

Mules, donkeys and camels: Remember, once you’re in the Siq, all animal rides are unlicensed.

Viewpoints: At the Treasury, Bedouin children will offer to lead you to a viewpoint. Decline politely, then follow the dusty trails up to either the left or right of the forecourt for free.

Touts: A polite yet firm ‘no, thank you’ is all that’s needed to dissuade the touts. They tend to seize upon uncertainty.



Eating & Drinking in Petra: Our Picks

The Basin: Arguably the one decent restaurant in Petra. Buffet only, high prices. Air-conditioned seating indoors. $$$

As Deir: Lifeline at the top of the Ad Deir Trail. Decent hummus, shawarma and cheese wraps. $

Nabataean Tent: Fine for a snack on the go if you forgot to bring a packed lunch with you. $$


WALKING TIMES IN PETRA

The Main Trail (easy) From the visitor centre to Qasr al Bint it takes around one hour 20 minutes at a moderate pace, without stopping. You’ll pass the Treasury at the midpoint.

The Monastery Trail (moderate) From Qasr Al Bint up to the Monastery is mostly stairs. Expect a minimum 45 minutes one-way if you’re in decent shape.

High Place of Sacrifice Trail (moderate) The full trail takes around two hours at a steady pace.

Al Habis Trail (moderate-hard) Allow 30 minutes one-way from Qasr Al Bint.

Al Khubtha Trail (hard) Allow 45 minutes from the Royal Tombs to the top.



Petra by Candlelight

See the city in a different light

Three nights a week (Monday, Wednesday and Thursday), you can return to Petra after the gates have officially closed. Starting from the main gate, Petra by Night allows you to walk down through the Siq in the low light of a few thousand candles. The stars (the Milky Way is often visible) unfurl over the mighty stone structures and a reverential hush descends. All senses are heightened, the reverberations of footsteps off the canyon walls are more nuanced and voices ebb in excited whisper. Then you reach the Treasury, which is as far as you can go, where hundreds more candles cast eerie shadows on the astonishing structure. This is where the mystique tends to break down a little, however. An organised program includes reedy Bedouin music and a presentation, although the atmosphere is occasionally fractious and crowded. You’ll likely be served Bedouin tea as well, but the highlight will always be the walk in. Don’t expect to get great photos without a tripod and a wide aperture lens. Tickets cost JD17; purchase them at the visitor centre (cash only). You must already have a regular ticket to Petra, which you present alongside your night ticket and passport upon entry.

Tombs on the Street of Facades

Nabataean funerary architecture

As you face the Treasury, the canyon path to the right broadens into the Outer Siq. Here, the wonder at individual monumental structures turns into awe at the funerary procession of clusters of towering tombs. The first structures along this Street of Facades appear on your left, behind a row of souvenir stalls. The first is Tomb 67 – partially buried beneath sand washed in by flash flood – is a perfect example of the Nabataean Hegra style. Pilasters on either side support an entablature and cornice, topped with a crow-stepped design reminiscent of Assyrian architecture. Unusually, the burial chamber opening is right at the top here. Tomb 70 is a 15.6m freestanding tower, similar to what the Djinn Blocks might have looked like when completed. Further down, past the public toilet, another cluster of tombs peer out, like dozens of eyes, from the rock. This necropolis is accessible, but the tombs are mostly filled with rubbish or the smell of stale urine.

Souvenir Shopping in Petra

Umm Raami’s Shop: Handmade jewellery from Marguerite van Geldermalsen’s stall near the theatre.

Stalls on the Ad Deir Trail: A canopy provides shade most of the way up to the Monastery.

Stalls on the Street of Facades: Haggle for bargains at the stalls on the left side of the Street of Facades.




Little Petra
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ANCIENT CIVILISATION | NECROPOLIS | DESERT HIKING


Making space in your itinerary to visit Siq Al Barid (commonly known as Little Petra) is highly recommended. This Petra-in-miniature is thought to have been a trading and resupply suburb of the main city, where pack animals could graze the nearby fields. In 2010, archaeologists unveiled a new discovery: exquisite Hellenistic wall paintings, which are now considered one of Petra’s most valuable treasures. It was long suspected that many of the tombs were lavishly decorated, but the artwork in Little Petra exhibits a refined artistic quality, lending to the theory that Nabataean artists also lived in this suburb. Surrounding Little Petra are the ruins of some of the very first human settlements, such as Bayda, which make Petra look like a modern metropolis by comparison. It is also the starting point for the popular Back Door hiking route, a mountain path with exceptional views that ends at Petra’s Monastery.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Little Petra Siq

SIGHTS

2Bayda

3Painted Biclinium

4Tomb 846

SLEEPING

5Ammarin Bedouin Camp

6Little Petra Bedouin Camp

7Seven Wonders Bedouin Camp

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

8Bida Touristic Society

9Little Petra Great Triclinium




GETTING AROUND

Touts in the car parks and streets around the Petra Visitor Center offer transport to Little Petra. Unless you are in a rush, you can politely decline as free shuttle buses make the 9km journey to Little Petra from next to the Petra entry gate every 30 minutes. They’re well marked.
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Many of Petra’s most famous motifs are also found in Little Petra, with the added bonus that Little Petra has free admission.



Little Siq, Little Petra

Paintings and cosy cave life

Immediately on arrival, there’s a rock-cut facade (Tomb 846) of Graeco-Roman Classical style on your right, possibly built in the late 1st century BCE. You enter Little Petra proper through a narrow, short siq that opens onto a deep canyon. This siq stays cool for much of the day, hence its name Siq Al Barid (Cold Canyon). The building on your left with freestanding columns was likely a temple, with a cave dwelling below it. The rock on either side is pockmarked with cave homes and triclinia, reached via sets of heavily worn rock-cut steps. This homey environment makes Little Petra feel much more like a lived-in urban street than anything you’ll find in Petra’s ancient city.

Midway along, set high in the cliff face on the left, is Tomb 849. These days it’s better known as the Painted Biclinium (meaning it has stone benches along two sides instead of three). Take care on the rock-cut steps leading up to it, as they are badly weathered. Brave them if you can, though, because inside this 1st-century CE structure is the best surviving example of a Nabataean mural. Vines, heavy with grapes, are tangled with ivy, while a floating cherub plays a flute. Look closely at the birds, too – local species are discernible, such as the Palestinian sunbird.


THE POWER OF WATER

The Nabataeans grew powerful not because of trade, diplomacy or warfare, but because they controlled the water. They not only managed it, but were able to conceal water cisterns so that they could move more freely through arid zones. This gave them an advantage over others in navigating the vast deserts of Arabia. By retreating into the desert, the Nabataeans could outlast a thirsty army without ever having to engage in combat. You’ll see evidence of their mastery of water throughout Petra, from water cisterns to clay pipes along the Siq.



One of the World’s Oldest Settlements

Ruins of a Neolithic village

Jordan occupies an area of the Middle East referred to by archaeologists as the Fertile Crescent. Here, humans first began to plant crops and domesticate animals. The increased food security allowed humans to switch, for the first known time, from a nomadic lifestyle to a rooted, village existence. Less than 1km from Little Petra lies Bayda, which was settled over 9000 years ago. To get there, present your Petra entry ticket at the yellow booth at the entrance to Little Petra. Pass the pickup trucks and follow the dirt road as it bends to the right (southwest) until you see a path marked out with rocks away to your right (north). The ruins of Bayda represent some of humanity’s earliest architecture. Homes started as low round buildings, then evolved to rectangular ones, sometimes even arranged over two levels, before Bayda was abandoned for unknown reasons around 5500 BCE.

Bedouin Camps Near Little Petra

Seven Wonders Bedouin Camp: Beautiful Bedouin campsite, lit with hundreds of candles on the mountainside at night. $$

Little Petra Bedouin Camp: A classic experience, with a stunning location, nargileh in a cave and communal tent. $$

Ammarin Bedouin Camp: Authentic camp surrounded by beautiful mountains; run by the local Ammarin tribe. $$


Scenic Hike to the Monastery

The back door to Petra

After passing the Petra entry gate at Little Petra, there’s a second ticket booth for the government-run pickup trucks that travel the 5km between here and the Petra Back Door trailhead. The JD5 fee per person is worth it to avoid the walk through exposed terrain. From the drop-off point, the Back Door Trail is well signposted (labelled ‘Addeir’), with proper steps and a protective wall built to cross what was a previously tricky section. If you take the pickup service, the hike is only 2km (40 minutes at a gentle pace with stops). The initial climb is steep, before easing to an undulating amble over the mountain pass. If you decide to visit Bayda first, you must walk back to the pickup spot to catch your ride (vehicles normally leave when full) or continue along the dirt road to the Back Door trailhead on foot for another 4km.
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WHY I LOVE HIKING THE BACK DOOR TO PETRA
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Paul Stafford, Lonely Planet writer

Hiking the Back Door Trail into Petra establishes a sense of intrepid adventure that the souvenir stall-lined Monastery Trail lacks. While you can expect plenty of tea kiosks along the way, the panoramas over the multicoloured mountains to the dunes of Wadi Araba and beyond calm the soul.

There’s more harmony with nature here too, and it’s your best chance to see wildlife in the area. You’re guaranteed to see pink oleander (in season), animated birdlife and greedy goats. The free shuttle from the visitor centre, free entry to Little Petra and Bayda, and the stunning short hike with fewer people and far fewer steps up to the Monastery make this a special experience.



Bedouin Tea in Little Petra

Little Petra Great Triclinium: Just before the Painted Biclinium, you can sit inside the huge triclinium and sip Bedouin tea.

Bida Touristic Society: Marked ‘Little Petra Shop’ on Google Maps, you can get Bedouin tea and water here.

Trailhead Bedouin Tent: Soon after the drop-off point for the Back Door is this black camel hair Bedouin tent.




Arriving

Most visitors to Jordan enter or exit by air through Amman’s Queen Alia International Airport (QAIA), about 35km south of Amman. Aqaba’s King Hussein International Airport (AQJ) also serves a growing number of international airlines. Travellers can connect by sea with Egypt or by land with Saudi Arabia.
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Visas

Single-entry 30-day visas (JD40) are available on arrival for most nationalities at Amman’s international airport and certain land borders. Most arrivals in Aqaba can enter visa-free.

Jordan Pass

More often than not, it makes good sense for travellers to purchase a Jordan Pass before arriving (from JD70; jordanpass.jo); this covers the cost of the visa and entry to key sites, including Petra.


Money
Currency: Jordanian dinar (JD)

TIPPING

While appreciated, tipping isn’t the rule in Jordan.

High-end establishments A 10% gratuity is typically included in the bill.

Taxis Round up to the nearest dinar.

Cafes and restaurants 5 to 10% is considered generous.

Hotel Porters JD1 per bag.

Drivers and guides ‘According to service’, though 10% is often expected.

HOW TO SAVE

Opt for the Jordan Pass, take advantage of low-season discounts (midwinter and summer) and stay at guesthouses and hostels rather than international hotels. Eat plenty of street food – a fraction of the cost of dining at restaurants – and cut back on alcohol (scarce and heavily taxed). Where it’s possible, opt for the bus over a car.

LOCAL TIP

Credit card use is spreading fast but cash remains king in Jordan. Keep small change on hand as smaller establishments and taxis will often have none to offer.







Getting Around

The best way to get around Jordan is by renting your own car. Public transport is limited to intercity buses and buses that serve the needs of local communities, making it hard for travellers to reach key destinations without time and patience.
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HIRING A CAR

Car rental in Jordan is easy and relatively affordable. Choose the best insurance coverage and book in advance to secure the best rental deals. Alternatively, if booking in Jordan, enlist local help (at your hotel, for instance) to avoid the invisible foreigner tax.

DRIVING IN JORDAN

Outside of Amman, driving is a generally relaxed affair. Traffic is sparse and English signs are plentiful – though rules of the road are loosely followed. Always wear seat belts and follow the speed limits. Speed traps, bumps, checkpoints and animal crossings are common.

TAXI

Yellow taxis (green in Aqaba) are ubiquitous in most Jordanian cities. Insist on the meter (al-’ad-dad) or be sure to agree on a price in advance. Have small change ready. White service taxis (ser-vees) run fixed routes and are great for budget-conscious solo travellers.

INTERCITY BUS

Comfortable, air-conditioned JETT buses (jett.com.jo) offer convenient links from Amman’s Abdali station, with daily links to Aqaba, Wadi Musa (Petra), Wadi Rum, the Dead Sea and King Hussein Bridge. Tickets can be bought at the counter, but you’re best off booking a day ahead online.

4WD

You may opt for a 4WD if headed to the Eastern Desert’s more remote locations, like Burqu. These entail significantly higher rates, however, and heightened safety considerations. It’s advisable to hire a Bedouin driver for off-road adventures in Wadi Rum.


DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the right.
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The speed limit is 60km/h in cities, 80km/h in rural areas, and 120km/h on motorways.

0.08

Blood alcohol limit is 0.08%.








Lebanon
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ANCIENT CHARMS & HIDDEN TREASURES

Take a soulful journey through Lebanon’s ancient lands, where nature whispers eternal wonders amid heritage treasures and culinary delights, all enlivened by the locals’ contagious energy.
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Enveloped within the Levant region and spanning 10,452 sq km, Lebanon is a dynamic gem that’s long served as a cultural bridge between East and West. This is mirrored in the Lebanese dialect, which blends English and French with Arabic.

A captivating medley of ancient folklore, natural marvels and modernity, alongside its World Heritage attractions and archaeological treasures, this is a nation pulsating with the vibrant tempo of contemporary life. Globally acclaimed for its cuisine, nightlife and hospitality, nowhere is this bouquet of flavours more on show than in its capital Beirut, the heart of the country.

From snow-covered mountains to sandy beaches, Lebanon is a land of geographical diversity. The coastal region, home to Phoenician port cities like Tyre, Sidon and Byblos, whispers tales of ancient explorations, trade and cultural exchange that precede recorded history. Towering mountains meet the sea, safeguarding centennial secrets, while the sacred Cedars of God, a revered national emblem, reign with timeless grace: embodying the enduring majesty of nature. Despite its turbulent history, it remains a nation of hope and resilience, where the positive vibes of its people resonate even in challenging times.

Travellers planning to visit Lebanon should follow current guidelines from their government due to the unstable security situation related to regional conflicts. The UK FCDO and Australia’s Smart Traveller advise against all travel to the country at the time of writing. Research on the Lebanon chapter occurred before the wider regional conflict.
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THE MAIN AREAS

BEIRUT

Capital city with unrivalled nightlife.

BATROUN

Trendy coastal charm, mountainous marvels.

BCHARRÉ

Cedars, Qadisha Valley and rural allure.

ZAHLÉ

Ancient temples and award-winning wineries.




Find Your Way
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Lebanon’s relatively compact size ensures that major cities are reachable within an hour or so through various modes of transport. Its seasons and myriad offerings beckon exploration across all 365 days of the year.



Plan Your Time

Journey through Lebanon’s diverse landscapes anytime between April and October. Bring your swimsuit for dips in the sea and hiking shoes for rugged trails.
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Make Each Minute Count

• Kick off at stunning Jeita Grotto, followed by a sunset splash in Batroun after exploring Byblos’ Crusader Castle and dining at Feniqia. Light up the night in Batroun or unwind in Ehden. Soak in the serene Cedars of God after visiting the historic Qannoubine Valley. Stop by Bcharré’s Gibran Museum and finish with sunset views at Our Lady of Noorieh.




A Five-Day Odyssey

• After visiting Tripoli and lodging in Kobayat, travel to Baalbek for a day trip before retreating to Zahlé. Explore the area’s landmarks, then head to the Barouk Cedar Reserve, winding down the evening in Barouk or Deir Al Qamar. Head to Jezzine to explore its diverse offerings, and wrap up your trip by visiting Saida’s souqs and sea castle.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

SPRING

Mild weather, flowers and cascading waterfalls, ideal for outdoor adventures. Explore coastal and Bekaa landmarks.

SUMMER

The hot weather is ideal for beach days, while higher elevations offer a cooler escape. Music festivals in Baalbek, Ehden and Beiteddine.

AUTUMN

Prime outdoor adventure time with mild temperatures and vibrant foliage peaking around November. No crowds.

WINTER

The ultimate season to enjoy skiing in the mountains (December to April), coinciding with Christmas festivities across the country.




Beirut
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HISTORICAL SITES | FASHION | NIGHTLIFE


Beirut ya Beirut! This is a city that has been immortalised across millennia, and its prime location on the Mediterranean has drawn in many ancient civilisations.

Historically associated with the mythological phoenix, Beirut has risen from the ashes again and again, and has been rebuilt seven times over 5000 years. It’s no wonder that in today’s world it offers a captivating fusion of historical richness and cultural diversity to go with world-class gastronomy and upscale contemporary luxury.

Lebanon’s capital and largest city presents a multitude of facets, with each of its neighbourhoods offering a unique narrative. Explore layers of ancient history and high-end shopping in downtown Beirut, then cross to historic Gemmayzeh and Mar Mikhael for a dynamic ambience around the clock.

Beirut’s allure extends beyond its city limits, with a charming seafront promenade to go with cultural immersion in Ras Beirut, captivating museums and globally renowned vibrant nightlife with parties till dawn.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1MIM Mineral Museum

2National Museum of Beirut

SIGHTS

3Manara

4Pigeon Rocks

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

5Narcosis Diving Facility

6Riviera Beach Lounge

7Saint George Club

8Sporting Club Beach

SLEEPING

9Hotel Albergo

10Intercontinental Phoenicia Beirut

EATING

11El Soussi Restaurant

12Falafel Arax

    Falafel Freiha (see 24)

13Huqqa Roof

14Jabbour Restaurant

    Makhlouf Restaurant (see 14)

15Restaurant Joseph

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

16AHM

17B 018

18Bodo

19Fabrk

    Floyd The Dog (see 18)

20Grand Factory

21Iris

22La Scène

    Lantana (see 19)

23Raouché Sky Lounge

SHOPPING

24ABC Mall Ashrafieh




GETTING AROUND

The capital’s various neighbourhoods are mostly pedestrian-friendly, but for getting between areas during the day, it’s advisable to hail a ‘service’, one of the widely available shared taxis. For private rides, simply contact Uber, Bolt or registered taxi companies. Be sure to choose a ‘service’ or taxi with a red plate and negotiate the fare beforehand. Free ride offers are not to be trusted.
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Rush hour in the morning lasts till around 9am and starts again at 3pm, especially during school times. Either move early or grab breakfast and have a late start to the day. During weekends, traffic jams can be expected in the afternoon en route to Beirut.



Step Back in Time Within Beirut’s Museums

Legacy echoes and history whispers

Beirut boasts an impressive array of museums that serve as gateways to the past, offering an egrossing narrative on the region’s rich heritage. The National Museum of Beirut, established in 1942 and meticulously restored, presents a sprawling collection of archaeological marvels spread across three floors. Highlights include the Sarcophagus of Ahiram, featuring the earliest Phoenician alphabet, and a grand Egyptian-style statue from Byblos, alongside captivating mythological mosaics. The museum offers guided tours upon request, and provides an informative app.

Nearby, on the St Joseph University Campus, the MIM Mineral Museum displays a remarkable private collection of over 2000 minerals, representing 450 different species from more than 70 countries. Each specimen is showcased in vibrant displays that highlight their stunning colours and complex forms. The museum is considered one of the most significant private mineral collections in the world.

Just 10 minutes away, the American University of Beirut Archaeological Museum, founded in 1868, stands as the third-oldest museum in the Middle East. It showcases diverse artefacts from seven nations, arranged by era and theme. Museum entry is free and includes an audio guide. It also features a shop selling locally crafted jewellery and artisanal items inspired by its collections.

The Crypt Museum, beneath St George Orthodox Cathedral in downtown Beirut, provides a profound exploration of Beirut’s historical layers. It features artefacts from Byzantine mosaics to Ottoman structures, all detailed through informative panels and a documentary that narrates the architectural evolution of this significant site.


BEACHSIDE SPOTS

Sporting Club Beach: Multiple pools, direct sea access and dining options with a relaxed ambience. Rentals for kayaks and SUPs.

Riviera Beach Lounge: Part of the Riviera Hotel, with an island-like pool space, dining options and jet-ski rentals.

Saint George Club: In Ain El Mreisseh, steps from Zaitunay Bay, offering a calm atmosphere with pools, a poolside bar and dining.





WANDERING AROUND DOWNTOWN BEIRUT
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Step into history on this charming 2km stroll. Access to the area may be restricted at times. Begin your journey in 1 Beirut Souqs, where modern architecture blends seamlessly with archaeological treasures, surrounded by shops, restaurants and the Signature by Spinneys supermarket. Take a selfie at the ‘I Love Beirut’ sign and cross towards the well-preserved 2 Roman Baths ruins, an impressive public space. Explore the route towards the famous 3 Place de l’Étoile, then contemplate the legacy from many layers of ancient civilisations at the 4 Garden of Forgiveness, adjacent to 5 St George Greek Orthodox Cathedral, one of Beirut’s oldest churches. Don’t miss its museum comprising a crypt taking visitors through archaeological and historic strata.

On Rue Waygand, stop at 6 Mansour Assaf Mosque from the 16th century BCE, then visit 7 Al Omari Grand Mosque, the largest historic mosque in Beirut, with Roman inscriptions on its walls. Explore landmarks northwards before turning right at the Annahar building to reveal 8 Martyr’s Sqare and its statue, commemorating the lives that were lost under Ottoman rule. Majestic, blue-domed 9 Mohammed Al Amin Mosque is straight ahead and reflects an Ottoman architectural influence, while a St George Maronite Cathedral lies just around the corner, with its neoclassical facade built in 1894. Backtrack and proceed ahead to b The Egg, an oval-shaped ruin of an unfinished construction dating from the 1975 civil war.

Crossing into the upmarket neighbourhood of Saifi Village, known as the Quartier des Arts, you’ll be whisked away to a luxurious realm. Pause for a meal at c Meat the Fish to enjoy salmon sashimi or the roast beef sandwich.




Beirut’s Luxury Shopping Destination

Unrivalled multifaceted elegance

Luxury tourism finds its home in downtown Beirut, extending beyond the Beirut Souqs building near the historical area, where you’ll uncover high-end local and international brands.

While in recent years some shops have closed their doors due to the economic downturn, many have since reopened, and brands like Chanel, Valentino and Dior, and the renowned Aïshti department store, continue to offer luxury shopping experiences. Find your latest timepiece at Patek Philippe, Vacheron Constantin or Rolex, or treasure hunt bespoke jewellery pieces at Maison Cadrans. Alternatively, shop local at exquisite jewellers like Effy’s and Zoughaib.

Top up your luxury experience by dining at upscale Em Sherif or in downtown’s array of chic restaurants like Leo La Terrasse, Azmi, Amar, Métropole and BeBabel. The Ramada by Wyndham Downtown Beirut is conveniently close, and just a short stroll away lies Zaitunay Bay; a prestigious marina with a yacht club and acclaimed restaurants. Here historic Saint George Club offers a poolside retreat complete with a bar and restaurant.


Beirut’s reputation as a luxury haven is epitomised in Saifi Village. Here, designer boutiques adorn the narrow cobblestone streets, which are lined with antique shops, art galleries, top-rated restaurants and cafes, all set against a backdrop of charming architecture and pastel-coloured building facades. L’atelier Nawbar is a hot spot for connoisseurs of uniquely crafted in-house jewellery.

Luxury is also embraced in malls such as ABC Mall, where visitors can indulge in a wealth of upscale and midrange shopping experiences, complemented by numerous restaurants and cinemas.
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BEIRUT FESTIVALS

Major events are held at Beirut Waterfront and the Grand Factory. Highlights include ‘Raves of the Summer’, featuring artists such as Stephan Bodzin and Shkoon, and an extensive New Year’s Eve event.

Beirut Spring Festival: Held between May and June at Beirut Waterfront, featuring food and drinks, local crafts, a kids’ area, live music, film and theatre.

Beirut Holidays Festival: Held for two weeks in July at Beirut Waterfront are concerts featuring renowned local and international singers and performers, including Elissa, Guy Manoukian and Pink Martini.

Beirut Fan Festival: Live football coverage of big tournaments on the big screen along with entertainment and food court held at Beirut Waterfront.



Where to Enjoy a Sunset in Beirut

Raouché Sky Lounge: Rooftop of Raouché Arjaan facing the Pigeon Rocks, serving cocktails, bites and full courses.

C Lounge: At Bayview Hotel in Ain El Mreisseh with unmatched views over Beirut’s corniche, serving cocktails and bites.

Murray Seaside: Restaurant by the sea in Ain El Mreisseh serving sunset drinks along with Lebanese and international cuisine.


BEIRUT’S BEST NIGHTLIFE

MusicHall: A luxury destination frequented for both delicious dinners and live-music performances in Starco Center, downtown Beirut.

Sky Bar: The go-to summer rooftop club in Waterfront Beirut, ranked the best bar in the world in 2009, with Skinn being its winter version.

Grand Factory: An unmatched state-of-the-art club in Karantina with renowned DJs and live concerts.

AHM: Summer open-air setting and immersive nightclub, located in Waterfront Beirut.

B 018: A renowned captivating music club in Karantina featuring live multi-genre music performances.

Spine Beirut: A classy rooftop lounge bar on Naccashe seaside road with daily summer performances and serving contemporary cuisine.



Gemmayzeh & Mar Mikhael’s Eclectic Offerings

Artistry and social drinking

Welcome to Beirut’s lively epicentre that draws crowds seeking delectable cuisine, cultural vibrancy and dynamic nightlife. The neighbourhood has been impressively restored since the catastrophic 2020 blast that rocked Beirut’s port, with innovative ventures flourishing in the historic areas of Gemmayzeh and Mar Mikhael around Rue Gouraud and Armenia.

Just across from Saifi Village, explore Gemmayzeh’s infinite galleries, including Art Scene and Art on 56th. Grab a coffee from Sip or Bn or dine at spots like Loris and Dar. Nearby, Le Chef serves local tabekh (authentic home-cooked meals) and mezze, except on Sundays. Vintage collectors should not miss a visit to Le Marché aux Puces.

On Saturdays, Souq El Tayeb farmers market displays organic and homemade products. Its daily Tawlet Mar Mikhael buffet serves a variety of dishes prepared by local women, recognised as one of MENA’s (Middle East and Africa) 50 Best Restaurants both in 2022 and 2023.

Wrap up your day in popular pubs like Bodo, Lantana and Floyd the Dog, followed by dancing at Fabrk. For an elegant dinner with entertainment, book at La Scène on Rue Armenia.

Alternatively, spend a chill night at the Alleyway in Gemmayze a cosy alley housing eateries and cafes like Aaliya’s Books, or at Lost facing St Nicolas Stairs – the Middle East’s longest staircase and where the Grand Mechmoch Hostel is located. It leads up to Sursock Museum, a renowned modern art museum and the small Villa Audi Mosaic Museum presenting a unique collection of mosaics. Boutique hotel Arthaus Beirut on Gemmayzeh’s Rue Gouraud showcases 19th-century Ottoman architecture complemented by a private art collection.

Where to Stay in Beirut

Ramada by Wyndham Downtown Beirut: Four-star hotel in downtown a few metres away from top-tier cafes, restaurants and Zaitunay Bay. $$

Intercontinental Phoenicia Beirut: Five-star hotel hosting upscale restaurants, spa and pools. Close to Beirut Waterfront and Corniche. $$$

Hotel Albergo: Five-star hotel in Ashrafiyeh, featuring Lebanese boudoir-style rooms and a pool bar overlooking Beirut. $$$
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Beirut Souqs

SIGHTS

2Al Omari Grand Mosque

3Mansour Assaf Mosque

4Maronite Cathedral of St George

5Martyr’s Square

6Mohammed Al Amin Mosque

7Place de l’Étoile

8Roman Baths

9Crypt Museum

10St George Greek Orthodox Cathedral

11Sursock Museum

12The Egg (The Dome)

13The Garden of Forgiveness

14Villa Audi Mosaic Museum

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

15Beirut Yacht Club

16MusicHall

SLEEPING

17Arthaus Beirut

18Ramada by Wyndham Downtown Beirut

EATING

19Amar

20Azmi

21BeBabel

22Dar

23Em Sherif

24Le Chef

25Leo La Terrasse

26Loris

27Meat the Fish

28Métropole

29Souq El Tayeb

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

30Aaliya’s Books & Cafe

31Bn Coffee Bar

32Capitole by Analogue

33Clap

34Lost Bar

35Sip

36Skinn

37Sky Bar

38The Alleyway

ENTERTAINMENT

39Art on 56th

40Art Scene

SHOPPING

41Aïshti

42Effy’s Jewellery

43L’atelier Nawbar

44Le Marché aux Puces

45Maison Cadrans

46Saifi Village

47Zoughaib Jewellery
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SIGHTS

1Ain El Mreisseh

2American University of Beirut Archaeological Museum

3Sanayeh Public Garden

4The National Library

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

5American University of Beirut

SLEEPING

6Casa d’Or

7Crown Plaza

EATING

8Cafe Younes

9Falafel Karim Sahyoun

10Falafel Tabbara

11Mezyan

12Raseef Beirut

13Salon Beyrouth

14T Marbouta

15Tasty Café

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

16C Lounge

SHOPPING

17Book Bazar

18Chico Records

19Hamra Vintage

20Sidani Artisanal



Where to Experience All-in-One Authenticity

Café Younes: Hamra Coffee ritual in historical Beiruti house (c 1935) with diverse menu; raqwa (Lebanese coffee pot) is a must. $

Salon Beyrouth: Coffee sips, whimsical whisky journeys and exquisite dining with music entertainment in a traditional house. $$

Raseef Beirut: All-in-one cafe, restaurant, bar and guesthouse in a charming arcade serving daily dishes. $$


Timeless Beirut

Treasure chests, Pigeon Rocks and aquatic thrills

A nexus for education and healthcare, the district of Ras Beirut hosts renowned universities like the American University of Beirut (AUB) on Rue Bliss, along with its associated hospital.

The Hamra district offers various vintage shops and bookshops, cafes and restaurants, and numerous hotels, including Casa D’Or and Crown Plaza. It’s a treasure chest of countless vintage finds like Hamra Vintage, Chico for vinyl records and Book Bazar. Theatre aficionados will want to check out Al Madina Theatre’s schedule, while Mezyan offers diverse food and T Marbouta has a Lebanese twist. Find a piece of Lebanon at Sidani Artisanal, and ease off by the lively Tasty Café, near AUB.

Sanayeh Public Garden shows a greener side to Beirut. Facing the National Library, and just 1.5km away in Zeideiniyyeh, lies cosy El Soussi, which has been serving traditional dishes like fatteh (chickpeas with yoghurt), fuul (fava beans), chicken liver and cow’s brain since 1890.

Beirut extends its urban charm with a captivating seafront promenade stretching from the new waterfront through the Corniche of Ain El Mreisseh and Manara (lighthouse), and continuing to the millennial natural landmark Pigeon Rocks via an ascending route. Savour a raqwa (Lebanese coffee pot) at Huqqa Roof’s terrace with panoramic views. Summer sets the stage for rooftop bars pumping with music by international DJs, as festivals and raves enliven the cityscape.

Off the Beaten Path

Coastal cycling, aquatic cruising and diving

Pedal your way through the city with Beirut by Bike (@beirutbybike) or dive into hidden treasures across Beirut’s coastline all the way to Batroun with Narcosis Diving Facility. Beirut’s underwater gems include AUB Canyon, the Souffleur (a French submarine wreck) and the Tunnels near Raouché. Don’t miss their boat rides, where you can glide through the iconic Pigeon Rocks archway or sail to Batroun for lunch. Other exhilarating activities include a variety of sailing trips offered by Beirut Yacht Club. Founded in 1954, it has welcomed renowned figures such as Winston Churchill and Paola de Belgique. Cruises are available with prior reservation.


BEST AUTHENTIC SHAWARMA & FALAFEL

Falafel Tabbara: Since 1914, on Al Tabbary St in Hamra neighbourhood.

Falafel Karim Sahyoun: Established 1933, in Hamra neighbourhood via Sidani St.

Falafel Arax: Located in Bourj Hammoud, Dora, Jal El Dib and Byblos. Open since 1949.

Falafel Abou André: In Antelias, Jounieh, and Jbeil. Established 1976.

Makhlouf Restaurant: Since 1933, near Dora roundabout and in Jounieh.

Jabbour Restaurant: Near Dora roundabout, and in Jounieh and Chekka.

Restaurant Joseph: Winner of London’s ‘Foodie Hub Award’. In Sin El Fil.

Falafel Freiha: Open since 1945, facing ABC’s main entrance in Ashrafiyeh.



Beirut’s Prime Rooftops

Iris: Chic hangout in Beirut New Waterfront with a summer terrace and vibes.

Clap: Luxurious Japanese cuisine in downtown with an impressive terrace. MENA’s ‘50 Best Restaurants’ in 2022.

Capitole By Analogue: Summer upscale rooftop with a terrace and bar overlooking downtown at Riad Al Solh Sq.




Beyond Beirut


[image: jpg]

Become acquainted with ancient civilisations, embark on nature adventures, experience rural life and bask in the Mediterranean Sea.


To truly capture the essence of Lebanon, visitors must venture beyond the bustling streets of Beirut and immerse themselves in an array of year-round experiences, just over an hour away.

These diverse destinations cater to every traveller’s desires, offering family retreats, scenic hikes, snowshoe adventures and skiing on majestic slopes. Alternatively, unwind at the tranquil sea resorts of Damour, delve into authentic village life in Jezzine and Deir Al Qamar, or undertake captivating cultural quests in Byblos, Saida (Sidon) and Tyre.

Proceeding further south requires obtaining a permit from the Army Security Service in Saida for non-Lebanese citizens. This region boasts picturesque landscapes, notable landmarks and rich traditions.


Places

Beit Mery

Brummana

Bourj Hammoud

Nahr El-Kalb & Jeita Grotto

Jounieh

Baskinta

Kfardebian

Faraya

Byblos

Annaya, Laklouk & Afqa

Shouf & Deir Al Qamar

Jezzine

Saida (Sidon)

Tyre

Nabatieh




GETTING AROUND

A personalised tour or self-driving is the best way to explore. Public transport is available at Cola in Beirut and Dora in Metn. Connexion (@connexion.transport) drops off passengers on the way to Tripoli, but doesn’t pick them up unless confirmed via Whatsapp (00 961 03 206718). Heading south, Sawi Zantout buses depart Cola to Saida and Jezzine.



Beit MeryTIME FROM BEIRUT: 25 MINS [image: jpg]

Festivals and treasures

A mere 16km east of Beirut, Beit Mery is home to numerous historical remnants and religious landmarks. Most notably, Deir Al Qalaa (Convent of the Fortress), originally a Roman temple, now houses the St John church built atop it in 18 CE.

Established in 1994, the reputable Al Bustan International Festival takes place in February and March, showcasing opera performances, orchestral concerts, dances and theatre.

BrummanaTIME FROM BEIRUT: 30 MINS [image: jpg]

Heights and nights

Once revered by the Phoenicians as a sacred mountaintop sanctuary, Brummana sits just a skip away from Beit Mery (6km). With stunning views of Beirut and the Mediterranean Sea from its main road perched atop a pine forest, it’s a primary summer destination, bustling with life and drawing visitors of all ages. Don’t miss Brummana Yard, Brummana Square, and seasonal Brummana Villa with prominent outdoor eateries like Divvy’s, Appetito Trattoria and Trumpet, alongside more upscale restaurants. To enjoy a summer’s night outdoor with food, drinks and tunes, hit Cicada.

Despite its contemporary allure, traces of traditional homes still grace Brumanna’s lanes, inviting discovery strolls. Don’t miss out on savouring bouza (ice cream) and bzourat (roasted nuts) from Abou Fadel.

Bourj Hammoud TIME FROM BEIRUT: 15 MINS [image: jpg]

Visiting 18-carat Bourj Hammoud

Bourj Hammoud, 4km north of Beirut, is known for its vibrant Armenian community and numerous jewellers. Its goldsmiths are mainly around Rue Arax and the main square, graced by the world-renowned Yeprem Jewellery. Grab the famous basturma (seasoned, air-dried cured beef) or sujuk (dry, spiced and fermented sausage) sandwiches from Basterma Mano at the square, featuring Armenian spiced and cured meats.

Nahr El-Kalb & Jeita Grotto TIME FROM BEIRUT: 35 MINS [image: jpg]

Lebanon’s history on the rocks

On the Beirut–Jounieh highway, pause at the Nahr El-Kalb (Dog River) tunnel to witness the renowned stela, a UNESCO Memory of the World site, showcasing Lebanon’s layered history. These remarkable limestone carvings document the myriad civilisations that have traversed this region since antiquity.

Continue to the famous Jeita Grotto, 8km away, to marvel at the mesmerising limestone formations. Explore its upper level on foot or glide through its lower caves by boat during the summer months. While there, drop by the Lebanese Marine and Wildlife Museum, the largest natural history museum in the Middle East.


BEST WOODLAND RETREATS

Cedars Ground Campsite: At the entrance of Ain Zhalta-Bmohray Cedar Reserve, this is a true outdoor experience, from renting tents with amenities to hiking guides and a scenic yoga platform. $

Cliff Camp: Wooden tents, with relaxed pool, cosy bar, shared bathrooms and fridge for self-caterers. Accessed through rugged terrain or just call for a lift. Open April to September. $$

Nomads Nature & Nurture: A part of Shouf’s serene nature is this unique nature retreat. From award-winning cuisine and family-friendly activities including yoga, meditation and energy healing. $$$



Jounieh TIME FROM BEIRUT: 30 MINS [image: jpg]

Aerial, hiking and diving adventures

Situated midway between Beirut and Byblos, the city of Jounieh offers a calmer alternative to the capital. It’s home to the luxury Casino du Liban, and boasts a charming walk along its Old Souq with a wide array of pubs and restaurants. Popular options include scenic La Crêperie, along with authentic kaak (rounded bread with sesame seeds) and manoushe (Levant-style ‘pizza’) at Kaaketna Lebnenye. Pause for a cup of coffee at Café Najjar or Junya Café Bar. For two-wheel rentals, contact Beirut by Bike or visit them at Fouad Chehab Stadium.

Nestled at the mountain’s base, the city houses numerous landmarks, including the towering Our Lady of Lebanon (Harissa) Shrine. It’s a revered pilgrimage site offering stunning panoramic views, reachable by car or via the Téléférique cable car that climbs 650 vertical metres from Jounieh’s waterfront to the mountaintop statue of Our Lady of Lebanon. Here thrill-seekers can also enjoy the scenery while paragliding with certified teams like Paragliding Club Thermique, which is based at the Téléférique office. A worthwhile 500m walk from Harissa leads to St Paul Greek Melkite Basilica, boasting impressive architectural features and interiors. Nearby, the Bay Lodge Boutique Hotel beckons with its luxurious suites and a terrace restaurant offering captivating vistas.

Additionally, a pilgrimage hike starts from the Darbessama Trail in Jounieh, winding through lush greenery with religious stops along a 10km upward mountain trail prepared by Darbessama (darbessama.org). Hikers can also explore the Ghazir Valley’s loop trails (@ghazir.trail), established in 2024 and ranging from 3km to 8km, starting from the entrance marker on Blvd Ibrahim Haddad along the Al Ftouh highway.

Divers will want to explore amazing nearby shipwrecks, including Alice B and Deployer, both accessible with Narcosis Diving Facility. A more luxurious way of getting out on the water is an exclusive yacht experience with Goldeneye Superyachts (goldeneye.vip).

Where to Eat Authentic in Brummana

Burj Al Hamam: Established 1958; come by for signature dishes like stuffed lamb leg and sheep tripe. $$

Mounir Restaurant: Serving house specialities like siyyadieh (fish and rice) and other traditional cuisine since 1970. $$

Kasr Fakhreddine: Distinct dishes like filled goat’s neck and stuffed vine leaves with lamb chops. $$


BEST SKI RESORTS IN LEBANON

Cedars Bcharré: The highest peaks in Lebanon, overlooking the Cedars and magnificent landscapes.

Mzaar Kfardebian: Lebanon’s largest ski resort and second highest in altitude, with marvellous landscapes reaching the Mediterranean Sea.

Faqra: Private slopes close to Mzaar Ski Resort; distinguished and less crowded.

Laklouk: In Byblos district, surrounded by family oriented resorts.

Qanat Bakish: A family-friendly destination in Keserwan with an adjacent hotel.

Zaarour: The nearest to Beirut and smallest, close to Mt Sannine.



BaskintaTIME FROM BEIRUT: 1 HR [image: jpg]

An inspiring poet’s trail

At the foot of Mt Sannine, Baskinta is a charming Metn village that exudes charm with its captivating scenery, deep-rooted cultural heritage and literary prominence. This is the birthplace of many esteemed Lebanese poets and writers, including Amin Maalouf and Mikhail Naimy.

Accessible by bus from Dora, it’s 42km northeast of Beirut. Here, visitors can enjoy awe-inspiring hiking escapades like the Baskinta Literary Trail that winds through various cultural spots. A charming 7km section of the well-marked trail (best explored with a local guide) starts at the Memorial Garden of Mikhail Naimy before descending to the river, then climbs to Baskinta village at Abdallah Ghanem Cultural Centre. Along this route, hikers encounter significant landmarks such as one of the many inscriptions of the Roman Emperor Hadrian warning against deforestation, the Seif Al Dawla cliffside grotto across the valley, Saydet El Khale Church and the traditional stone family house of writer Sleiman Kettaneh.

Start your day with a mouthwatering manoushe from Krikor bakery, then indulge in freshly caught trout for lunch at Al Nahr Restaurant or the adjacent Jisr Al Nahr. For a glamping experience, check out Odom by Odin (@odom_retreat).

Just 16km away lies Zaarour, Beirut’s nearest ski resort, famous for its summer open-air sunset bar, Frozen Cherry.

Where to Eat in Jounieh

Maalem Fawze: Authentic cuisine including fuul (fava beans), hummus and a speciality manouche zaatar mix in the Old Souq. $

Margherita Mare: Neapolitan-inspired handcrafted pizza and pasta by the seafront; try linguine frutti di mare (seafood) and parmigiana. $$

Sultan Brahim: A seafood haven in Jounieh with panoramic views that’s been serving with class since 1961. $$$

[image: jpg]

Faqra’s Roman Ruins | jossk/shutterstock©


BEST BEACH RESORTS IN BYBLOS

Day passes are also available and vary between weekdays and weekends.

Ocean Blue: Four-star resort featuring a private sandy beach with a seaside restaurant offering unique seashore domes for romantic dinners during off-summer months. It has a different open-air setting during summer. $$

Dea del Mare: Four-star hotel hosting romantic bungalows with Jacuzzis, an oceanfront and pool bar, plus lively music. $$

Edde Sands Hotel & Wellness: An authentic five-star hotel with a sandy shore perfect for a wellness- and family-destination, with bungalows and various restaurants. $$$



Kfardebian TIME FROM BEIRUT: 1 HR [image: jpg]

Winter wonderland

Kfardebian, 50km from Beirut, boasts natural and historical landmarks, including the ancient stone Natural Bridge and the nearby Faqra’s Roman Ruins, Phoenician temple and Roman tower.

It’s famous for Mzaar Ski Resort, the largest in the Middle East, and designated as the Capital of Arab Tourism Winter Destinations for 2024. All ski levels are catered for, and non-skiers can enjoy a chairlift ride to Cave des Moutons restaurant. Skiing or snowboarding tickets include insurance and mountain pickup. On-site instructors are available for hire (they may also help you skip the queue), along with equipment and attire rentals at shops like Maison du Ski and SportsExperts. Snowmobiles and ATVs beckon adventure-seekers; check Polaris for rentals.

Hungry? For authentic cuisine try Chez Michel or Fawzi restaurant, or for something quick, grab a sandwich from the kiosks lining the main road or immerse yourself in the vibrant cafe scene at each station’s base. For wine tasting and upscale dining swing by Massaya Winery, where assorted pizzas are served on the second floor.

For an extended stay, consider the seasonal Hors-Piste Auberge near Jonction station. Couples may prefer Gio Auberge with summer pool access at Le Montagnou restaurant.
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Edde Yard, Byblos | nidal majdalani/lonely planet ©

Where to Stay in Kfardebian

Auberge Beity Hostel: Traditional house offering rooms and dorms with shared bathrooms; on section 13 of Lebanon Mountain Trail. $

L’Escale du Mzaar: Right across from Jonction Mzaar, featuring apartments with kitchenettes and fireplaces. No lift. $$

InterContinental Mzaar: Five-star hotel with direct access to Refuge ski station, spa, children fun centre and pools. $$$


BEST HANGOUTS IN KFARDEBIAN & FARAYA

Except for Le Montagnou, the following operate in winter and summer.

Odin Mzaar: En plein air–haven with cosy blankets and bonfires, popular for chilling at sunset or live DJs. Try their Mountain Sliders.

Le Montagnou Kfardebian: Alpine year-round experience with French cuisine and a vibrant summertime infinity pool.

Sapa Faraya: In Faraya’s iconic castle is this restaurant-bar serving Peruvian fusion cuisine (try the halloumi-maki dish) to go with DJ sets.

Amelia by the Cliff: Also inside Faraya’s castle, but this time offering Peruvian-Japanese fusion with poolside relaxation and DJs. Enjoy their sushi and truffle pizzas.



FarayaTIME FROM BEIRUT: 50 MINS [image: jpg]

Alpine haven

A visit to Kfardebian is incomplete without experiencing the neighbouring village, Faraya, which is rich in cultural and natural landmarks. A short hike from the main road leads to the full-power spring waterfall that spouts from Kfardebian.

Further ahead stands St Charbel shrine, the largest in the world, with a spectacular view overlooking Chabrouh Dam. After arriving by car, take a walk towards the picturesque dam, which offers a dynamic atmosphere in summer, hosting recreational activities like water-skiing.

Where to Eat in Byblos District

Feniqia: Presenting traditional dishes in a unique ‘suspended’ way. Located close to Byblos citadel. Fatteh shrimps (shrimps with tahini yoghurt) is delicious. $$

Aal Baher: A seafood restaurant on Street 40 with panoramic sea views. The grilled octopus is a must-try. $$

Azawardi Laklouk: A snow hideout amid heritage ornaments with a beautiful summer terrace, serving Lebanese cuisine in Laklouk. $$$


ByblosTIME FROM BEIRUT: 40 MINS [image: jpg]

The Phoenician Alphabet City

Byblos, one of the world’s oldest Phoenician cities, has been continuously inhabited since Neolithic times. It’s directly connected to the creation and spread of the Phoenician alphabet, which served as a prototype for alphabets worldwide. It’s also renowned for numerous ancient landmarks, including the iconic Crusader Castle, a UNESCO World Heritage site dating to 12 CE.

Various entrances to the old city offer access to attractions like the public beach, where in summer you’ll find sunbed rentals and kayaking. There is also a Wax Museum and balcony-style pubs. For diving, contact Xiphias (xiphiasdiving.com).

Pedestrian cobblestone alleys take you on a journey through time, beginning with Lebanese breakfast at eBaladi, and a snap of the Instagrammable Edde Yard adorned with fuchsia hanging flowers. Wander through arched passageways to discover artisanal shops like L’Atelier Du Savon Barbar, Edde’s Herbs and Diana de Byblos. In the evening, bars and pubs come alive with music.

The melodic sounds of troubadours lead to Byblos Crusader Castle overlooking the beautiful blue-domed Sultan Abdel Hamid Mosque. Proceed to Mémoire du Temps to gaze at its artisanal fossilised fish before hitting the harbour, lined with restaurants such as Chez Pepe. For activities, take your pick from strolling along the extended peninsula, hopping on a boat or checking out historical churches such as 12th-century Church of St John the Baptist through the upward alley.

Golf carts and tuk-tuks are available for rent with a driver. Unwind at Haven-The Cabin sunset bar with exotic cocktails reached after a 4km ascent car ride. In summer, things heat up with several festivals across the historic city, including the renowned Byblos International Festival and Blanc et Rosé Festival.

To head out onto the water in style, contact Boating Lebanon Official (@boating.lebanon.official) or Goldeneye Super Yachts (goldeneye.vip), with departures from Dbayeh Marina.


GEOLOGICAL SECRETS REVEALED ALONG GEOTRAILS

The Lebanon Mountain Trail (LMT; lebanontrail.org) winds its way across 600km, traversing main trails, side trails and network trails, while passing through around 80 villages and towns scattered throughout Lebanon. Divided into 27 distinct sections, each segment offers a unique daily experience of different difficulty levels. In 2023, the Lebanon Mountain Trail Association (LMTA) inaugurated the first Geotrails network consisting of four routes in Byblos district: Jaj Cedars Nature Reserve; Ehmej-Baatara; Ehmej-Akoura; and Jord Al Akoura. A fifth is in Meshmesh-Akkar. It’s a journey through millions of years of geological history via maps and QR codes that guide hikers along the trail through the ageing layers.



Where to Stay in Byblos

Beit Faris wa Lucia: Authentic guesthouse close to Byblos Castle with garden, sunset rooftop bar and daily brunch. $$

Zita Fidar: Guesthouse by the sea with infinity pool and sea access. A few minutes’ drive from Byblos $$

Byblos Sur Mer: Five-star hotel at Byblos Old Port with amazing views to go with local and international cuisine. $$$

Annaya, Laklouk & Afqa TIME FROM BEIRUT: 1 TO 2 HRS [image: jpg]

Natural wonders and adventure destination

Laklouk, in the mountains of Byblos district, is a year-round family destination. Snow lovers can relish getaways like Laklouk Village Vacances adjacent to Les Pistes de Laklouk, where they can ski or bask in the winter sun on shoreline loungers facing Ehmej’s magnificent mountains: Hebron (Hafroun) and Nephron (Namroud) mentioned in the Bible. Non-skiers can also enjoy the slopes in the comfort of restaurant L’Auberge.

Laklouk is a haven for adventurers too, from hiking stunning heights to snowshoeing. It is towered over by Saydet Al Qarn church, which overlooks magnificent ponds and is accessible by car or ATV/snowmobiles booked through Los Reyes or Speed Mountains, which also offer guides. Ascend the mountainous stairs and terrain to reach the church’s cross, offering 360-degree views. Then, stop for an authentic meal at the nearby Head Shot Club restaurant, spending the night at the hospitable Dream House Laqlouq inside its picturesque tranquil bungalows. On the main road, other recommended options include the Ridge Hotel and the authentic Aliit (Fortress) Al Laqlouq restaurant.

Venture another 13km towards the majestic Afqa Grotto, associated with the death of the legendary Adonis. The grotto’s seasonal, majestic waterfall cascades powerfully downwards to an accessible turquoise pond.

Prior to turning onto Laklouk Rd from Byblos, take a left to reach the Monastery of St Maroun Annaya (St Charbel) for a spiritual escape. A mosaic of St Charbel was installed in the Vatican Grottoes in 2024.


BEST FAMILY VACATIONS IN SHOUF

FarmVille Barouk – Cezar’s Projects: An agritourism project in Barouk offering full rural immersion experiences, from overnight stays to numerous activities like herbal-tea picking and pottery-making. $

Deir Al Oumara: An upscale, authentic experience offering family duplexes. Originally built in 1827, it boasts a summer outdoor restaurant and charming views over Deir Al Qamar. $$$

Bkerzay: An eco-friendly conservation project of a village layout amid greenery. Offers family suites, a swimming pool, restaurant and nearby easy hiking trail. $$$



Shouf & Deir Al Qamar TIME FROM BEIRUT: 40 MINS [image: jpg]

The moon that never sets

The well-preserved nature of the Shouf region, southeast of Beirut, captivates the mind and soul. It’s also famous for its hiking trails, and Damour beach resorts like Janna Sur Mer and Lost At Sea.

Just 38km from Beirut, Deir Al Qamar (Moon Monastery) stands out as one of Shouf’s most picturesque villages. Known for its charming red-tiled houses and well-preserved architecture and landmarks, it also boasts hidden wonders among its ancient stepped cobblestone streets and narrow alleys. Exploring its historical sites and scenic hikes is best done with DEQ Trail’s local guides (@deq_trail), who also connect visitors to Shouf’s significant destinations, such as Beiteddine Palace, which hosts the summer Beiteddine Festival. Nature lovers will marvel at the Shouf Biosphere Reserve and the riverside Jahliye easy trail, 10km away.

Arriving at Deir Al Qamar’s main square (Al Midan), grab a manoushe from Maroun Bakery and explore the surrounding artisanal shops and Marie Baz museum on foot. Numerous ancient sights dazzle the eyes with splendour, starting with nearby Fakhreddine Mosque, the first built in the region (1493), before moving on to the 4th-century CE Saydet el Talle church and many palaces. Of the authentic guesthouses scattered about, Beyt Al Jabal is the pick.
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Where to Eat in Jezzine

L’Os Jezzine: Upscale restaurant serving Lebanese cuisine on its summer terrace facing Bkassine forest. $$

Al Chalouf: Traditional Lebanese dishes perched at the top of Jezzine’s waterfall and facing Bkassine forest. $$

Keif Jezzine: Family-run agricultural acreage serving authentic homemade meals in Souwan. $$

JezzineTIME FROM BEIRUT: 70 MINS [image: jpg]

Culture, forests and heritage

Journeying 66km from Beirut, Jezzine emerges as the captivating capital of Jezzine district. Perched atop a cliff, it is embraced by the Bkassine Pine Forest, the largest in the Middle East. Instead of the usual route via the Beirut–Saida road, opt for a detour towards the Temple of Eshmun (dedicated to the Phoenician god of healing), then wind through Jezzine district via Karkha village, home to the newly inaugurated St John the Baptist Shrine, with monumental statues immortalising the baptism of Jesus. The district unveils cultural, spiritual and adventurous experiences, best organised with the Jezzine Tourism Office (jezzinetourism.com). A must-visit is the base of Jezzine’s mesmerising waterfall (75m), one of the tallest in Lebanon.

Renowned for its religious sites and artisanal heritage, the village presents a legacy of intricate craftsmanship in traditional cutlery, ornate daggers and swords, found in the heritage Souq el Sedd. Wander through its energetic streets filled with shops and cafes offering the traditional ‘mouneh’ preserved delights like labneh balls (made using goat’s milk) at Sallet Al Mouneh Al Jizziniyeh. Cross to Jezzine’s cliff, the drop point of the waterfall, and savour an authentic meal. Later, unwind in local pubs like Bourbon.

For a family haven with outdoor activities, stay at ecotourism lodge La Maison de la Forêt in Bkassin.


ATELIER ASSAF: A STONE-CARVED HISTORY

In the Shouf region, the eco-tourism project Atelier Assaf (atelierassaf.com) in Warhanieh village attracts art enthusiasts seeking an environmentally conscious experience. The three Assaf brothers, who are all sculptors, farmers and architects, have their museum listed in the registry of Lebanon’s national museums. Its masterpiece combines contrasting art schools, and comprises six sculptures, symbolising a journey through contemporary art, ultimately forming a unified sculpture of author Mikhail Naimy’s face seen only from a specific spot. Visitors are guided through wild trees and plants, before reaching the atelier, museum and cafe, and passing by the brothers’ traditional home built with green architecture principles. Open from June to September.



Where to Eat in Saida

Abou el Abed Restaurant: Seafood restaurant serving freshly caught fish adjacent to the souq entrance, facing the Sea Castle. $

Saida Rest House: Traditional cuisine in an authentic house with a garden, next to the Sea Castle. $$

La Marsa Garden: Resto-cafe with a garden facing the Sea Castle known for its pizza and Italian dishes. $$


BEST LODGINGS IN JEZZINE

Iris Flower Hotel: Three-star hotel situated 500m away from Souq El Sedd, with spacious private rooms. $

Sunset Hill: A literal sunset hill in the Toghra Mountain, a few minutes’ drive from the souq, offering an innovative accommodation concept in repurposed buses or tents. $

Blue Jay Jezzine: Four-star private chalets set amid pine and oak trees in Azour, offering a seasonal restaurant. $$

L’Etoile du Loup: Perched atop Jezzine’s hill overlooking the region, it boasts private bungalows, pool facilities and a restaurant. A few minutes by car from the souq. $$



Saida (Sidon)TIME FROM BEIRUT: 40 MINS [image: jpg]

Ancient souqs

Saida is a treasure trove of history and culture, with ancient mosques, churches, khans (travellers’ inns), hammams, palaces, museums and castles waiting to be explored. While some landmarks may be closed or under renovation, other religious sites often require pre-scheduled visits. At time of writing, only Hammam Al Jadeed and Hammam Al Sheikh were open; the former was hosting an exhibition for the artist Tom Young.

The Old Saida area stretches from the Crusader’s Sea Castle to St Louis Castle. Start by exploring the Sea Castle and cross to the 17th-century Khan Al Franj before wandering through the nearby ancient souqs. Tour the Soap Museum and then pass by Hammam Al Jadeed to the jewellery souq, where the 8th-century St Nicholas Church stands to the left, renowned for its shrine of St Paul and Peter. Don’t miss the magnificent Khan Sasy, an underground archaeological museum, and Debbane Palace museum, reached via steep stairs.

Alternatively, go left after the Soap Museum to savour the best qatayef (stuffed pancakes), as well as Al Saray Quarter cafes, and visit both Al Kikhia Mosque and the 13th-century Grand Omary Mosque.

The compact Al Zire Island nearby calls out with its lighthouse, offering a leisurely summer escape with boats, SUPs and swimming. Dive enthusiasts can explore the underwater museum (featuring sunken military equipment) with Sidoon Diving Academy.

Don’t leave Saida before savouring authentic senioura (a crumbly cookie) at AlBaba Sweets. Finish off by visiting the Lady of Mantara on Maghdouche hilltop for panoramic views of biblical significance. For a unique stay, check out Glamping Lebanon’s retreat in the village (@glamping.lebanon).

TyreTIME FROM BEIRUT: 70 MINS [image: jpg]

Landmarks and sandy beach

Venture 40km south of Saida to the ancient city of Tyre, boasting magnificent UNESCO World Heritage landmarks, including the Al Bass and Al Mina archaeological sites. The former embraces a Roman hippodrome, among the largest of the Roman world, the necropolis remnants and an impressive Roman triumphal arch. The latter includes a city’s layout with streets lined with Roman and Byzantine mosaics, large columns, a Roman bathhouse, and ruins of a Byzantine cathedral and a Crusader castle, along an ancient submerged harbour.

Here also is Tyre Coast Nature Reserve, home to endangered sea turtles and Lebanon’s largest sandy beach, lined with quaint restaurant huts in summer. Swing by Cloud 59 for tasty seafood, lounge on sun-beds or dive into water activities. Professional divers can help you discover vibrant underwater life and archaeological ruins with Lebanon Diving Center.

In town wander through the Old Souq’s narrow, twisting alleys and treat yourself to a traditional breakfast at Foul Baroud (since 1948) or savour the famous fatayel (meat) sandwich at Mahfouz Sandwiches (since 1945). Then, explore the ancient fishers’ port, packed with cafes and restaurants.

A brief walk leads to Our Lady of the Sea Cathedral and its underground ancient church. Venture into the charming Christian Quarter, a lively pedestrian area with colourful alleys, aged floral windows and open doors. To pedal your way through, visit the garden facing the public beach or contact Beirut by Bike for rentals.

Continue 13km further south to Qana, a village believed to be the site of Jesus’s first miracle, turning water into wine. Visit the remnants of ancient wine jars and the Holy Grotto’s historic site, a meeting place for Jesus and his disciples, now a pilgrimage spot, easily accessible via stairs. Don’t miss the rock with ancient engravings of Jesus and his 12 disciples, along with another believed to be the Virgin Mary. The site includes a cafe that serves drinks and bites.

Where to stay in Tyre

Al Fanar: Next to the lighthouse at the end of the ‘Christian Quarter’, this cosy terrace restaurant serves seafood and Lebanese cuisine. $$

Dar Alma: A boutique hotel located in the ‘Christian Quarter’, offering seafood and international cuisine, with a sun deck and direct access to the sea. $$$

Rest House: Four-star hotel and resort enjoying a sandy beach perfect for families, with Lebanese and continental dishes. Don’t miss the Sunday buffet. $$$

Nabatieh TIME FROM BEIRUT: 75 MINS [image: jpg]

Crusader fortress and Litani River

Check out Beaufort Castle (Qal’at al-Shaqif), a Crusader fortress in Southern Lebanon’s Nabatieh governorate, only 38km from Saida. Perched on a cliff, it offers stunning views, especially in spring when the landscapes burst into vibrant green, and the Litani River flows more abundantly.

For a bite try nearby Kalaa restaurant or head to Al Zaman Al Jamil restaurant, added to the tourism map in 2023, alongside other religious sites.


LEBANON’S BOUNDLESS RECREATIONAL PURSUITS

Aeroclub of Lebanon: Soar above Lebanon’s coastline and diverse landscapes on scenic flights from Beirut’s airport.

Cedars Trail Riding Club: Saddle up and ride your way through Shouf and beyond with unique eco-friendly equestrian day trips or immersive multiday treks.

Narcosis Diving Facility: Dive into Lebanon’s historical and underwater wonders with expert guidance, spanning from Beirut to Batroun.

Lebanese Yacht Club: Learn how to set sail with your preferred mode – sailboats, windsurfing, wing foiling, kiteboarding and others.

GoldenEye SuperYachts: Cruise luxuriously along the Lebanese coast, savouring stunning vistas of its cities and picturesque shoreline.



Where to Eat in Tyre

Abo Dany: Famous for its exceptional raw fish and seafood mezze. Don’t miss the grilled calamari dish. $$

Tavolino: Resto-bar known for tortilla-based pizzas and steak dishes, with vibrant nightlife and music. $$

Le Phénicien: Upscale waterfront seafood restaurant by the sea, renowned for its signature freekeh with fish. $$$




Batroun

[image: jpg]

HISTORIC ALLURE | PRISTINE COASTLINE | ELECTRIC EVENINGS


Batroun is more than just a popular, happening tourist destination: it’s among the oldest continuously inhabited cities on Earth. Just 54km north of Beirut, it also stands as a role model for other emerging cities, evolving from a somewhat tranquil coastal town with historical significance into a powerful force attracting visitors and investors alike. What’s remarkable is the harmonious blend of heritage preservation and modern innovative appeal, a balance fostered by the locals themselves, who are the heartbeat of the city.

Stroll through its ancient alleys and marvel at the 225m-long Phoenician Wall. Unwind by the seashore or enjoy exhilarating diverse water sports. After indulging in a delectable meal, hop between pubs, then dance the night away. While the city can be toured in a few hours, focusing solely on the main landmarks without indulging in other experiences is a genuine loss.

Batroun is a city where worries and troubles seem to dissolve beyond its borders.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Batroun Old Souq

2Colonel Reef

3Old Port

SIGHTS

4Fishermen’s Port

5Lebanese Diaspora Village

6Our Lady of the Sea

7St Stephen’s Church

8The Phoenician Wall

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

9Bahsa Public Beach

EATING

10Ahwet Zeitouna

11Jessy Juice

12Koko’s Bakery

13Merchake Cafe

14Rahbany Bakery

15Teta’s Mezza House

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

16Bolero

17Cheers Cousin Mike

18Colonel Brewery

19Titans

SHOPPING

20Naji’s Lemonade




GETTING AROUND

Batroun is approximately 54km from Beirut and can be conveniently accessed via the motorway. Take the right exit to Smar Jbeil at Madfoun’s security point, or opt for the seaside exit leading to beach resorts. From there, continue straight through Kfarabida to reach Batroun’s centre, or stay on the motorway and follow the signs for Batroun’s exit. Public transport is also an option from Beirut’s Cola and Dora hubs, albeit without a fixed timetable.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Scattered stations provide local means of transport, including Vespas, tuk-tuks and golf carts, with prices set by the municipality. The minimum rental age is 18. Alternatively, hire dedicated guides. Exploring on foot adds flavour to the journey.



Diving & Midnight Cocktails

Jet-ski your way through the city

Attracting visitors for its azure waters, festivals and nightlife, Batroun is Lebanon’s glitziest seaside summer destination, a city that extends its charm year-round, particularly during the Christmas season.

For a chill day or thrilling adventure water sports – followed by tasty food, beer and cocktails – drop by Bluebay Beach, or Colonel Reef to enjoy its free seashore entrance and on-site craft beer brewery and distillery tours. Batroun Water Sports offers wing foiling, kitesurfing and windsurfing among other activities. Routes LB offers SUPs and kayaks alongside bike rentals and tours to discover the region.

The Old Port likewise offers jet ski, sailing rentals and boat trips, and just 600m offshore is the underwater museum, a must for certified divers to explore retired military vehicles. Get in touch with Deep Sea Diving Center, which can arrange trips to underwater caves and shipwreck dives.

In the evening Batroun’s ancient alleys and seafront are transformed into a buoyant hub of restaurants and pubs overflowing with a lively ambience. Enjoy sunset views at Bolero’s garden or the Titans rooftop bar, or head back to the Old Souq for bar-hopping.

Batroun locals are meeting the growing demand for tabekh, with eateries like Min Tabkhetna (run by local women) and Merchake Cafe offering regional specialities such as kibbeh bi laban (kibbeh in yoghurt).

Best Drinking in Batroun

Titans: Rooftop with great views and sunset bar playing music and serving international cuisine.

Bolero: Garden by the sea with sunset bar, lounge area and lively music with weekend beats.

Cheers Cousin Mike: Tables scattered along the sidewalk in Batroun’s Old Souq serving cocktails and international cuisine.



SOUQ WANDERS & TREASURES

[image: jpg]

With multiple entrances to the historical area, such as from Hilmi’s lemonade spot or through Al Bahsa Beach, this route reveals Batroun’s main historical sites, with many other selections along the way. Commence at the majestic 20th-century 1 St Stephen Cathedral, built on the ruins of a Crusader church facing the must-see Phoenician-rooted 2 Fishermen’s Port. At 3 Naji’s Lemonade, grab a lemonade and termos (lupine seeds), then head left from the crossroad to the heart of the 4 Old Souq. Browse its eclectic mix of local designers, souvenir shops and local delicacies tucked under old vaults on a cobbled street, stopping in at 5 Teta’s Mezza House to taste traditional dishes. Then backtrack and continue straight ahead past Auberge de la Mer guesthouse to reach the lively alleyway where music is played and tables are scattered along the sidewalk at the authentic 6 Cheers Cousin Mike resto-pub. Heading south you’ll reach 7 Koko’s Bakery, famed for its fluffy assorted brioches. Further ahead awaits the remarkable 8 Lebanese Diaspora Village with its gift and souvenir shops, heritage spots, cafes, guesthouses and the ‘wine window’ service. Venture forward to the majestic 1st-century BCE 9 Phoenician Wall, followed by a Our Lady of the Sea Church (c 19th century), boasting a marvellously arched terrace. Take a leisurely stroll to b Bahsa Public Beach to relish its charming restaurants, or continue beyond Swiss Butter Restaurant to reach the popular Hilmi’s House of Lemonade and then c Ahwet Zeitouna, with its inviting outdoor space surrounded by diverse restaurants. Here you can also sample a brioche at opposite d Rahbany Bakery or quirky sushi crepes at e Jessy Juice on the main street.






Beyond Batroun
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From the coastal beaches, towns and cities to the mountain villages, North Lebanon is a year-round destination that caters to every whim and desire.


Batroun’s strategic positioning makes it an ideal starting point for enriching journeys northward, whether to Bcharré district, Zgharta, Tripoli or beyond. Spend the day at the pulsating coastal areas of Kfarabida and Chekka or wander through mountainous terrain, offering year-round retreats for families, adventurers, hikers and wine lovers. Amid these high altitudes, historical ruins and ancient religious sites add depth to the region’s cultural fabric.

Batroun district embraces charming villages such as Douma, acclaimed by UN Tourism as one of the world’s most touristic villages in 2023, and significant natural wonders like Baatara Gorge. Further north, explore Tripoli’s abundant historical landmarks and cultural scene, then delve into Akkar’s rural life and natural beauty.


Places

Thoum, Kfarabida & Chekka

Rashana, Smar Jbeil & Chabtine

Tannourine

Douma

Bchaaleh

Baatara Gorge

Koura District

Tripoli

Kobayat & Around

Danniyeh




GETTING AROUND

Driving along the Batroun–Tannourine road towards Batroun’s mountainous areas is feasible due to the well-maintained roads and clear signage.

The same holds true for driving towards Tripoli, or you can choose the reliable Connexion bus (@connexion.transport) from Beirut to Tripoli’s Nour Sq, where vans and taxis are available for further travel, as well as tuk-tuks and ‘service’ for local transport.



Thoum, Kfarabida & Chekka TIME FROM BATROUN: 10 MINS [image: jpg]

The sailing capital of Lebanon

From the sun-soaked tranquillity of its pristine public and private luxury shores to exhilarating cave explorations in crystal-clear waters, the Thoum–Batroun seaside road leads to vibrant beach getaways teeming with life in summer. It’s a coastline officially recognised as the ‘Sailing Capital of Lebanon’ by the International Committee of Mediterranean Games.

Sea rock formations, like those near Joining Restaurant in Kfarabida, beckon adventurous souls to showcase their jumping skills, while the easily accessible underwater cave next door offers a glimpse of the astounding coastal richness. The area boasts budget-friendly options like White Beach alongside high-end resorts like Orchid.

For a perfect beach family destination, the upscale Nanaya Beach Club in Heri, Chekka, awaits with its sandy shores and pools for all ages. Nearby, the Nabu Museum exhibits over 2000 archaeological pieces. Passing through the sea road tunnel, take a brief walk to the right to explore Hamat’s historical train tunnels. On the highway, don’t miss the 17th-century Mseilha Fort.


BEST PUBLIC BEACHES IN THE NORTH

Bechech Public Beach: In Amchit, close to Byblos with water sports and parasols. Adventurers can rent SUPs to explore its underwater caves.

Byblos Beach: Close to the harbour with SUPs, umbrella and chaise longue rentals.

Abou Ali Beach: Pristine shores with rented parasols and beach volleyball.

Kfarabida Public Beach: Rocky shore for sunbathing, bouldering and cave explorations.

Bahsa Public Beach: In the heart of Batroun is this pebbled cosy shore conveniently surrounded by restaurants.

Tahet El Rih Anfeh: Greek-like setting with crystal-clear waters, water sports and fresh seafood restaurants.



Rashana, Smar Jbeil & Chabtine TIME FROM BATROUN: 10 MINS [image: jpg]

Rural pursuits

Step into Batroun district’s rustic charm, where hidden discoveries await along its 31km route. Setting off from the Thoum exit, just before the security checkpoint, visit Rashana’s Basbous Sculptures Museum and its Smurf’s house (yes, the cartoon), located a few minutes after Casa de Thoum Guesthouse.

Journey onward to Mar Nohra quarter at Smar Jbeil, pause for a manoushe at Forn Al Saha, and try local wine at Vine wine bar before traversing the area on foot. Smar Jbeil, one of Lebanon’s most ancient towns, also features a hilltop historical citadel located a short uphill walk from the quarter where St Nohra and Our Lady of Rescues Churches stand. The latter is one of the Middle East’s oldest Virgin Mary churches; it’s a Crusaders’ chapel ruin with an open ceiling and majestic oak tree. The 11th-century St Nohra Church is renowned for the rare one-stone craftsmanship displayed at its entrance. Just across the road lies the Domaine Des Oliviers Guesthouse.

In a rustic house dating from the 17th century, Atibaia boutique winery stands a few minutes away from the quarter, and is renowned for its luxury weekend lunches. A five-minute drive away, Ixsir winery is known for its unmatched Sunday summer buffet. Continue to St Cyprian and Justine Monastery (Kfifan Monastery) to visit the carved chambered tombs of St Hardini and Blessed Nehme. Then venture to Domaine S Najm Winery in Chabtine for its goat farm, occasional cheese manufacturing, wine, arak and olive-oil tasting.

Note that all winery visits require reservation. On your return journey, swing by Adyar Winery for wine tasting and nibbles, or head to Biomass, a celebrated organic farm-to-table experience. Wrap up your tour just 2km away at St Joseph Monastery, where St Rafqa’s tomb stands as a pilgrimage destination.
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Bahsa Public Beach, Batroun | sun_shine/shutterstock ©

Where to Eat Seafood in batroun

Toutia Seafood: Seafood dishes (shrimp fatteh recommend) and house-distilled arak in Batroun’s historical area. $

Jammal Restaurant: Top-tier seafood and casual seating bayside in Kfarabida; boat visitors welcome. $$$

Pierre and Friends: Ambient beachfront restaurant-bar on Thoum–Kfarabida Rd featuring upscale seafood and twilight cocktails. $$$

Tannourine TIME FROM BATROUN: 40 MINS [image: jpg]

Climbing and hiking adventures

Tannourine encompasses two principal areas, each abundant with natural, religious and historical significance. Tannourine Al Tahta (Lower) is renowned as the largest rock-climbing site in the Middle East, attracting enthusiasts from around the world. Tannourine Al Fawqa (Upper) is mostly famous for its magnificent Cedar Reserve, featuring well-marked loop hiking trails and a spot with binoculars offering awe-inspiring mountain views. A trails map is accessible through QR codes on the entrance ticket.

For an easy scenic loop trail, walk the ‘number two’ 1km trail from the entrance up to Ras El Wadi. During the snow season, both an entrance kiosk and snowshoe rentals are available at the main road (@tannourine_cedar_reserve). In the evenings, it’s also a remarkable destination for Milky Way photography, accompanied by a local guide.

For an exceptional riverside camping retreat, Joz Tannourine offers tents with private firepits and shared amenities. For budget-friendly, self-service camping with amenities, head to Paul’s Haven.

Douma TIME FROM BATROUN: 30 MINS [image: jpg]

Cultural immersion

Exiting Batroun–Tannourine highway, Douma’s splendour gradually unfolds through the verdant mountains that frame its red-roofed houses and numerous ancient churches and monasteries.

It is also famous for its unusual scorpion-like shaped layout, facing Hardine mountain, which is crowned by a Roman temple dedicated to Mercury, and neighbouring Beit Chlela village, where the Nahr Al Joz (Walnut River) crosses down from Tannourine to form the majestic, must-see Kfarhelda waterfall.


Douma also hosts 30-plus historical and cultural landmarks. A highlight is strolling its 19th-century souq, where locals sell homemade products and crafts while seniors gather at the cafe to play backgammon. Most of the village’s sights, including the Kheir Residence, Heritage Museum and Our Lady of Dormition Church, are close to the souq area.

Savour a fish bite by the mountain at Chalhoub restaurant, or try homemade sandwiches at Bella Douma and have a an ice cream at the souq’s Al Zahlawi. In addition to being a fantastic family destination (particularly with its summer festivals), its rugged mountains and the LMTA (Lebanon Mountain Trail Association) trail to Baatara Gorge is appealing to hikers.

For an informative journey, check the QR codes on the plaques and platform, and for a nature retreat in bungalows with facilities head to Pine Straw Douma (@pinestrawdouma).


BEST OF THE REGION’S HIKING TRAILS

Nahr Al Joz (Walnut River) Trails: Encompasses many trails in Batroun district, passing the villages of Beit Chlala to Kaftoun through Kfarhelda waterfall, and Kfarhay to Boqsmaya and Kaftoun.

Chouwan Lake Trail: The Chouwan entrance offers guides (recommended) and info on hikes in the UNESCO-listed Jabal Moussa Biosphere Reserve. Descend to the river for a refreshing swim, but beware of high water. For more information, visit jabalmoussa.org.

Ehmej Trails: Many trails are set in Ehmej. Start at Arz Ehmej Conservation Park and follow the signs towards Wadi Siyar, Tilej, the hollowed cave, then back to Ehmej.



Family Summer Haven in the North

Biomass: Organic farm-to-table Lebanese cuisine with a modern twist produced by local women in Jrabta. $$

Arnaoon Village: Family day-out package includes farm tours and activities with a lunch buffet. $$$

IXSIR by Montagnou: A winery family-restaurant with garden buffet featuring grilled stations including lamb spit-roasting in Besbina. $$$


BEST LOCAL FOOD CHAINS

Roadster Diner: American-themed diner with the slogan: ‘Welcome to where friendships are fed, and calories turn into memories’. $

Crepaway: International cuisine and, as the name implies, savoury and sweet crepes. $

Swiss Butter: Four staple dishes, two desserts, and one secret sauce. $

Zaatar w Zeit: Translating to ‘thyme and oil’, this is a favourite for those seeking comfort food after a night out. Branches in Kaslik and Jal El Dib are open 24-hour. $

Bartartine: Think the epitome of French cuisine, but with a Lebanese twist, upscale restaurant with gourmet sandwiches and tarte tropézienne (cream-filled brioche). $$



BchaalehTIME FROM BATROUN: 35 MINS [image: jpg]

Noah’s olive trees

Continue your cultural journey with another five-minute drive from Douma to the beautiful Bchaaleh village. Here you’ll find countless activities for families and nature lovers, from diverse hiking trails to craft workshops and remarkable heritage sites (bchaaleh.com/hiking).

The highlight is the Millennial Olive Trees. Dating back some 6000 years, they stand as some of the oldest on Earth and are legendarily associated with Noah’s ark. Also in town are the remnants of ancient hilltop fortress Al Hosn, accessed via a hiking trail.

At Cheer Up Camping (@cheer.up.camping) you can awaken to a serene cliffside retreat in a tree house or tents set among nature.

Baatara Gorge TIME FROM BATROUN: 50 MINS [image: jpg]

Nature’s time capsule unveiled

Transport yourself through the mists of time and witness a geological marvel that could only have been crafted by nature’s forces over countless aeons. Baatara Gorge in Tannourine, the ‘Cave of the Three Bridges’, engulfs a mesmerising 225m-high waterfall, sourced from three villages. It plunges in full force during spring through three naturally formed limestone bridges into the abyss, surrounded by captivating rock formations. The lower caves embrace an interesting ecosystem amid unexplored depths and chasms – a perfect destination for geologists, adventurers and families seeking an educational opportunity and heart-pumping activities, including the monkey bridge and zip line.

Located between Laklouk and Douma, the site offers a balcony for viewing from afar via a stairway. Alternatively, descend by cable car or stairs to the somewhat rugged ground below. In winter, the entire area is blanketed with snow; in spring, exercise caution on the natural bridge if it’s wet.
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Baatara Gorge | eva mont/shutterstock ©

Where to Stay Around Douma

Eye Tannourine: An eco-friendly hotel in Tannourine Al Tahta close to the river and rock-climbing spots. $

Beit Douma: Traditional 19th-century Lebanese guesthouse in Douma with colourful ambience and picturesque views. $$

Stone Cellars: A 19th-century vaulted stone cellars guesthouse of traditional architecture in Douma. $$

Koura District TIME FROM BATROUN: 20 MINS [image: jpg]

Unique landmarks and construction wonders

Tracing back to the Palaeolithic period, Amioun gathers numerous landmarks. A highlight is the remarkable 300m cliff with ancient tomb hollows, towered over by the St John (Al Sheer) Church on the main road. The capital of Koura district can be reached through the exit on the Batroun–Tripoli highway.

Journeying along the Amioun–Ehden road, contemplate Kousba’s ancient Hamatoura Monastery, nestled among rugged mountain cliffs on the opposite side; this construction marvel is accessible via a steep walkway. Before reaching the Bcharré–Ehden security point, take a left turn through Rechdebbine to reach Qasr Naous, a Roman temple complex in Ain Aakrine, where echoes of Baalbek’s grandeur resonate.

 

Little Santorini of Lebanon

In Koura district, Enfeh (or Anfeh) is the centre of salt (white gold) trade in Lebanon, which dates back to Phoenician times, and is located along the coast midway between Batroun and Tripoli. Its Tahet El-Rih Greek-like colours and layered beach is a popular summer destination offering water-based activities and fresh seafood restaurants.

Don’t miss nearby notable attractions, including the Crusader fortress on its impressive peninsula; the Great Phoenician Trench used as a dry dock in 2 BCE; Our Lady of the Wind – the vaulted church ruins with remnants of medieval wall paintings; and the Crusader’s church of St Catherine. Around 3km further afield, Our Lady of Al-Natour Orthodox Monastery, also built during the Crusades, can be reached by car.
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Crusader fortress, Enfeh | nidal majdalani/lonely planet ©


BEST RELIGIOUS SITES AROUND BATROUN

Our Lady of Noorieh (The Light): A hilltop church in Hamat, atop the historic cape of Theoprosopon, featuring breathtaking views. Follow the descending stairs to the rocky cave.

Our Lady of Kaftoun: Situated along the banks of Nahr Al Joz amid verdant greenery in Koura district is this monastery built inside a striped limestone cliff. It houses a rare double-sided 13 CE Byzantine icon.

Hardine Hermitages: Hardine village is a pilgrimage destination with a quaint church, its impressive hilltop ancient hermitages carved into steep (almost vertical) mountain slopes, and 30-plus historical churches and monasteries.



Where to Enjoy Seafood in Enfeh

Samket Gerge Dayaa: A fishing family who serve generous portions of freshly picked seafood in a homely atmosphere. $

Wassim Sur Merr: Seafood, sun dock, and sea access in Tahet El Rih. Try fatteh shrimps. $$

Chez Fouad: Seafood in Tahet El Rih with sea access and a small pool. Enjoy calamari provençal. $$$


BEST RELIGIOUS LANDMARKS IN TRIPOLI

Al Mansouri Great Mosque: This 13th-century mosque is a masterpiece with its large courtyard, porticoes and domed prayer hall. Located close to the old souq, it is the largest historical mosque in Tripoli.

Taynal Mosque: One of the most beautiful in Lebanon is this 13th-century mosque with green domes, a marble courtyard with a decorated gate and a minaret that resembles a castle tower.

Madrassa Al Qartawiyah: The largest and most beautiful madrassa (theological school) in Lebanon, close to Al Mansouri Great Mosque, rich in ornaments and inscriptions.



Tripoli TIME FROM BATROUN: 25 MINS [image: jpg]

Soulful souqs and Palm Islands

Tripoli, Lebanon’s second-largest city, features a captivating mix of urban textures and medieval charm. Here architectural influences are found from various eras, including the Mamluk, Ottoman, Roman, Fatimid and Crusades. Divided into two parts, Al Mina represents the ancient city of Tripolis, with a peninsula next to the Phoenician port; while Tripoli, home to the Old City, maintains its medieval core.

Walking through Tripoli’s maze-like alleys in the Old City unveils a cultural odyssey as you pass through its souqs, hammams, khans and religious landmarks. Reaching energetic Tal Sq and its Al Manchieh Park, the diverse shops and vendor carts lead visitors to the magnificent 13 CE Al Mansouri Great Mosque, and onward to the beautiful Taynal Mosque with its several green domes.

Venture through the Souq Al Sayyaghin (Jeweller’s Souq) on foot to explore the bustling souqs. Visit the historic Hammam Al Nouri, awaiting rehabilitation, before proceeding to the operational Hammam Al Abed and Khan Al Saboun, renowned for soap-making since 1480. Navigate through the narrow alley to discover Souq Al Attarin, then ascend the stairs to behold the Citadel of Raymond de St-Gilles overlooking Tripoli. Continue your journey to Hammam Ezzedine, then veer right to explore Souq Al Bazerkan, Khan Al Khayyatin (the city’s oldest), the iconic Millaha fountain and Souq Al Haraj. For a more hands-on soap-making approach, feast your eyes on traditional production by Sharkass Soap.

Wrap up your day in the Mina area with a leisurely stroll along its charming alleys or the corniche road. Sea enthusiasts can opt for group or private boat tours to Palm Islands; bring snacks and sturdy beach shoes due to its rocky terrain.

The Palm Islands Nature Reserve has Ramsar recognition. The Rachid Karameh International Fair, designed by renowned modernist Brazilian architect Oscar Niemeyer and inscribed under UNESCO World Heritage in 2023, and the historic train station, enrich Tripoli’s cultural legacy.

Where to Enjoy Sweets in Tripoli

Al Hajj Abou Nouh Al Haddad Sweets: Serving authentic halewit shmaissy (rice and sugar dough stuffed with ashta – clotted cream), in the old souq. $

Al Qalaa Sweets: Cosy bakery since 1950 near Tripoli’s Citadel baking nammoura (semolina and syrup) and ghraiby (cookies). $

Abdul Rahman Hallab & Sons 1881: Famous for haliwat al jibn (cheese dessert), baklava and lahme baajin (lamb-filled flatbread) with pomegranate molasses. $$


BEST STREET FOOD IN TRIPOLI

Al Dabbousi Moghrabieh Restaurant: Sandwich of wheat semolina pearls, chickpeas, onions and speciality spices, sautéed to perfection. It’s located close to Al Tal Sq and in Attarin Souq. $

Abou Fadi: Malek El Samke Harra: Flavourful fusion of spicy fish, tahini, nuts and aromatic spices, a speciality of Abou Fadi since the 1970s. Located in the Mina area. $

Akra Restaurant: Serving traditional fuul, hummus and fatteh; in Koura Sq. $

Al Dannoun Restaurant: Typical fuul, hummus and fatteh meals, minutes away from Al Tal Sq. $

Kaak & Cheese: Round kaak, stuffed with Akkawi cheese, grilled on street carts across Tripoli. $



Kobayat & AroundTIME FROM BATROUN: 90 MINS [image: jpg]

Hikes, flavours and heritage treasures

For an immersive cultural experience amid breathtaking natural landscapes, visit Kobayat, just 50km from Tripoli. It’s one of Akkar’s largest villages and a prime spot to explore. Akkar Governorate, situated at the utmost northern tip of Lebanon, is a charming region renowned for its captivating natural landscapes, rich biodiversity, abundant water sources, numerous forests, hiking trails and historical landmarks dating back to the megalithic phase.

Kobayat comes alive in spring and summer, offering scenic vistas under winter’s white blanket. Alongside its central roundabout where tuk-tuks are scattered, indulge in popular street bites like manoushe from Le Gourmet, falafel from Chachi and the kaak from Mazhar Bakery. Drop by Al Khan cafe for delightful ice cream, then unwind with custom cocktails at Reed Bar, which spills onto the sidewalk and buzzes till dawn. The Garrison, set in a stone heritage house, serves nibbles and drinks around the clock. Eateries and shops are family-run, with all food prepared locally.

Among Kobayat’s notable attractions is the impressive science museum, showcasing animals, butterflies and birds housed within the St Doumit Carmelite Monastery that was built in 1852 and has humble dorm lodging. Also here is a historical silk factory, currently undergoing renovation, that hosts lively summer festivals. Given its location along the former Silk Road, the area has plenty of historical landmarks, churches and monasteries.

Campers and backpackers alike find their summer haven in Kobayat, with tents, bonfires and facilities provided at Balloot camping site in the Helsben Valley, 3km from the centre.

Expand your horizons beyond Kobayat to explore the traditional methods of preparing manoushe and bread at Tannour Andakit (located 4km away), along with a traditional breakfast including labneh and egg with awarma (preserved meat). Nature enthusiasts shouldn’t miss the lush greenery of Fnaidek Qammouaa, accessible via a scenic 32km mountain road from Kobayat. Plan ahead to hike along the scenic moderate trail starting from Al Qammouaa’s green fields with beautiful horses, leading through the magnificent Al Ezer Forest (Iron Oak Forest), which is particularly captivating during the autumn. Alternatively, opt for an ATV adventure in Fnaidek Qammouaa to explore the area.

Aim to include Menjez in your itinerary. It’s located on the Syrian border, just 8km from Kobayat. Here, you’ll uncover the only known Roman temple crafted from black basaltic stones, Maqam El Rabb, Our Lady of the Fort church and ancient stone tombs, among other significant landmarks.

Where to Eat in Kobayat

Dibby’s: Family-operated eatery serving fast food in a cosy shop-like setting with generous portions of salads. $

Diwan El Wadi: Authentic Lebanese delicacies with succulent mezze; a step from Mar Challita Monastery in Qatlabah. $$

Zahrtoni Italian Restaurant: Italian dishes prepared with their own freshly made pasta alongside Lebanese cuisine. In Helesban valley. $$


BEST STAYS IN KOBAYAT

Granero Verde Resort: Wooden bungalows nestled among greenery, featuring furnished apartments with daily room service, but no food service. Choose your preference upon reservation, as some spots are adjacent to others, while some are secluded. $

Utopia Inn: Close to Kobayat’s main road is this option offering rooms with kitchenette, accessible via a long staircase. $

La Mounia Guesthouse: Upscale hotel and guesthouse featuring impressive outdoor space by the river, with a pool and a renovated ancient mill. $$

Jabalna Ecolodge: Surrounded by pine trees, about a 10-minute drive from Kobayat’s centre. It offers a somewhat private outdoor space as well.



DanniyehTIME FROM BATROUN: 1 HR [image: jpg]

Hanging bridges, waterfalls and grottoes

Another must-do excursion is taking a 20km taxi ride from Tripoli to Oyoun El Samak, particularly during springtime. Pause at the peak point to admire the magnificent landscapes of lakes and rivers encircled by mountains, then proceed to the area’s enormous waterfall, hidden within Ouyoun El Samak Restaurant, and capture the stunning moment at the bridge.

This district in North Lebanon abounds in forests and hiking trails such as the divine Wadi Jhannam (Valley of Hell), the majestic Sfireh Roman Temple and the millennia-old formations at Zahlan Grotto, complete with a hanging bridge and scenic restaurant. Further ahead is the High Mountains site (Jabal 40), offering panoramic views of the region and adrenaline-fuelled swing rides, alongside interesting features like a suspension bridge and an aeroplane that visitors can enter.




Bcharré
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CEDARS OF GOD | SPIRITUAL JOURNEY | SCENIC TRAILS


The Bcharré district in North Lebanon comprises 26 villages of which its namesake city, Bcharré, is the capital. It’s a region notable for its UNESCO World Heritage sites, including the Qadisha Valley and Cedars of God forest. Located west of Mt Makmel (the highest in Lebanon), Bcharré serves as an all-season destination. It’s ideal for both families and adventurers and features a mix of natural, cultural and religious heritage attractions, as well as the renowned Cedars Ski Resort.

The region was significant for early Christians, who faced persecution and sought refuge here, and tales of their resilience persist through the ages. Today, it remains a significant pilgrimage destination.

One of the stories is related to the origin of the famous raw meat traditional dish. During the 12th-century Mamluk seven-year siege, locals seeking shelter in deep valleys mixed raw meat with bulgur, pounding the mixture in mortars carved from rocks, and consumed it uncooked to prevent lighting fires that would reveal their locations.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Cedars of God Reserve

2Gibran Museum

3Hasroun

SIGHTS

4Arz-Baalbek Road

5Mar Lichaa Monastery

6Saint Elias Monastery

7The Cube

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

8Qadisha Grotto

SLEEPING

9Le Cedrus

10View Lodge Bcharre

11Villa Chamoun

EATING

12Al Reef Al Lubnani

13Al Shallal Restaurant

14Kedros Cafe

15River Rock




GETTING AROUND

The public bus ‘Estephan’ commutes from Dora hub to Mar Saba Sq in Bcharré, where you’ll find taxis for travel beyond the centre. Alternatively, buses at the Chekka stop arriving from Dora hub continue to Bcharré. Hotel stays may provide assistance in connecting to other areas. For more convenient modes of transport, pre-book a taxi or guided tour.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Stop by the central souvenir shops before the Cedars of God Forest and choose among their appealing wooden crafts, from intricate carvings to personalised inscriptions on ancient cedar remnants. Carry Lebanon’s essence – the cedar scent – captured in small vials from local souvenir shops, wherever your travels lead next.



Hadath Al Jebbeh to Bcharré Quest

Iconic villages en route

Speaking of Bcharré, one cannot miss the picturesque villages along the way, each offering unique experiences and united by their iconic red-tiled rooftops.

Hadath Al Jebbeh is renowned for its Cedar Forest trails, abundant with wild mushrooms. Our Lady of Diman church is the next landmark, with a balcony overlooking Qannoubine Valley in Diman.

Hasroun, the Rose of the Mountain, then emerges with its old souq featuring quaint shops and cafes, in what is an immersive rural experience. The highest village in the Middle East, Bqaa Kafra (elevation 1800m), follows suit. It’s the hometown of St Charbel, a 19th-century Maronite monk and priest who dedicated his life to the Monastery of St Maroun in Annaya, believed to possess healing powers. Stroll through the village’s alleys and visit the many landmarks, including its museum and grotto.

In Phoenician Bcharré, visit Gibran Museum, dedicated to the notable Lebanese-American philosopher, writer and artist famed for The Prophet. The site, formerly the ancient Mar Sarkis Convent, welcomes visitors with an impressive 4m bronze sculpture of Gibran by artist Rudy Rahme. Continue through the stairs to visit the tall pyramid-like Phoenician Tomb, consisting of four sepulchres and passing through Notre Dame de Lourdes Grotto and water spring. The LMTA advanced trail to the Cedars continues upwards and other loop hikes are also available.

The Qadisha Grotto, around 5km drive, is relatively small with impressive limestone formations (closed in winter). It requires a 1.5km walk from the main road with a cafe serving homemade dishes.

Keep an eye out for Bcharré’s Cedars International Festival, typically held in July near the Cedars of God Forest, promising an unforgettable experience.

Where to Stay in Bcharré

View Lodge Bcharre: A hostel with shared and private rooms offering an authentic experience in Bcharré. $

Le Cedrus: A boutique cosy hotel close to the Cedars of God Forest serving delicious meals. $$

Villa Chamoun: An everlasting experience within a traditional home fusing 1960s charm with contemporary opulence in Hasroun. $$$

The Enduring Cedars of God Forest

Lebanon’s emblem, a natural grand sanctuary

A UNESCO World Heritage site since 1998, the Cedars of God is the symbol of the nation. Since antiquity the Cedars region has been relentlessly exploited due to its sought-after exceptional timber for the construction of grand temples and ships. It is also mentioned over 100 times in the Bible.

This long-standing deforestation diminished the once extensive cedar groves, urging the community to embark on reforestation efforts to preserve the cedars, the symbol at the heart of Lebanon’s flag. Simultaneously, climate change has also had an adverse impact on the cedars.

The forest site is open for visits, and hikes around the rare sacred Cedrus libani are best experienced through its upward entrance on Arz–Baalbek road, where a guide leads visitors through the site. There’s also a cafe.

Here at Trinity Sq artist Rudy Rahme has sculpted three dead tall cedar trees that represent the Father, Son and Holy Spirit, portraying 100-plus human faces with Jesus as the prominent one. Continue along the marked trails to marvel at the sacred Cedars of God, but inquire if the lower gate is open prior descending.

This area also offers ATV rentals for exploring the region or riding the scenic winding road to the ‘oasis’ Oyoun Orgosh – not for the faint-hearted.


BEST RESTAURANTS IN BCHARRé DISTRICT

Ward Cafe Trottoir: Run by a local lady is this cosy cafe with an authentic vibe, specialising in traditional cuisine, and a home-like ambience in Hadath Al Jebbeh. Explore her ‘mouneh’ shop for local delicacies. $

Kedros Cafe: Close to the Cedars of God forest, Kedros offers an assortment of the saj manoushe (traditional flatbread) and classic dishes. $

Abou Joseph Restaurant: Located in Qannoubine Valley, this is an ideal stop after a hike and accessible by car, offering authentic delights. $$

Jiwar Al Sama: An unconventional hilltop dining experience next to Kniset Al Rab, accessed via off-road, and serving traditional cuisine with stunning views. $$



Where to Eat in Bcharré District

Al Reef Al Lubnani: Farm-to-table authentic cuisine along Bcharré’s main road. $

Al Shallal Restaurant: Authentic Lebanese mezze to be savoured next to a waterfall in Bcharré. $$

River Rock: Traditional homemade food with family-friendly ambience and children’s play area. On the Al–Dawalib road. $$


BEST SPOTS FOR PASSIONATE PHOTOGRAPHERS

St Elias Monastery: A significant hilltop religious site, providing panoramic views of Qannoubine Valley and the scattered villages. It has a heritage church and St Elias statue, and is located on the Ehden–Arz road in Hadshit.

The Cube (La Jetée): On the Bcharré–Arz road, take a right turn for the towering cliff with a skeleton sky-chamber at its edge. The outstanding view stretches through Qannoubine’s deep valley, portraying its hanging villages.

Arz–Baalbek Road: After leaving the Cedars area, look for a spot where the Cedars Forest and Qadisha Valley meet the horizon.



The Holy Valley of Qannoubine

A sacred valley echoing ancient whispers

A UNESCO World Heritage site, the Qannoubine Valley is acknowledged for its outstanding global significance. It stands as one of the earliest Christian monastic settlements globally, where ancient monasteries and agricultural lands remain unaltered. Known as the Valley of the Saints and the Holy Valley, it still attracts monks and hermits. The valley’s natural landscape unearths countless precipitous cliff caves adorned with frescoes, demonstrating ascetic spiritual endeavours. It served as a refuge during persecution periods, and was breached only by the Mamluks, in 1283.

Ancient traditions are still upheld. In 2019 residents from over 15 villages in the region descended ancient paths to reach Our Lady of Qannoubine Monastery – a 1000-year-old tradition that had been dormant for over two centuries.

The valley offers numerous hiking trails of varying difficulty levels, but one standout route begins in Bcharré and winds through Qannoubine Valley to Qozhaya’s St Antonios Monastery. Starting at Mar Geryes Garden in Bcharré along this route, hikers will encounter Mar Yaacoub’s renovated monastery. This LMTA off-trail route descends through a well-framed stairway before reconnecting to the main trail and leading to the 12th-century Mar Lichaa Monastery.

Hiking the dirt road alongside the Holy River Qadisha unveils off-trail natural spots and leads to the ancient monastery of Our Lady of Qannoubine. Adorned with centuries-old frescoes among other riches, and run by nuns, it stands just a few steps ahead from Chapel of Mar Marina. Continuing onward, hikers will reach the 13th-century cliffside sanctuary of Lady Hawqa, inhabited for decades by the Columbian hermit Escobar, although he has recently relocated to the Qozhaya valley. Inviting exploration of abundant biodiversity, the trail spans approximately 16km with clear markings provided by the LMTA.

[image: jpg]
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Where to Stay around Qannoubine Valley

Sequoia Guesthouse: One-bedroom house overlooking Qannoubine Valley featuring private garden with barbecues and fully equipped kitchen. $

Bauhaus Motel: Built in 1940 featuring modern chalets and motel rooms that share a kitchen. $$

Be Bcharre Guesthouse: Authentic rural experience offering speciality local cuisine, international garden restaurant and sunset bar. $$




Beyond Bcharré
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Ascend to new heights, refresh by tranquil waters, revel in festivals, embark on thrilling adventures and break Middle East height records.


Upon reaching the security point at Amioun–Ehden road, two options await: continue straight through Bcharré district or exit left towards Zgharta district, celebrated for its abundant nature, cultural heritage, historical churches and monasteries, with St Antonios Monastery the most prominent.

Ehden and its natural reserve are the area’s premier attractions, while Mazraet Al Teffah village captivates adventurers with its long sliding waterfall during spring. Countless scenic trails between Zgharta and Bcharré districts beckon exploration alongside well-marked LMTA trails.

The highest peak in the Middle East, Qornet Al Sawda, is another remarkable spot. Oyoun Orgosh offers a distinctive oasis experience, while Kniset Al Rab, Lebanon’s highest church (accessible through off-road driving) is an otherworldly experience.


Places

Mar Antonios Monastery

Ehden

Horsh Ehden Nature Reserve

Bnachii Lake

Oyoun Orgosh




GETTING AROUND

Though unreliable, to arrive using public transport ride a bus from Dora hub and switch to another at Chekka stop, leading to Bcharré – from where you can take a taxi to Ehden. However, the most convenient way is by car, whether through rentals or hiring private taxis.



Mar Antonios Monastery TIME FROM BCHARRé: 35 MINS [image: jpg]

Divine tranquillity in nature’s embrace

Exiting Amioun–Bcharré road, drive 7km to reach the sign for Mar Antonios Monastery in Aarbet Qozhaya, inviting you to another realm through the impressive mountainous entrance standing at the shoulder of Qadisha Valley (a UNESCO World Heritage site). Grottoes nestled amid cliffs whisper tales of ancient Christian hermits who sought refuge from persecution, while its deep valleys carve through the landscape into Qannoubine Valley. The monastery faced multiple destructions and rebuilding, most recently restored in 1993.

With lush greenery amid towering mountains, it remains a revered destination for pilgrims seeking a therapeutic retreat. The visit is not complete without encountering the hermits who join the daily masses in the monastery’s magnificent church carved in rocks. The adjacent Mar Antonios natural grotto features an altar with chains and handcuffs, symbolising St Anthony the Great’s healing powers, especially for mental illnesses.

Its museum houses the Middle East’s first printing press (c 1585) and locally made products, while its library is also rich with Syriac manuscripts.

For hiking adventures, go past the museum through the gate that eventually leads to Ehden Reserve. Straight ahead is the sanctuary where Escobar, the renowned Colombian hermit, relocated.

For a spiritually immersive experience, book accommodation at the monastery’s inn (qozhaya.com/contact.html) to enjoy its hospitality and homemade dishes. The hotel is built within the mountain cliff and its church embraces the impressive rocky side.


BEST SUMMER SUNSET LOUNGES IN EHDEN

Open seasonally, mostly from June to September.

Haze Sunset Bar: Eco-friendly and earthy bar with sunset drinks and a few food bites, in Bkoufa Ehden. Ask for their kaak with cheese and cocktails.

Le Bro Sunset Lounge: Saj breakfast and traditional kaak, along with sunset cocktails and hot dogs, accompanied by picturesque views and weekend evening music. Close to Saydet El Hosn.

Aden: In Bkoufa with great views, offering international cuisine, sushi and assorted drinks.

BarVu: An upscale resto bar, a step from Mist Hotel, with great music and views both indoors and outdoors, serving Italian cuisine and sushi. Try the salmon salad.



EhdenTIME FROM BCHARRé: 20 MINS [image: jpg]

Celebrating summers and legacies

Picturesque Ehden, in Zgharta District, a 100km drive north of Beirut, is located on the southwestern slopes of Mt Makmel, which embraces the highest peak in the Middle East, Qornet el Sawda (3088m).

Driving 8km from Mar Antonios Monastery, Ehden’s Al Midan stands as a historical and vibrant central square. During summer it largely attracts locals and tourists for its restaurants, with the delicious sahlab (creamy milk drink) at Aayrout Café. Just footsteps away is the old souq with numerous heritage churches like Mar Mema, one of the oldest Maronite churches in Lebanon (749 CE). Nearby, the majestic St George church embraces the statue and sepulchre of Youssef Bek Karam, a famous patriot who led rebellions against Ottoman rule. It is crowned by Saydet El Hosn shrine and churches (Our Lady of the Fortress).

The summer Ehdeniyat International Festival (@ehdeniya) hosts concerts and theatres among other activities appealing to families and youth alike.

Where to Eat in Zgharta

White Smoke Restaurant: Barbeque experience with the best meats you can think of. In Mazraet Al Teffeh. $$

Reef Ehden: Enjoy Lebanese mezze with an unparalleled view of Ehden in Bkouffa. $$

Jalset Al Sayyad: Authentic cuisine with a twist, also traditional dishes like fawerigh (stuffed sheep intestines) and kibbeh-zghertawiyeh. $$


BEST SCENIC HIKING EXPERIENCES

It’s always recommended to hike with a local guide.

Aitou to Hamatoura: Mar Semaan Convent in Aitou is the starting point towards Hamatoura Convent through pine forest and then hiking the rugged mountain trails. It’s a 12km moderate to advanced trail.

Cedars to Bqaa Kafra: The snowshoe trail from the Cedars of God Forest to Bqaa Kafra unveils captivating expansive white landscapes. An 8km easy- to moderate-level trail.

Mazraet Al Teffah (The Apple Farm): Hike through greenery in Zgharta district where the once abundant apple trees are now rare. It leads to one of Lebanon’s longest waterfalls, and reaching its base is a thrilling experience.



Horsh Ehden Nature Reserve TIME FROM BCHARRé: 30 MINS [image: jpg]

Where trails meet coloured vistas

With the numerous hiking trails that start from Ehden, the reserve remains a mandatory destination for nature lovers, birdwatchers, mountain-bikers, avid hikers and photographers. Autumn is a popular time when the diverse tree species paint brilliant landscapes with their distinct hues.

Located approximately 4km from Al Midan, the reserve is a habitat for diverse flora and fauna. It is accessible through two entrances, where tourism offices offer information and equipment rentals such as bikes, helmets and snowshoes. Advance reservation is recommended for guided tours, and you can request a trails map (@horshehdenreserve).

Some of the most beautiful trails start at Horsh Ehden’s Nebeh Jouiit entrance. Climb the stairs and follow the direction signs from trail 1 through trails 4 and 5, then back to trail 1, or extend your walk along beautiful trails 3 and 2, for around 9km. For a shorter, moderate hike (more convenient for snowshoeing), start at trail 2 and cross trail 3 towards trail 1 for around 5km. Restaurant Nebeh Jouiit at the entrance offers a convenient stop for hikers.

The second entrance, Horsh Ehden’s Ain el Bayad, offers an upward, predominantly treeless, hike to reach Ehden’s hilltop cross point with stunning views. Consider Sol Bungalows (@solbungalows) to disconnect from the world or Pack n’ Go (@packandgo.lb) van camping for a fun stay in vintage vans offering numerous facilities.

Bnachii Lake TIME FROM BCHARRé: 45 MINS [image: jpg]

Family-fun rides

For a revitalising aquatic experience amid the verdant landscapes and mountainous backdrop of Zgharta, make your way to Bnachii Lake. Only a 20km drive from Ehden, this charming family getaway offers serene walks through its waterfront, boat and pedalo rides alongside ducks and a variety of cafes and restaurants to enjoy. It also hosts the Wildlife Taxidermy Museum, children amusement parks and horse-drawn wagon rides, with special festivities during Christmas.

Oyoun Orgosh TIME FROM BCHARRé: 40 MINS [image: jpg]

Mezze, rippling water and rustling leaves

On the Cedars of Bcharré–Baalbek road, hikers can choose to ascend to Qornet Al Sawda at the crossroad sign or drive straight, followed by a twisted road downhill that offers views of the Bekaa landscapes and the impressive Yammouneh Lake. The idyllic Oyoun Orgosh emerges after 25km as an oasis amid rugged mountains with scattered ancient juniper trees. Its vibrant blue and green hues paint the landscape during spring, while the autumn foliage presents a view like no other.

Visitors can stroll around its expansive waterscapes and springs, crossing its bridge before indulging in a glass of arak to accompany mezze at one of the charming restaurants. Additionally, the area offers exciting adventures such as hiking and ATV riding. The Arz–Baalbek road connects North Lebanon to Bekaa, but access is only possible after the deep snow has melted in spring.

Where to Stay in Ehden

Beit Mirna Guesthouse: Peaceful sanctuary serving breakfast, perfect for a family getaway. Close to the centre. $$

Karaz Guesthouse: Renovated 19th-century house close to Al Midan Sq. Ideal for a night out. $$

Mist Hotel Ehden: Five-star hotel offering a relaxing getaway with pools and children’s club. On Mar Sarkis Rd. $$$




Zahlé
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WINE TASTING | HISTORIC LANDMARKS | RELIGIOUS TOURISM


Zahlé, the capital of Bekaa Governorate, rests at the foothills of Mt Sannine, 54km from Beirut. It’s an ideal retreat for families and serves as a central hub for hiking and exploring the Bekaa region, conveniently situated between Baalbek (37km) and Ammiq Wetland (19km).

Established 300 years ago, Zahlé is renowned for its momentous homes with brick roofs and ornate facades, as well as its spectacular summer festival. The layered city and its district hold prehistoric landmarks, alongside opportunities for nature, religious and wine tourism within a lively commercial centre. The city’s different names reflect the many facets of its prosperous character: the ‘Neighbour of the Gorge’, ‘Bride of Bekaa’, ‘Virgin Mary’s City’ and ‘City of Arak and Poetry’.

Bekaa Valley, Lebanon’s agricultural heartland, is dotted with historical landmarks, including Roman temples and Umayyad structures. Its picturesque landscape is ideal for photographers during spring and autumn.
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SIGHTS

1Memchiyeh Park

2Our Lady of Zahlé

3Saydet Al Najat Cathedral

4Saydet El Zalzale Church

5The Berdaouni Cafés

SLEEPING

6Breidi Guest House

7Grand Kadri Hotel

    La Place Hotel (see 6)

EATING

8Beit El Sett

9Casino Arabi

10Furn Abou Elias

11Furn Maroun Zakhia

12Khalaf and Abou Sleiman cafe

13La Galette de Grand-Mere

14Pâtisserie Salon des Familles

15Salon Zahlé

16Tallet Abou Zeid




GETTING AROUND

Taking public transport from Cola to Chtaura is not advised. From Chtaura, crowded vans and minibuses run to Zahlé and Baalbek, while mostly taxis travel to Ammiq. At Zahlé’s Manara main roundabout are various transportation options: tuk-tuks and ‘service’ to the city centre, taxis to any destination and vans to Baalbek. Another taxi hub is near Zahlé’s Serail in the city centre. For the most convenient option, book a private tour from Beirut for a day or longer.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Don’t miss the chance to explore multiple wineries with unique tales on a personalised tour in the Bekaa Valley. These wineries cater to both enthusiasts with a passion for wine and arak, as well as novices eager to expand their cultural understanding.



Family Getaways in Zahlé

Wineries, spirituality and nature beauty

Arriving in Zahlé via Chtaura, indulge in the authentic sandwiches from Laiterie Massabki, a local favourite since 1961. For a scenic route with less traffic, take the path through Metn and Tarshish, leading directly to Our Lady of Zahlé, offering panoramic views from its tower.

With over 50 churches, the 17th-century Saydet El Zalzale Church is the oldest, having withstood an earthquake. The 18th-century Saydet Al Najat Cathedral, with its majestic interiors, hosts a historic museum of remarkable church treasures, including magnificent mitres adorned with jewellery.

For an exceptional experience, head to Rue Brazil along the boulevard to enjoy coffee at Salon Zahlé, sample the finest traditional Zahlawi kaak, or savour a delicious mezze at Beit El Sett, located on the top floor of La Place Hotel. Another sandwich option embracing traditional concepts is @ NخAع (Cattle Brain). Afterwards, unwind at Memchiyeh Park, a relaxing spot surrounded by sculptures of local legends.

Just a short, flat stroll away, the Berdaouni Café area stands as a celebrated historical landmark, set in a narrow rocky gorge where the river flows from Mt Sannine. Vendor carts line its open-air alleyway, filled with Zahlé’s distinctive treats like caramelised nuts, inviting passers-by to taste. The Berdaouni features shops selling toys and delights, a small play area, and cafes and restaurants (mostly closed in winter). Don’t forget to treat yourself to the flavourful handmade bouza at Khalaf and Abou Sleiman Cafe.

Where to Stay in Zahlé

Breidi Guest House: Dating from 1958, this traditional seasonal guesthouse offers four private rooms. $$

La Place Hotel: Four-star boutique hotel boasting well-equipped spacious private rooms. $$

Grand Kadri Hotel: Five-star hotel and historical landmark with a terrace on the boulevard, close to the Berdaouni Cafe area. $$$


ZAHLÉ’S BEST TRADITIONAL BAKERIES

Pâtisserie Salon des Familles: Famous for the finest kaak Zahlawi (kaak bi halib; bread baked in milk) and dates maamoul (date-filled pastry), located close to Brazil St.

Furn Abou Elias: Rare traditional oven (below ground level), renowned for mushtah bread and kaak bi halib since 1962, in Midan Quarter.

Furn Maroun Zakhia: The appetising aroma of qurban (Christian holy bread) wafts through Blat St, served from the traditional shop’s window; also offering brioche and other pastries.

La Galette de Grand-Mere: Traditional kaak bi halib with a twist of orange and chocolate flavours in Mar Elias St.



Umayyad’s Aanjar

Heritage urban planning

Dive into history and culture with a visit to historic remnants in the city of Aanjar, a UNESCO World Heritage site. Located 18km south of Zahlé, it stands as a distinctive model of the 8th-century urban planning by the Umayyad civilisation, constructed at the beginning of the Islamic period. It’s divided into quadrants presenting the remains of the grand palace of the Caliph, the little palace and mosque among other architectural highlights.
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Eco Haven at Domaine (Couvent) de Taanayel

A family nature oasis

Situated just 10km from Zahlé, Domaine de Taanayel natural reserve offers a wonderful family getaway. Managed by the NGO Arcenciel (arcenciel.org/en), its scenic paths wind through expansive agricultural lands and vineyards, surrounding a tranquil lake that serves as a habitat for ducks. Majestic mountains provide a picturesque backdrop, creating a sanctuary for photographers and nature enthusiasts.

Explore the reserve through various ecotourism activities such as walking, biking, horse riding, and carriage or tractor tours – accessible with entrance tickets. Also, check out Ecolodge Taanayel for a serene retreat.

Where to Eat in Zahlé

Tallet Abou Zeid: An authentic experience covering mezze and barbecue with specialities such as fawerigh (stuffed intestines). $$

Casino Arabi: Among Berdaouni Cafe’s restaurants by the river, serving Lebanese cuisine. $$

Beit El Sett: On the Boulevard serving traditional cuisine with an outdoor summer terrace. $$

Zahlé’s Châteaux et Domaines

Home is where the wine is

The Phoenicians were renowned for their production and exportation of the ‘fragrant wines’ of Lebanon, as referenced in Hosea 14:7 in the Bible. This legacy persists in Bekaa, celebrated for its abundance of wineries. During the 19th century, Jesuit priests played a pivotal role in promoting winemaking in Zahlé, establishing themselves in Ksara in 1857 and Taanayel in 1870.

Explore the delights of wine and arak by embarking on a connoisseur’s journey at the two oldest commercial wineries in Lebanon. Visit Domaine des Tourelles in Chtaura, renowned for its wine and Arak Brun, and Château Ksara in Zahlé. Here, you will witness the Middle East’s first observatory (c 1902) during the outdoor tour, and explore 2km of captivating Roman caves indoors. Pre-book your wine tour.


BEST ADDITIONAL WINERIES IN BEKAA

Pre-book your visit.

Château Kefraya: Since 1980 this winery has been awarded international medals. It boasts vast vineyards embracing a charming château in West Bekaa, and offers fine dining.

Château St Thomas: Beautifully positioned in Qab Elias since 1990, it features an interesting cellar, nearby vineyards and St Thomas church, built in rocks.

Château Khoury: A winery with a stone castle in Dhour Zahlé featuring an exquisite restaurant with views.

Domaine Wardy: In Zahlé, this winery has an appealing outdoor tasting experience near the horse stables during spring and summer.






Beyond Zahlé
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Where ancient marvels embrace lush vineyards, echoing spiritual and cultural legacies, with rural experiences and hiking trails.


The Bekaa Valley is famed for its historical and cultural significance, attributed to its strategic commercial positioning and agricultural richness throughout millennia.

Tick items off the bucket list across the valley: rafting adventures in Hermel, hiking enchanting trails in Ammiq Wetland, exploring rural authenticity in Deir El Ahmar and witnessing eons of history with the awe-inspiring grandeur of Baalbek’s temples. Ponder ancient Roman rituals in the Temple of the Sun, and photograph attempts to carry the largest stone in the world.

The region’s rich heritage encompasses ancient religious sites and temples narrating its storied past. Treat your taste buds to delectable cuisine and relish aromatic bouquets of world-class wines. Handpick a bottle (or two) to take home.


Places

Ammiq Wetland

Baalbek

Deir Al Ahmar

Rafting the Assi River




GETTING AROUND

For convenient travels in Bekaa, consider utilising Uber or hiring a car with a local driver via the hotel. Alternatively, minibuses or vans commute from Zahlé’s transport hub to Baalbek or Ammiq, but they often lack fixed schedules and may entail waiting times and potential overcrowding.

In Baalbek, tuk-tuks and golf carts are available with a driver, while minibuses, vans and taxis gather in the temples’ parking spot to commute to Hermel; but only taxis commute to Deir El Ahmar.



Ammiq Wetland TIME FROM ZAHLé: 20 MINS [image: jpg]

Flora and fauna

Ammiq Wetland is a sanctuary for nature lovers, providing an idyllic setting for hikers and families. Spring, in particular, is a popular time to visit to enjoy strolls, bike rides or caravan tours amid its scenic landscapes. It’s a birdwatching destination too, with a newly built tower equipped with binoculars. Easy loop trails for hiking (4.8km) and cycling (7.5km) start at the entrance, with bikes available for rent at the gate.

This Ramsar-listed wetland stands as the country’s largest, serving as a vital resting habitat for migratory birds and hosting a rich tapestry of flora and fauna, including majestic buffaloes. Don’t miss Maqam El Set Sha’wana, a Druze pilgrimage site perched 1.5km uphill from the wetland, accessible by car, along with Ammiq’s heritage churches: Mar Elias and Mar Geryes.

Hikers can go to Tawlet Ammiq Restaurant for an awe-inspiring view overlooking Ammiq’s landscapes, then follow the signs through the wetland to reach Haouch Ammiq horse farm in around 11km. Get directions and tuk-tuk contacts from Tawlet Ammiq (ask for Tall Al Saalouk) or the Ammiq Wetland entrance.


BaalbekTIME FROM ZAHLé: 35 MINS [image: jpg]

Heliopolis of the Middle East

Baalbek, a UNESCO World Heritage site, is home to the largest Roman ruins in the world, including the largest temple ever dedicated to Jupiter (god of the Sun) alongside the Temple of Bacchus and Temple of Venus. Here history buffs can spend hours travelling back in time through the captivating narratives shared by professional guides, available at the entrance. This extends to the notable Roman ruins resting on the shallow waters of nearby Bayada lake.

The city harbours numerous historical, religious and archaeological ruins. Busy nearby old souqs offer all types of goods and souvenirs, with the authentic Sfiha Baalbekieh (lahme baajin; Baalbek-style meat pastry) at the Butchers Souq.

One of the magnificent sites is Mogher El-Taheen, a distinctive archaeological spot representing a recently rehabilitated Roman quarry repurposed as cave-like tombs through numerous natural interconnected caves. It is 1.5km from the temples. Check with certified guides at Baalbek’s Roman Temples for the possibility of a visit.

At the city’s southern entrance rests the 1000-tonne Stone of the Pregnant Woman, one of the largest stones in the world, lying in an ancient quarry.

Deir Al AhmarTIME FROM ZAHLé: 50 MINS [image: jpg]

Rural immersion and world record rosary

Deir Al Ahmar, 19km northwest of Baalbek, has renowned wineries Couvent Rouge and Château Barka, amid numerous historical landmarks, convents and churches. Our Lady of the Tower Church is constructed atop Jupiter’s temple ruins, while Our Lady of Bechouat Church draws pilgrims of all faiths. The region also houses the Rosary of Lebanon, the world’s largest rosary, consisting of 59 beads over 600m, each bead representing a concrete illuminated chapel thatis still being built.

Its cultural and natural abundance supports a variety of ecotourism activities led by locals, from savouring local products to exploring diverse hiking trails, including the Roman Appian Trail, a part of the ancient Roman Via Appia Trail. Stays and activities are best pre-organised with the Women’s Association of Deir El Ahmar (wadalebanon.com).


BEST OFF-THE-BEATEN-TRACK TEMPLES

Haidara Temple: Impressively hanging inside a rugged cliff in Qab Elias, overlooking Bekaa, this Roman ‘Temple of the Sun’ is accessible through hiking.

Ain Hersha Temple: A remarkable Roman temple in Rashaya district, reached by hiking or off-road driving, where you’ll find adjacent ruins.

Nabi Safa Temple: Located in Kfarmeshki, these ruins with standing columns are believed to have served as a Druze religious site honouring Prophet Safa.

Majdel Anjar Temple: A few kilometres southwest of Anjar’s Ummayad site stands this Roman hilltop temple, one of the largest in Western Bekaa.



Where to Eat in Bekaa

Lakkis Farm: Authentic cuisine featuring the signature Sfiha Baalbekieh paired with laban ayran (yoghurt drink). $

Al Shams: Fine fusion between Lebanese and Armenian cuisines in a beautiful setting in Aanjar. $$

Tawlet Ammiq: Farm-to-table restaurant, overlooking the Ammiq Wetlands, celebrating traditional dishes and offering nearby cosy lodgings. $$


PROMINENT RELIGIOUS SITES IN BAALBEK

Head covering and conservative attire are required.

Sayyida Khawla Shrine: Located before the temples, this is built on the site where Sayyida Khawla, descendant of the Prophet Muhammad, is believed to rest. Magnificent interiors centred by a tree.

Ras Al Imam Al Hussein Mosque: Constructed during the Mamluk period, this stands as a tribute to Imam Hussein in Ras El Ain.

Great Umayyad Mosque: Magnificent vaulted interiors with an open-air hall and fountain, facing Jupiter Temple.

St Barbara Cathedral: Built during the Byzantine period and currently serves as the Greek Melkite Catholic Archbishopric of Baalbek.



Rafting the Assi RiverTIME FROM ZAHLé: 85 MINS [image: jpg]

Life jackets, rafts and adventures

Don a life jacket, undergo quick training and set off on an exhilarating rafting adventure down the twists and turns of the Assi River in late spring and summer. Different levels are on offer and the trip includes a fresh trout meal. Despite the relatively long distance – 145km from Beirut, 62km from Baalbek – the adrenaline-pumping experience is worth it. Ali Chahine from Jazera Al Ferdaws offers rafting tours and food.

For a comprehensive excursion, visit the 1st-century BCE Kamouh el Hermel tower, followed by the Mar Maroun Convent, also known as the Cave of the Monks, featuring an ancient three-level hanging cave carved into sheer rock; it’s associated with St Maroun.
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Where to Sleep in Bekaa

Massabki Hotel: Four-star historic hotel (1920) in Chatura featuring a flowing river, and local and international cuisine. $$

Hotel Palmyra: Historic gem (1874) in Baalbek, a few minutes’ away from the Roman Temples, offering local cuisine. $$

Al Haush: Agritourism experience among farm, swimming pool and activities like biking. A few minutes’ drive from Zahlé. $$$



STEERING THROUGH SHOUF’S TREASURES
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Begin your Shouf escapade at 1 Aley EquiClub, 21km from Beirut, which has invigorating activities like cliff-edge swinging and ziplining. Pass through 2 Nabaa Al Safa village, famous for its restaurants, as you make your way to the ecotourism and sculptures museum 3 Atelier Assaf. Detour to 4 Ain Zhalta-Bmohray Cedar Reserve to explore its trails and camp in the nearby 5 Cedars Ground Campsite. For an extended stay in Barouk, 6 FarmVille Barouk offers an immersive rural experience, while 7 Shallallat (Waterfalls) Al Barouk Hotel is a great family getaway. Enjoy the nearby 8 Barouk Cedar Reserve route, including the Massief El Mir Cedars area, just a few minutes’ walk from the reserve’s entrance, where many hiking trails commence. Take in a visit to 9 Maaser Al Shouf Cedar Reserve as well, famous for the old Lamartine Cedar Tree, well worth the hike from its entrance. Nearby a Al Fundok ecohotel offers a place to stay.

Tourism offices at the three entrances of the Shouf Biosphere Reserve (shoufcedar.org) offer guidance. A UNESCO Biosphere Reserve, this is the country’s largest nature reserve, covering about 5% of the nation’s land, protecting abundant biodiversity and majestic cedar trees. Continue through Moukhtara village to marvel at the 19th-century b Moukhtara Palace before reaching the luxurious c Mir Amin Palace Hotel. The historic d Beiteddine Palace will reveal architectural marvels and captivating tales. e Moussa Castle follows suit, showcasing craftsmanship and heritage. Take a break in f Deir Al Qamar and explore its landmarks, then conclude this journey by visiting g Kfarhim Grotto on your way back to Beirut via the Sidon–Beirut road.






Arriving

Beirut-Rafic Hariri International Airport, 9km south of Beirut, is Lebanon’s main entry point. In the absence of public transport, expensive airport taxis, car rentals or pre-booked transfers are the primary options. Otherwise, book a taxi or Uber via the app upon arrival.
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Visas

Non-nationals must have a passport valid for at least six months. Most nationalities can obtain a visa beforehand at their embassy or upon arrival at the airport, free of charge. All details are online at: general-security.gov.lb/en/posts/38.

SIM Cards

Lebanon’s mobile network providers Alfa (alfa.com.lb) and Touch (touch.com.lb) offer prepaid SIM cards, e-SIM cards and short-term mobile plans for tourists, available at the airport or mobile provider shops in major cities.


Money
Currency: Lebanese pound or lira (LBP)

PRIMARY CURRENCY

The primary currency is the US dollar (USD), which is used due to the devaluation of the Lebanese pound. It is highly advisable to carry US dollars in small bills for daily expenses, as retailers may interchange between both currencies. Numerous exchange shops deal with other currencies, while the widely available OMT (omt.com.lb/en) exclusively exchanges USD.

ATMS, CASH & CARD

ATMs are widely available for cash withdrawals. While upscale hotels, restaurants and retailers accept credit cards (adding a percentage fee), most accept cash payments only – hence carrying US dollars ensures convenience. Contactless payments through mobile phones or smart watches are not available.

MONEY ETIQUETTE

Tipping is customary and appreciated in Lebanon. Around 10% is the norm for restaurant service, while US$3 to US$5 is welcomed for luggage assistance at hotels. Remember to also tip drivers of private taxi companies and food delivery services.







Getting Around

When it comes to exploration, nothing beats hitting the road with your own wheels – although it’s not for the faint-hearted. The next best option? Let a seasoned guide steer you towards discovery and adventure. Otherwise, the bus and taxi network is extensive and cheap.
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HIRING A CAR

Renting a car requires a minimum age of 21 years, copies of your passport and driving licence. The airport has numerous international rental companies. A deposit of around $500 is required; daily rental rates start from $40. Pre-booking is mandatory with a credit card.

SURVIVAL OF THE FITTEST

You need to be a competent driver with steady nerves to contemplate driving in Lebanon. Conditions can be unpredictable, with drivers often exhibiting unconventional habits like running red lights, driving in the opposite direction and parking recklessly.

DRIVING CONDITIONS

Highways connect major cities along the coastline and inland, but some spots are poorly maintained, leading to unexpected potholes and inadequate lighting. Routes through rural areas are typically narrow and winding. Make sure you’ve got phone data: navigation with online maps makes things much easier.

DRIVING COSTS

Car-hire prices are competitive compared to the cost of hiring a driver, and renting a vehicle can make the most of limited time. Rental starts from $40 per day; petrol is $1 per litre and parking ranges between $2 to $5.

BUS TRAVEL

Buses and minibuses travel between Beirut and Lebanon’s major towns, though are unreliable. The only route that has reliable buses is Beirut–Tripoli. Connexion (connexionlb.com) is the best company and will drop passengers off at any point along the Beirut–Tripoli highway on request. Book with them for a later pickup.


DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the right.

[image: gif]

Speed limit is 100km/h on major highways, 80km/h on smaller highways and 40km/h to 50km/h in residential areas.

0.05

Blood alcohol limits is 0.05%.








Syria
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BEAUTIFUL, ANCIENT & SHATTERED

Wracked by civil war and struggling to rebuild, Syria is a beautiful country with a proud and resilient people. By Sanad Tabbaa
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TRAVEL ADVICE

At the time of writing, the UK Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Office (FCDO) and the US Department of State advise against all travel to Syria. As a result, we are covering Syria through context for this edition.



Syria, Then & Now

Since the Neolithic era, there have been organised communities, farms and even proto-cities in the area we call Syria today. While much has changed over the course of those 10,000 years, some things remain the same, particularly a propensity for trade, close relationships with its neighbours (from Iraq in the east to Egypt in the south), and a strong literary and philosophical tradition.

Syria was a major part of the Roman and Byzantine empires. Many emperors of antiquity were Syrian – including Philip the Arab of the Roman Empire and Leo III, the Syrian of the Byzantine. Besides rulers, Syria produced philosophers who remain important to this day, such as Posidonius the Stoic and Iamblichus. Following the Roman and Byzantine eras, Damascus became the capital of the Umayyad Empire in the 7th century CE. Damascus and Aleppo would remain major centres of learning, culture, trade and administration throughout the first millennium. This continued even after their occupation by the Ottoman Empire. By the 19th century, the modern states of Syria, Jordan, Lebanon, Israel and the Palestinian Territories, and parts of Iraq were all collectively referred to as Bilad al-Sham, or the States of Damascus. This would change following WWI.

During WWI, Ottoman repression reached a peak in Damascus, leading, in part, to the Arab Revolt and later defeat of the Ottomans. While the leader of the revolt, Faisal I (later king of Iraq) attempted to install himself as King of Syria, the French forced him out and established the colonial Mandate for Syria and Lebanon in 1920, splitting the two from one another. This would be the start of Syria’s instability. After consistent skirmishes with the French, leading to a full-blown confrontation between the French army and Syrian civilians, Syria would become independent in 1946. It would suffer no fewer than seven coups d’état in the following 20 years as the military argued over who should be in power.

In the 1960s, the Arab Socialist Ba’ath Party consolidated power, preaching unity with other Arab states, state-directed socialism and local self-sufficiency. This led to US and European powers imposing international sanctions and trade embargoes. At the same time, the Ba’ath Party itself would split into two branches, one of which moved to Iraq as a result of the Syrian coup of 1966.


BEST READS

The Struggle for Syria (Patrick Seale; 1965) The seminal text on modern Syrian history before the Ba’athist regime; a must-read for context.

Syria: Descent into the Abyss (Patrick Cockburn, Robert Fisk and Kim Sengupta; 2015) Respected journalists’ anthology on years of conflict.

Come, Take a Gentle Stab (Salim Barakat; 2021) A collection of poetry from one of Syria’s preeminent poets.



The Road to Civil War

In 1970, Hafez al-Assad, father of the current president Bashar al-Assad, organised a bloodless military coup and took over the country. He replaced the one-party system with a dictatorship bolstered by a cult of personality that revolved around him. From 1970 to 2000, Syria slowly became what is generally considered to be a police state, with widespread official and unofficial surveillance. Additionally, Hafez al-Assad was a member of a sect of Shiite Islam known as the Alawites, and his government favoured Alawites for all appointments: governmental, military and intelligence. This came in tandem with the attempted cultural erasure of a predominantly Sunni Muslim group known as the Kurds, who did not subscribe to Ba’athist ideals of Arab unity, as they were not Arab. The Kurdish population of Syria, usually estimated at around 10% of the total population, faced severe struggles maintaining their language and cultural traditions throughout the 20th century, but especially following 1970.

While the early days of Hafez al-Assad’s reign retained at least some political discourse and opposition, an attempted uprising from 1976 to 1982 by conservative Sunni Muslim groups, including the Muslim Brotherhood, made the risks of challenging the government clear. In February 1982 the Syrian government besieged the city of Hama for 27 days, killing over 20,000 civilians and levelling two-thirds of the city. This was in response to the general conservatism of the city and its alleged involvement in the uprising. It remains the largest single act of violence perpetrated by a state against its own civilians in the history of the modern Middle East.

Following the Hama Massacre, Syria slowly healed and became a regional tourist destination, though one with some restrictions. It was considered best to avoid mentioning the government at all, if possible, and to be aware that mass surveillance was a fact of life. In the years that followed, the very phrase khattak (fem. khattik) hiloo, meaning ‘you have nice handwriting’, would become a veiled accusation that one was writing letters to the government as an informant. That did not change the reputation of the Syrian people for being educated, well-mannered and intelligent; nor did it significantly affect regional travel to Syria, whether for tourism or trade.

Hafez al-Assad died in the year 2000 and was succeeded by his son Bashar, previously an ophthalmologist in London, who was thrust into power by the untimely death of his older brother in a car accident. In the following 11 years, the already pervasive nepotism and corruption reached new heights, leading to popular disenchantment with the government. This came in tandem with a severe five-year drought and mass migration towards urban areas. For a country that depended on its countryside for food production, this was a significant load to bear, made far more pressing by an international embargo and the Arab Spring protests that spread across the Middle East.
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WARNINGS

Most Western countries advise avoiding all travel to Syria because of the ongoing civil war. Risks include, but are not limited to, exposure to terrorism, kidnapping, theft, suspension of commercial flights and general civil unrest. Areas in the north, and particularly the northeast, are not currently controlled by the Syrian government and should be avoided due to consistent skirmishes between the various state and non-state actors in the area.

Syria today is rebuilding from the ruins. Despite the reduction in outright fighting, the country continues to face instability, economic devastation and the after-effects of the massive population drain prompted by the conflict. It may take a lifetime to heal from the civil war, but at least the journey has begun.



The Civil War

In March 2011, the Syrian government arrested and tortured a group of teenagers from the city of Daraa in response to their spray-painting ‘the people desire the fall of the regime’: the slogan of the Arab Spring protests. This set off a wave of anti-government protests across the country, primarily in response to the heavy-handedness and aggression of the Syrian security apparatus. The government refused to back down and instituted a shoot-to-kill policy regarding the protestors. The crackdown had the opposite of the intended effect, and by October 2011 armed groups had formed in Syria demanding the overthrow of the government. It is particularly harrowing to consider that one of the early catchphrases of what would become the civil war was ‘we do not want bread, we want dignity’.

As the insurgency proceeded and order deteriorated, some Islamist groups, including ISIS, seized upon the opportunity and launched an offensive into Syria in an attempt to establish a self-styled caliphate.

The situation in Syria deteriorated rapidly, resulting in mass emigration and internal displacement, alongside a humanitarian crisis. Additionally, by this time different groups began to seek backing from foreign powers, namely America, Russia and Türkiye, leading to continuous fighting between the government, Kurdish militias, Islamist groups and the original insurgents. By 2020, over half of the pre-war Syrian population was either internally displaced or had fled the country as refugees.

The war is still technically ongoing, though active hostilities have ceased since the Idlib ceasefire in 2020. The northeast is currently controlled by the Kurdish population in a de-facto autonomous region known as Rojava, which continues to skirmish with Türkiye across the border, while most of the rest of Syria is rigidly held by the government.
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ENVIRONMENT

Syria’s ecosystems are rich and diverse, though the full impact of the civil war is still unknown. The semi-arid east contains rolling green steppes pocked by small pools which host migratory birds, alongside flat deserts filled with lizards and hyenas. To the north and south are coniferous forests of cedar and oak, within which bears, boars and jackals thrive. The western coast hosts a plethora of marine life, including seals.



Syria Today

Today, Syria is in the midst of a severe economic crisis. The US dollar, worth approximately 50 Syrian pounds in 2011, is now worth around 13,000 without a comparative change in wages. Since the country is socialist, staple foods continue to be price controlled and wages are set by the government, but this doesn’t mean that life is comfortable. Few have stable access to electricity, and those who do rely on external diesel generators. That said, tens of thousands of Syrians have returned since 2020 and the indomitable Syrian spirit means that many are doing their utmost not only to live, but to thrive.


LOVE OF LOUNGEWEAR

A rather odd Syrian habit mostly confined to Damascus is that of remaining in pyjamas until noon if not at work. It is completely socially acceptable to be out in public shopping, going to the mosque, taking a walk or going to a cafe clad only in your pyjamas. For whatever reason, the cut-off point of this love of loungewear is exactly at noon, after which going out in public in pyjamas makes one a degenerate.







Türkiye
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FAR MORE THAN CARPETS & BEACHES

Outdoor activities across all seasons, archaeology that takes you back to antiquity and a buzzing culture that’s ever rediscovering its own forms of artistic expression.
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‘Call me Türkiye’, a self-confident Turkey told the world in 2021, though that’s what Turks had already been calling their own country in Turkish since 1923. The modern republic, now youthful and dynamic, rose from the ashes of the Ottoman Empire – once a vast, multicultural patchwork that had lasted centuries.

Yet that was recent compared to the Graeco-Roman Byzantines and far older empires of Phrygians, Hittites, Urartians and many others stretching back to the dawn of civilisation. These histories have left behind them some of the world’s foremost archaeological sites. Notably, at Göbekli Tepe stand the ruins of possibly the oldest temple ever found. Abraham, prophet of three great religions, is linked with Şanlıurfa; St Paul with Tarsus; Sufi master Rumi with Konya. For four centuries Turkish sultans were also caliphs of Islam. Santa Claus – well, St Nicholas at least – came from Patara and was bishop at Myra.

For all its historical and spiritual sites, Türkiye’s attractions for millions of visitors are more likely its turquoise coastal waters, its lively beach resorts and the glories of its ultra-varied landscapes, which run from Alpine peaks and steep-terraced tea groves to the bizarre fairy chimneys of Cappadocia and the dazzling-white geology of Pamukkale. With boat trips, hiking, rafting, skiing, wine tours, paragliding and so much more, Türkiye is a place of endless discovery that’s welcomingly hospitable, low-hassle, easy to navigate and very fair value – especially when you get away from the popular tourism hubs.
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THE MAIN AREAS

İSTANBUL

A world in one city.

GALLIPOLI, ÇANAKKALE & TROY

Battlegrounds from antiquity to WWI.

EPHESUS & THE AEGEAN REGION

Great Greek ruins.

FETHIYE

Boat cruises, balmy beaches.

ANTALYA & THE EASTERN MEDITERRANEAN

Turkish Riviera.

ANKARA

Atatürk’s dream.

CAPPADOCIA

Hotels with cave rooms.

ŞANLIURFA & SOUTHEAST TÜRKIYE

Home of Abraham?

KARS & EASTERN TÜRKIYE

Cheese, snow and history.

TRABZON & THE BLACK SEA COAST

Green mountain gateways.




Find Your Way

Türkiye is vast. The distance between Edirne in the northwest to Hakkari in the far southeast is over 2000km, and driving non-stop on well-maintained highways would take around 24 hours.
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Plan Your Time

Most visitors are likely to spend the majority of their time around whichever entry point they’ve arrived through the beaches and ruins around İzmir, the cosmopolitan and historical sites of İstanbul or the lush valleys behind Trabzon.
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If You Only Do One Thing

• Easy to reach by air from anywhere in the world, İstanbul rarely fails to captivate – even with just one weekend. You can get a fine taste by strolling about the evocative Sultanahmet area, taking a ferry across to the Asian side and eating a fish lunch in Kadıköy. Get lost in the magnificent labyrinth of the Grand Bazaar and take a multi-stop boat ride up the Bosphorus or – if you’re looking for something more offbeat – up the Golden Horn.




A Week to Cross the Country

• A high-speed train from İstanbul whisks you to the capital Ankara, where you shouldn’t miss the shrine-like tomb of Atatürk.

• If you can score a ticket, the classic way to head east is on the Doğu Ekspresi sleeper train, taking 24 hours to the distinctive upland ‘cheese and castle’ city of Kars – well worth a day, including an excursion to the ancient Armenian ghost-city of Ani.

• Head south in minibus hops via Iğdır to Doğubayazıt for unforgettable views of Mt Ararat and a visit to İshak Paşa Palace, before pondering the purported site where Noah’s Ark ‘landed’.




Two Weeks in Central and Western Türkiye

• After a couple of days in İstanbul, hop on a flight (or overnight bus) to Nevșehir, transferring straight to Göreme, Çavuşin, Ortahisar or any other hub village of Cappadocia from where you can spend several days exploring the utterly magical landscapes dotted with fairy chimneys and cave church sites.

• Walk the Ihlara Valley for a day, then from Aksaray head to Konya to see the dervishes whirl.

• Continue to Antalya for a few days in the coastal resorts of the Turkish Riviera.

• Bus across the mountains via Denizli to Pamukkale, visit the ruins and remarkable Travertines, then continue via Selçuk to the great ruined city of Ephesus before returning to İstanbul.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

Summer brings international tourists. Winter is high season for local tourists around Kars. Ski resorts are packed at New Year.

JANUARY

Ayder winter festival with snowman making and sledge-racing on old tyres. Türkiye’s largest camel wrestling festival in Selçuk (the third Sunday).

FEBRUARY

Best time for skiing. Çıldır Göl’s Lake Ice Festival has sleigh races, ice-fishing contests and skating displays. Almond Blossom Festival at Datça.

APRIL

Tulips in İstanbul, wildflowers and ideal temperatures for hiking, sombre Anzac Day commemorations for antipodeans at Gallipoli on 25 April.


MAY

A great time to hit the beaches in popular resort areas before the crowds, prices and mercury really start to soar.

JULY & AUGUST

Tourism overload turns the beach resorts into sun-and-fun machines; music festivals abound in major cities, with more in Cappadocia. Hot!

SEPTEMBER

Ideal weather for a blue cruise along the turquoise coasts of the Turkish Riviera, notably from Bodrum or Fethiye.

NOVEMBER

The start of the olive harvest season is celebrated with festivals across western Türkiye.




İstanbul
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HISTORY | BOAT TRIPS | FOOD & DRINK


This magical meeting place of East and West has more top-drawer attractions than it has minarets (and that’s a lot). As the famous song reminds us, İstanbul’s not Constantinople now – the name changed after it fell to the Ottomans in 1453 after a stint of over 1100 years honouring Roman Emperor Constantine. He had ordered ancient Byzantium to be remodelled as the capital of the eastern Roman Empire from 330 CE. As such it became the cradle of Orthodox Christianity, and its gigantic defences meant the city survived 900 years without capture until 1204 – when sacked not by enemies but by frustrated Christian Crusaders. In the Ottoman era the city remained multicultural, though many major churches were repurposed as mosques.

Home to 16 million, today the city is booming again with its cosmopolitan cafe culture, fashionable bars, galleries and chic boutiques sitting alongside labyrinthine markets, traditional teahouses and Turkish taverns.
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SIGHTS

1Church of St Stephen of the Bulgars

2Feshane Artİstanbul

3Haydarpaşa Railway Station

4Mihrimah Sultan Mosque

5Phanar Greek Orthodox College

6Rahmi M Koç Museum

EATING

7Çiya Sofrası

8Küff

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

9Arkaoda

10Bina

11Fazıl Bey

12Karga Bar

13Moda Çay Bahçesi

14Pierre Loti Café

15Stereogun

SHOPPING

16Ecevitler Gurme Şarküteri

17Kadıköy Produce Market




GETTING AROUND

İstanbul’s excellent public transport requires İstanbulkart smart transport cards, sold at metro, ferry and tram stops/stations. T1 trams link the old city (Beyazit, Sultanahmet, Sirceci) via Eminönü to Karaköy, Tophane and Kabataş. For ferry timetables see sehirhatlari.istanbul/en and denturavrasya.com/en-us. Driving can be a nightmare: don’t rent a car until you’re ready to leave the city. Uber is generally better than flagging down cabs.
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Dolmabahçe and Beylerbeyi palaces close Mondays, Topkapı Tuesdays and Sadberk Hanım Museum Wednesdays. Most mosques close at prayer times and Fridays to mid-afternoon. The Aya Sofya Gallery shuts 12.30pm to 2.30pm Fridays. On Sundays the Grand Bazaar is closed and Kadıköy Çarşı lacks life.



Sensing Sultanahmet

The heart of the old city

Strolling at sunset with seagulls wheeling over the glorious domes and minarets, it’s hard not to be entranced by Sultanahmet, the ancient heart of İstanbul, Constantinople and Byzantium. This is where emperors and sultans built their palaces, places of worship and major public buildings. Despite being the city’s tourist epicentre, the pedestrianised areas around the great Aya Sofya and Blue Mosque often retain a relatively hushed quality, and the Topkapı Palace complex is a world of its own. Sultanahmet took its present name to honour Sultan Ahmet I (r 1603–17), buried here having died aged 27, just a year after his crews had built the Blue Mosque.

Many old wooden houses on Sultanahmet’s southwestern edge are being gentrified around the Little Aya Sofya (Küçük Ayasofya), a 6th-century Byzantine church built for Emperor Justinian and his wife Theodora. West, the contrastingly busy tram street of Divan Yolu leads past İstanbul’s fabulous Grand Bazaar, while a short but fascinating walk takes you downhill via Sirkeci (good for cheap eateries) towards Eminönü where you’ll find the Spice Bazaar and ferry jetties.


AYA SOFYA MOSAICS

Highlights of Aya Sofya include mosaics added to the upper galleries in medieval times. For the best story, don’t miss the 11th-century Christ Enthroned with Empress Zoe and Constantine IX Monomachos. When this portrait was started, Zoe (r 1028–1050) was 50 years old and newly married (for the first time) to the aged Romanus III Argyrus. Upon Romanus’ death in 1034, she had his face excised from the mosaic and replaced with that of her virile new husband and consort, Michael IV. However, Michael died eight years later and Zoe, by then aged 64, wed eminent senator Constantine IX Monomachos (r 1042–55). His portrait replaced Michael’s and only remains because he outlived the empress.



Experience Spiritual Progressions

Aya Sofya, the great church turned mosque

Symbolic of İstanbul’s multi-layered history, venerable Aya Sofya was commissioned in 537 CE as a monumental church by the great Byzantine emperor Justinian. Converted to a mosque by Mehmet the Conqueror in 1453, it was declared a museum by Atatürk in 1935 and re-converted to a mosque in 2020. Innovative for the architecture of its vast dome, the building’s exterior may lack the grace of the Blue Mosque but its historical significance and awe-inspiring interior rarely fail to impress.

Only Turks and worshipping foreign-national Muslims can enter the inner narthex and nave. All other visitors are restricted to the upstairs galleries, after paying a hefty entrance fee (in euros) at a ticket office opposite the Fountain of Sultan Ahmet III at the building’s northeast corner. After climbing a switchback ramp, the visiting route follows a one-way loop past fine medieval mosaics, then descends by stairs to the southwest vestibule. Visitors then exit through the magnificent bronze ‘Beautiful Gate’ dating from the 2nd century BCE. Be sure to look back to admire the 10th-century mosaic on the lunette of the inner doorway: Constantine (right) is offering the city of İstanbul to the Virgin who holds the Christ Child; Justinian (left) offers her Aya Sofya.

Star of the City Skyline

The Blue Mosque: a showcase of Ottoman design

İstanbul’s most photogenic structure, the Sultanahmet Camii, is wonderfully curvaceous, featuring a cascade of domes and six slender minarets, and is best approached from the Hippodrome. Step inside to see why it is universally nicknamed the Blue Mosque: over 21,000 ultramarine İznik tiles adorn its fabulous interior, whose mihrab (niche indicating the direction of Mecca) includes a piece of sacred black stone from the Kaaba. The mosque closes to non-worshippers during prayer times. Women without their own headscarf can borrow one. Part of the mosque complex is the historic Arasta Bazaar, where there’s a convenient çay bahçesi (tea garden) and many boutiques selling good-quality textiles.

Best Old City Hotels

Hotel Ibrahim Pasha: Stylish rooms (go the more-spacious deluxe category), gorgeous lounge and rooftop terrace with Blue Mosque view. €€€

Sirkeci Mansion: Overlooking Gülhane Park, it has amenities galore, a fabulous breakfast spread and ultra-helpful staff. €€€

Hotel Empress Zoe: Notable for its delightful flower-filled courtyard. Some rooms are small – opt for a garden suite. €€€

Descend to Watery Depths

Cooling down in a subterranean Byzantine cistern

Of İstanbul’s several Byzantine cisterns (subterranean water storage facilities), the biggest and most atmospherically lit is the Basilica Cistern (Yerebatan Sarnıçı; Sunken Cistern). Commissioned by Emperor Justinian in 532 CE, many of its 336 columns were salvaged from ruined temples. It had been long forgotten when in 1545, scholar Petrus Gyllius heard that local residents were obtaining water (and even fish) by lowering buckets into a dark space below their basement floors. The cistern became a dumping ground for junk and even corpses in Ottoman times and was only renovated and opened to the public in 1987. Today the sheer grandeur of its conception is quite breathtaking, and its cavernous depths make a cooling retreat on summer days – though you might need to queue to enter. Lesser-known alternatives include the even older Şerefiye Cistern, discovered in 2010, and the large Cistern of Philoxenos (Binbirdirek Cistern).
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Aya Sofya

2Topkapı Palace

SIGHTS

3Aya İrini

4Binbirdirek Cistern

5Blue Mosque

6Fountain of Sultan Ahmet III

7Gülhane Park

8Imperial Gate

9İstanbul Archaeology Museums

10Little Aya Sofya

11Museum of Turkish & Islamic Arts

12Şerefiye Cistern

ACTIVITIES

13Ayasofya Hürrem Sultan Hamamı

14Cağaloğlu Hamamı

SLEEPING

    Bahaus Hostel (see 16)

15Cheers Hostel

16Hotel Alilass

17Hotel Amira

18Hotel Amiral Palace

19Hotel Empress Zoe

20Hotel Ibrahim Pasha

21Marmara Guesthouse

22Sarı Konak Hotel

23Şebnem Hotel

24Second Home Hostel

25Sirkeci Mansion

EATING

26Balıkçı Sabahattin

27Bitlisli

28Deraliye

29KD Karadeniz Aile Pide ve Kebap Salonu

30OCAK

31Sefa Restaurant

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

32Süreyya Teras Lounge

ENTERTAINMENT

33Hodjapasha Cultural Centre

SHOPPING

34Ali Muhıddin Hacı Bekir

35Arasta Bazaar

36Jennifer’s Hamam

37Mehmet Çetinkaya Gallery





TOP EXPERIENCE
Topkapı Palace

Topkapı is İstanbul’s vast, walled Ottoman royal court complex. It has been the subject of more colourful stories than most of the world’s museums put together. Libidinous sultans, ambitious courtiers, beautiful concubines and scheming eunuchs lived and worked here between the 15th and 19th centuries. Today its opulent pavilions, jewel-filled treasury and sprawling harem all give fascinating glimpses into their lives.
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Salon of the Valide Sultan | mehmeto/shutterstock ©


PRACTICALITIES

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

Harem

Fourth Court

Imperial Treasury

Imperial Council Chamber

Audience Chamber

Costume Collection

Sacred Safekeeping Rooms



First Court

Before entering the Imperial Gate of Topkapı, take a look at the ornate structure in the cobbled square just outside. This is the rococo-style Fountain of Sultan Ahmet III, built in 1728. Passing through the Imperial Gate, you enter the First Court, known as the Court of the Janissaries or the Parade Court. On your left is the Byzantine church of Hagia Eirene, commonly known as Aya İrini. Access to the Archaeology Museums (separate ticket) is possible from the First Court.

Second Court

The Second Court has a beautiful park-like setting. Great Palace Kitchens, on the right as you enter, incorporate a dedicated Helvahane (confectionery kitchen) built for Süleyman the Magnificent. The ornate Imperial Council Chamber (Dîvân-ı Hümâyûn) on the left was where council met to discuss matters of state, and the sultan sometimes eavesdropped through the gold grille high in the wall.


Harem

The Harem is a complex of 300-odd rooms that was the imperial family quarters, a place where every detail of life was governed by tradition, obligation and ceremony. The visitor route reveals fine tilework in its rooms, courtyards, and mosques; particularly the Salon of the Valide Sultan with lovely 19th-century murals featuring bucolic views of İstanbul. The Privy Chamber of Murat III is one of the palace’s most sumptuous rooms, its restored three-tiered marble fountain designed to give the sound of cascading water, making it difficult to overhear the sultan’s conversations. The Privy Chamber of Ahmet III and adjoining dining room built in 1705 are accessed off this. Opposite, the Twin Kiosk/Apartments of the Crown Prince are two of the most beautiful rooms in the Harem (closed for renovation at time of research). Past here is Courtyard of the Favourites, the Harem Mosque and a passageway leading to the exit.


The Sultan’s Concubine

Islam forbade enslaving Muslims, so the concubines in Topkapı’s Harem were foreigners or infidels. The most famous was Haseki Hürrem Sultan, more commonly known as Roxelana, who had been kidnapped from her home in Ruthenia (now part of Ukraine) and sold to the palace as an enslaved person. Incredibly, Roxelana ended up as the wife and consort of Süleyman the Magnificent. They’re buried in the Süleymaniye Mosque complex.



Third Court

The Third Court was the sultan’s private domain, staffed and guarded by white eunuchs. Inside is the 16th-century Audience Chamber where the sultan, seated on a huge divan, inspected ambassadors’ gifts and offerings as they were passed through the doorway on the left.

On the eastern edge of the Third Court, a rich clothing collection is displayed in the Dormitory of the ‘Campaigners’ (servants in charge of preparing the sultan’s battle garments) and the Treasury features an incredible collection of objects made from or decorated with precious metals and jewels. Across the Third Court, the Sacred Safekeeping Rooms house revered relics of the Prophet, including a hair from his beard and his bow and sword.

Fourth Court

Pleasure pavilions occupy the palace’s Fourth Court. From a Tulip Garden, first planted in the reign of Ahmed III, stairs climb to the Marble Terrace, a platform with a decorative pool, three pavilions and whimsical İftariye Kameriyesi, a small structure commissioned by İbrahim I (‘the Crazy’) in 1640 as a picturesque place to break the fast of Ramazan. Murat IV built the Revan and Baghdad Kiosks in 1636 and 1639 respectively, commemorating victories over Persian forces at Yerevan (now in Armenia) and Baghdad. Notice the superb İznik tiles, painted ceiling and mother-of-pearl and tortoiseshell inlay.


TOP TIPS

• The palace is closed on Tuesdays.

• The ticket office is in the First Court, just before the gate to the Second Court.

• Get there early and go straight to the Harem to beat the crowds.

• A free audioguide is included in the ticket price – download this with the QR code provided or use one of the devices available at the audio booth (ID needed).

• Entrance to Aya İrini is included in the Topkapı entrance ticket.





TURKISH RUGS & TEXTILES

The art of Turkish carpets has its genesis in the tents and saddlebags woven by Turkic nomads in Central Asia. Their techniques were adapted by Anatolian artisans, who produced fine-quality carpets from the 13th century. At the Museum of Turkish & Islamic Arts (just off the Hippodrome) you can peruse exquisite examples and learn about naming conventions.

Anatolian weavers also invented a distinctive looping technique that they used to weave textiles on shuttled looms, and Jennifer’s Hamam in the Arasta Bazaar keeps this tradition alive by producing 100% cotton towels woven on old-style hand-operated shuttle looms. To source quality rugs and textiles, head to Mehmet Çetinkaya Gallery on Tavukhane Sokak behind the Arasta Bazaar.



Tulip Fever

Gülhane Park and the Archaeology Museums

Part of the grounds of Topkapı Palace, Gülhane Park was once an exclusive royal domain. These days crowds of locals picnic under the trees and promenade past formally planted flowerbeds: a riot of colour during April’s İstanbul Tulip Festival. The park offers access to the important yet easily missed İstanbul Archaeology Museums complex (alternatively reached via Topkapı First Court). Two of three buildings were closed for renovation at the time of research but you can still see an extensive collection of ancient sarcophagi, exquisite Hellenistic and Roman statuary and a fascinating audiovisual presentation about the Troy archaeological site. When it reopens, the sub-museum of the Ancient Orient (Eski Şark Eserler Müzesi) is sure to display its greatest treasure: a series of large blue-and-yellow glazed-brick panels that once lined the processional street and Ishtar Gate of ancient Babylon.

Get Lost in the Grand Bazaar

Throw yourself into this world-famous market

It’s great fun to lose yourself in the ever-colourful maze whose arch-domed passageways form the Kapalıçarşı (Covered Market), aka the Grand Bazaar. From a small vaulted bedesten (warehouse) built in 1461, it’s grown to incorporate more than 60 lanes and many two-storey hans (caravanserais). Allow a couple of hours to do the place justice. The typical approach is from behind the Nuruosmaniye Mosque. The nearest tram stop is Çemberlitaş (‘hooped stone’), named for a metal-banded column in the adjoining plaza. Dating from 330 CE, it was topped till 1105 by a statue of Constantine, which got blown off in storm, killing several unlucky bystanders.

Special Dining in Sultanahmet

Balıkçı Sabahattin: Prestigious restaurant serving meze and ultra-fresh fish, enjoyed in the garden or historic konak (house). €€€

Deraliye: Sumptuous palace cuisine recreating Ottoman recipes, including goose kebap. Daily cooking classes. €€€

OCAK: Notable for its vegetarian set menus, this upmarket hotel-restaurant serves refined riffs on traditional Anatolian specialities. €€€
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Grand Bazaar

SIGHTS

2Basilica Cistern

3Beyazıt Mosque

4Beyazıt Tower

5Nuruosmaniye Mosque

6Rüstem Paşa Mosque

7Süleymaniye Mosque

8Tombs of Süleyman & Roxelana

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

9Cağaloğlu Hamamı

10İstanbul University

SLEEPING

11Cheers Hostel

12Second Home Hostel

13Sirkeci Mansion

EATING

14Balık Ekmek Stands

15Bitlisli

16Deraliye

17Dönerci Şahin Usta

18Dürümcü Raif Usta

19KD Karadeniz Aile Pide ve Kebap Salonu

20OCAK

21Sefa Restaurant

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

22Bâb-ı Âli Kahvesi

23Mimar Sinan Teras Cafe

ENTERTAINMENT

24Hodjapasha Cultural Centre

SHOPPING

25Ali Muhıddin Hacı Bekir

26Kurukahveci Mehmet Efendi

27Spice Bazaar




Best Value Old City Hotels

Sarı Konak Hotel: Attractive, well-run but slightly worn hotel with rooftop terrace and downstairs courtyard. €€

Marmara Guesthouse: Family-run pension offering a warm welcome, comfortable rooms, rooftop terrace and delicious breakfast. €€

Şebnem Hotel: Slightly worn rooms but they’re clean, comfortable and good value. Delicious breakfasts on the roof terrace. €€

Hotel Amiral Palace: Five-star facilities (small indoor pool, gym, spa, rooftop restaurant), comfortable rooms and reasonable prices. €€

Hotel Alilass: One of Sultanahmet’s few budget boutique hotels, the Alilass offers stylish, well-equipped rooms and excellent breakfasts. €€

Hotel Amira: Top-end choice with midrange pricing. Comfortable, well-equipped rooms, but standards are small. Excellent breakfast. €€


FOOD & COFFEE WALKS

There are hundreds of food stands and eateries in and around the Grand Bazaar, but without a local in tow, it can be hard to know which ones are the best. Culinary Backstreets (culinarybackstreets.com) can help, offering a highly recommended six-hour ‘Backstreets of the Bazaar Quarter’ walking tour that explores the hans and streets around the Spice and Grand Bazaars, offering participants the chance to sample many delicious local foods (hint: don’t eat breakfast on the day of the tour).

Alternatively, see your caffeine levels soar on a ‘Turkish Coffee Trail’ walk offered by İstanbul Walks (istanbulwalks.com); a three-hour experience including tastings at four atmospheric coffee venues, with an opportunity to make your own at the last stop.



Behind the Bazaar

Beyazıt and the Süleymaniye Mosque

West of the bazaar, the 1506 Beyazıt Mosque is the gateway to İstanbul University, whose park-like grounds sport an 85m-tall tower built in 1828 and used until 1993 as a fire lookout. The grounds are walled on three sides, so don’t try to short-cut this way if heading uphill to the 1557 Süleymaniye Mosque, one of İstanbul’s grandest and most beautiful. Unusually, many of the original külliye (mosque complex) buildings have been retained and sympathetically adapted for reuse. The mosque was commissioned by Süleyman the Magnificent whose türbe (tomb) is one of five in the precinct along with that of his consort Roxelana. Also buried here is that most famous of imperial architects, Mimar Sinan, who designed the complex. Visiting hours are 8.30am to 4.45pm (tombs closed Mondays); no tourist entry during prayer times or on Fridays before 1.30pm.

Behind the mosque, a garden terrace provides lovely views of the Golden Horn and Bosphorous and there are other magnificent panoramas from rooftop cafes on Fetva Yokuşu, notably Bâb-I Âli Kahvesi and Mimar Sinan Teras Cafe. Beyond the mosque’s west side, a number of Ottoman timber houses are slowly being restored. Find them by following narrow Ayşekadın Hamamı Sokak downhill.
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Süleymaniye Mosque | travel turkey/shutterstock ©

Where to Sleep & Eat in Istanbul if Money’s No Object

Pera Palace Hotel: Agatha Christie wrote Murder on the Orient Express in room 411. Great for afternoon tea. €€€

Çırağan Palace: Sumptuous 5-star hotel within one of İstanbul’s most magnificent Ottoman palaces set alongside the Bosphorous. €€€

Neolokal: Chef Maksut Aşkar gives Turkish cuisine a Michelin-starred makeover in two tasting menus. Spectacular views. €€€


Unlocking Eminönü

Ottoman marketplace, hidden mosque

Eminönü is a great starting point for Bosphorous ferry rides, but is also home to the 1660s Spice Bazaar, where vividly coloured spices, herbs, honey, nuts and dried fruit are not yet overwhelmed with tourist trinket stalls. For lokum (Turkish delight) head 100m east to Ali Muhıddin Hacı Bekir in a historic shop founded in 1777. On the west side of the Spice Bazaar, enjoy a traditional Turkish coffee at the city’s most famous roaster/supplier, Kurukahveci Mehmet Efendi. Upstairs, museum exhibits tell the company’s century-long history. Accessed via stairs, 150m further along Hasırcılar Caddesi, the diminutive 1560 Rüstem Paşa Mosque is an absolute gem designed by Mimar Sinan (who else!). A showpiece of Ottoman architecture and tile art, it’s easy to miss as it’s not at street level.

Whirling Away

Watch dervishes ‘be the axis, not the turning’

Currently İstanbul’s only regular tourist-friendly sema (whirling-dervish ceremony) is held at the Hodjapasha Cultural Centre, a beautifully converted 550-year-old hamam in Sirkeci. More of a cultural performance than a religious ceremony, the one-hour ‘Dervish Experience’ starts at 7pm most days; bookings essential (hodjapasha.com). No photography, and no children under seven.

Surrender to the Steam

Bathe in an Ottoman-era bathhouse

What could be more memorable than wandering semi-naked through a 16th-century Ottoman monument designed by Mimar Sinan? That’s what you get at Sultanahmet’s meticulously restored 1556 Ayasofya Hürrem Sultan Hamamı, where a standard 45-minute bath treatment includes a full-body scrub, soap-bubble massage and rose-scented hair wash. Men and women use separate sections.

Also designed by Mimar Sinan is the 1580 marvellous Kılıç Ali Paşa Hamamı, built for an Italian-born Ottoman admiral. Women by day, men after 4.30pm. Somewhat cheaper but also highly atmospheric are the 1741 Cağaloğlu Hamamı in Sultanahmet and the contrastingly modest 1831 Çukurcuma Hamamı in Beyoğlu.


GALATA’S SINUOUS STAIRCASE

Gifted to the city by the banker Abraham Camondo in the 19th century, the curvaceous Camondo Staircase is one of Beyoğlu’s most distinctive pieces of urban design. Connecting the major thoroughfare of Bankalar Caddesi with Bereketzade Medresesi Sokak, one of the streets that leads up to Galata Tower, the staircase was famously photographed by Henri Cartier-Bresson in 1964, an act emulated by amateur photographers ever since.

Abraham Camondo was a member of a prominent family of Sephardic Jewish merchants that had settled in Italy and Türkiye after being expelled from Spain in the late 15th century. His bank came to be the largest in the Ottoman empire and his mansion, later used as the Naval Ministry, still stands in Kasımpaşa.



Where to Stay in Beyoğlu

Hostel Le Banc: Well-run Galata hostel with small roof terrace, and rooms and dorms that are ensuite. €

Louis Rooms: Reasonable prices are the main draw at this Beyoğlu hotel. Rear rooms have garden views. €€

Istanbul Place Apartments: Beautifully presented suites in historic Galata apartment blocks. €€



Golden Horn Self-Guided Ferry Tour
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Easy, inexpensive city ferries (sehirhatlari.istanbul) shuttle the length of the Golden Horn between 1 Karaköy and Eyüp (Eyüpsultan) twice hourly, taking 40 minutes with all stops (the Haliç Hattı service), or 30 minutes bypassing Fener, Balat and Ayvansaray (ferry route 29). They’re a great way to glimpse or explore districts that have undergone an exciting transformation in recent decades. Both routes stop at 2 Kasımpaşa, where the site of Ottoman imperial naval yards is being repurposed in the Haliçport project to create a scenic promenade and marina. On the opposite shore, 3 Fener was traditionally home to a Greek population. The domed tower on the hill is the 1883 Phanar Greek Orthodox College, while the distinctive gilded cupolas on the waterfront mark the Church of St Stephen of the Bulgars. 4 Balat has many restored Ottoman timber houses painted in bright colours. There are cafes galore on Vodina and Yıldırım Caddesis. For centuries, 5 Hasköy was a small, predominantly Jewish village. A great option for families is the Rahmi M Koç Museum, focussing on transport and technology. At 6 Ayvansaray, climb the hill past remnants of the historic city walls to the beautiful 1560s Mihrimah Sultan Mosque at the Old City’s highest point. After 7 Sütluce, with its turquoise tiled convention centre, the boat hops back to 8 Eyüpsultan, home to a very holy shrine-mosque, major Ottoman cemetery and cable car to the Pierre Loti view-cafe. Left from the dock is the very impressive 9 Feshane Artİstanbul cultural centre/gallery in a 19th-century imperial factory that once manufactured Ottoman army uniforms, including the fez, hence the building’s name, fes-hane. From here, trams return to Eminönü.




Discovering Beyoğlu

What awaits across the Galata Bridge?

Across the Galata Bridge from Eminönü lies Beyoğlu, a centre for bars, nightlife, contemporary culture and fine dining. Best seen at sunset, the steep-stacked 20th-century architecture mostly lacks the Old City’s definition, but one very striking exception is the commandingly strategic 1348 Galata Tower. In the post-Crusade 13th century, Beyoğlu had been ‘gifted’ to the Genoese, who named it Galata, and this 67m-tall brick-and-stone tower is the last remnant of their fortifications. The view from up top doesn’t really justify the steep entry fee, but a magnetic attraction nonetheless calls visitors to walk towards it up a series of lanes and stairways, most notably the curvaceous Camondo Stairs (Kamondo Merdivenleri) connecting to Bereketzade Medresesi Sokak from Bankalar Caddesi, where a grand 1892 former bank now houses the memorable SALT Galata exhibition space (saltonline.org).

Beyoğlu plateaus at Tünel/Şișhane, though you could have saved the sweat and got here by funicular or metro. From here, a heritage tramway trundles photogenically along İstiklal Caddesi, İstanbul’s equivalent of London’s Oxford St, running 1.6km to Taksim Square, the symbolic heart of the European city. Many of the area’s attractions are a short walk off İstiklal Caddesi. Be sure to take a look inside the impressive Pera Museum for its 17th- to 20th-century Orientalist paintings; entrance is free 6pm to 10pm on Fridays. By then things will be getting lively, so check out the Nevizade and Sofyalı Sokak bar strips, and there might be an event at Salon İKSV concert-performance venue near Şișhane Metro.

A quieter side of Beyoğlu, just east of İstiklal Caddesi, is Çukurcuma with cafes scattered among 19th-century houses on narrow winding lanes. Find antique shops on Faik Paşa Caddesi and don’t miss Nobel Prize–winning author Orhan Pamuk’s quirky Museum of Innocence; more a conceptual artwork than a museum.

Worth the Trek from Taksim

Contemporary art and architecture

Opened to great fanfare in 2019, the Dolopdere home of the Vehbi Koç Foundation’s ARTER – one of the most impressive collections of contemporary art in Türkiye – was designed by London-based Grimshaw Architects and features a shimmering facade of glass-fibre concrete reinforced with pearlescent handmade mosaics. The gallery’s location is strange (Dolopdere is an unattractive district 1km northwest of Taksim Sq), but ARTER’s presence is driving change, with commercial art galleries and other design-related businesses now starting to open in this part of town. Free shuttle buses run from the Taksim metro station.


SPECIAL ISTANBUL PLACES FOR...

Turkish Delight: (Lokum) Established in 1777, Ali Muhıddin Hacı Bekir’s original shop is near the Spice Bazaar. The İstiklal Caddesi branch has a cafe and sushi train–like basement dessert bar.

Baklava: The Güllüoğlu chain started in the 1820s at Gaziantep. Their cafeteria-style Karaköy branch has a garden courtyard. Ask for a karışık (mixed) serving with kaymak (clotted cream) on the side.

Grilled Meat: Antiochia near Tünel is most notable for superbly succulent şiş kebabs (grilled lamb).

Profiteroles: İnci Pastanesi is a Beyoğlu institution.

Chocolate: A Karaköy classic since 1947, Mabel Çikolata also has some endearingly retro packaging – shame about the logo.



Fine Dining in Kadıköy & Moda

Aralık: Stylish wine and cocktail bar with modern Turkish menu including vegetarian and vegan options. €€

Aida Vino e Cucina: Italian restaurant in Moda with a refined menu and a good wine list. €€€

Cibalikapı: Moda institution acknowledged as one of the city’s best fish restaurants. Go to the garden terrace. €€€


LOVIN’ THOSE LOKANTAS

A fabulous way to find a quick healthy meal anywhere in Türkiye is to look for a lokanta, eateries specialising in a range of hazır yemek (ready-made food) kept warm in bains-marie. The etiquette when eating at one of these places is to check out what’s on show and point out your choice(s) to the waiter. Ordering yarım porsiyon (half portion) is possible – and you’ll likely add some form of rice. You can also add tasty cold meze from the cool-cabinets and kebaps are often available too.

Excellent İstanbul lokantas include Karaköy Lokantası and Mahkeme Lokantası in Galata; Hayvore off İstiklal Caddesi; Mahir Lokantası in Kurtuluş next to the Osmanbey metro station; and Hünkar in Nişantaşı.



Grand Piano

Ponder İstanbul modern contemporary art spaces

İstanbul Modern, Türkiye’s first great museum of modern and contemporary art, reopened in 2023 in a new Renzo Piano–designed building next to the Bosphorus at Tophane. There’s an extensive collection of cutting-edge Turkish art and the gallery also stages major exhibitions by high-profile local and international artists. However, the pièce de résistance is the rooftop-viewing terrace hovering above a shallow reflective pool.

Within the same soullessly international GalataPort redevelopment area is İstanbul Museum of Painting and Sculpture (İRHM), a richly endowed gallery covering modern Turkish art from the late 19th-century. Beautifully presented inside, the new building’s exterior has all the charm of a 1960s office block.

Upstaging Topkapı

Overboard opulence of the Dolmabahçe Palace

Magnificently located on the shore of the Bosphorus, the huge, grandiose Dolmabahçe Palace was home to the imperial family between 1856 and 1924. Behind a wedding cake exterior are 258 rooms and 46 halls decorated in a style so lavish (even gaudy) that Topkapı Palace looks positively modest in comparison. Beware that daily visitor numbers are capped and queues can be long, especially at weekends; if you are strapped for time, concentrate on the building’s Selamlık (sultan’s reception salons).

Access is via the Kabataş tram stop but is more fun by Bosphorus boat trip. Ferries from Eminönü towards Rumeli Kavağı pass the palace’s main facade and stop close by at the Beşiktaş jetty. That’s also handy for the contemporary İstanbul Deniz Müzesi (Naval Museum) showcasing 19th-century imperial kayiks, wooden rowboats that were once regular sights on the Bosphorus. In the square opposite the museum is the Tomb of Barbarossa, the resting place of Barbaros Heyrettin Paşa (1483–1546), admiral for Süleyman the Magnificent.

Best Fish Restaurants on the Bosphorus

İsmet Baba: Servicing the Kuzguncuk community since 1951. Known for its fresh fish, water views and occasionally abrupt service. €€€

Kıyı: Serving excellent seafood in Tarabya to well-heeled locals since the 1960s. Lovely upstairs terrace. €€€

Rumelihisarı İskele: Old-school restaurant in Rumeli Hisarı’s decommissioned iskele (dock) at Fatih Sultan Mehmet Bridge. €€€
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SIGHTS

1Camondo Stairs

2Galata Tower

3İstanbul Modern

4İstanbul Museum of Painting and Sculpture

5Museum of Innocence

6Pera Museum

7Pera Palace Hotel

8SALT Galata

9Taksim Meydanı

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

10Çukurcuma Hamamı

11Kılıç Ali Paşa Hamamı

12Salon İKSV

SLEEPING

13Hostel Le Banc

14Louis Rooms

EATING

15Antiochia

16Hayvore

17İnci Pastanesi

18Karaköy Güllüoğlu

19Karaköy Lokantası

20Mahkeme Lokantası

    Neolokal (see 8)

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

21Solera

22Taproomx

SHOPPING

23Ali Muhıddin Hacı Bekir

24Mabel Çikolata
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SIGHTS

1ARTER

2Beylerbeyi Palace

3Dolmabahçe Palace

4Huber Yalı

5İstanbul Naval Museum

6Ortaköy Mosque

7Sadberk Hanım Museum

8Sakıp Sabancı Museum

    Tomb of Barbarossa (see 5)

SLEEPING

9Çırağan Palace

EATING

10Hünkar

11İsmet Baba

12Kıyı

13Mahir Lokantası

    MSA’nin Restoranı (see 8)

14Rumelihisarı İskele

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

15Bebek Kahve

    Lucca (see 15)

TRANSPORT

16Dentur Avrasya Bosphorus Cruises

17Dentur Avrasya Ferries to Adalar & Bosphorus

18Sarıyer Ferry Dock




Abdül Aziz’s Waterside Retreat

Visit Beylerbeyi Palace

The small but opulently furnished 1865 Beylerbeyi Palace (closed Mondays) is nestled photogenically under the great Bosphorus Bridge. The palace attracts relatively few visitors and those who do venture here often end up having the whole place to themselves. Get here using a ferry to Üsküdar then connect to the Üsküdar–Anadolu Kavağı service: Beylerbeyi is the first stop.

All along the Bosphorus

Scenic boat trips beat the traffic

To see much more of the Bosphorus from the water, you could stay on the slow commuter ferry from Eminönü and Beşiktaş via Ortaköy to Rumeli Kavağı near the Yavuz Sultan Selim (Third) Bridge. For timetables visit sehirhatlari.istanbul.

Otherwise opt for the 10.35am Uzun Boğaz Turu (Long Bosphorus Tour) from Eminönü that zigzags up the Bosphorus for closer views of waterside mansions, palaces and coves. You’ll glimpse Huber Yalı, now Türkiye’s presidential palace, before arriving at Sarıyer where many tourists prefer to disembark, returning to the centre by bus.

Another popular option is the one-hour sightseeing round-trip from Beşiktaş to the Fatih Sultan Mehmet Bridge and back (five times daily with Dentur Avrasya).

Asian Side Discovery

Kadıköy for hipsters and foodies

Though you can get there very swiftly by metro from Sirkeci, much of the fun of a trip to Kadıköy is the cheap yet atmospheric ferry ride from Eminönü. As you step off the ferry, Kadıköy initially looks a little bland, but there’s lots of ‘real life’ İstanbul to discover here. The Yeldeğirmeni district near the ferry dock has some striking street art (on Instagram see @istanbulstreetart), alternative shopping and hipster cafes like Küff on Karakolhane Caddesi with no shortage of vegan food and tattooed baristas. There’s a fun, youthful, grungy bar scene centred on Kadife Sokak (aka Barlar Sokak), where good bets include Bina (check out its rear garden), Karga Bar (DJs downstairs, live acts upstairs), Arkaoda (indie music and art) and Stereogun (with roof terrace). Kadıköy Çarşı, often cited as the city’s best fresh produce market, intersperses produce sellers with cafes and fish restaurants along Güneşlibahçe Sokak, a narrow if architecturally forgettable lane. Along here you’ll find Çiya Sofrası, a foodie pilgrimage spot famed for resurrecting long-lost dishes from Anatolia. Around the corner, Fazıl Bey on Serasker Caddesi is a classic spot for Turkish coffee. Alternatively, stock up with market salads plus meze ingredients from Ecevitler Gurme Şarküteri, then take a short T3 tram hop to the neighbouring suburb of Moda and picnic using the plastic chairs and tables at the Moda Çay Bahçesi – shady tea gardens with million-lira views over the Sea of Marmara towards the minarets of old İstanbul.


OLD İSTANBUL ON A BUDGET

The classic cheap eat is a fish sandwich (balık ekmek), freshly grilled mackerel in crusty bread sold from stands at the Galata bridge waterfront. Bitlisli and KD Karadeniz are good for pides and lahmacun (Arabic-style pizza), Sefa Restaurant for lokanta-style ready-meals, Hafız Mustafa is a historic şekerlemeleri (sweet shop), serving künefe (sweet cheese, syrup and pistachio pastry) in an elegant upstairs tea salon. At the bazaar, Dürümcü Raif Usta specialises in Adana (spicy) and Urfa (non-spicy) kebap, while Dönerci Şahin Usta reputedly carves the Grand Bazaar’s best döner.

For hostels, Sultanahmet’s super-central Cheers has a panoramic rooftop bar and air-conditioned dorms; friendly if basic Second Home near Eminönü with entertainment programme and popular home-style dinners; and Bahaus where dorm beds are cheaper than most.



Where to Drink in Istanbul

Süreyya Teras Lounge: Sit atop the Four Seasons for Sultanahmet’s most memorable sunset cocktail view. Magic!

Solera: Atmospherically-lit cavern stocking more than 300 Turkish wines. Many by the glass. Good food, too.

Taproomx: Craft-beer taproom in Beyoğlu pouring house SOMX brews, including IPAs, wheat beer and a pilsner.


HAYDARPAşA RAILWAY STATION

Travelling to Kadıköy by ferry, passengers will see this historic railway station on the long approach to the dock. Built in the first decade of the 20th century, the building was designed by German architects with a lovely tile-adorned ferry-dock added by Turkish architect Vedat Tek. The station opened in 1908 and functioned as the main terminus for Asian railway services until it was badly damaged by fire in 2010. In 2016, after much public discussion of its future, the İstanbul Metropolitan Municipality announced that the building would be restored and remain a train station. By 2025 it’s slated to take over from Söğütlüçeşme as terminus of the İstanbul–Ankara fast-train line.



Princes’ Islands Day Trips

Hike, swim, dine or just picnic

For fine views of the Old City and Asian shore from the water, take a 1¾-hour ferry ride from İstanbul on a day-trip to the Princes’ Islands. Typically nicknamed simply Adalar (‘The Islands’), five of the nine islands are populated. Especially at the two biggest, throngs of summer visitors enjoy cycling or walking along the attractive villa-lined streets, swimming at (payable) beach clubs and exploring protected pine-scented forests. Büyükada (Great Island) is impressive viewed from the ferry: gingerbread villas climb up the slopes of the hill and the bulbous twin cupolas of the Splendid Palas Hotel provide an unmistakable landmark. It has been home to notable exiles throughout history – including Russian revolutionary Leon Trotsky. Heavily wooded pine forests are laced with walking tracks and picnic spots, but the island’s major tourism drawcard is the Church & Monastery of St George (Aya Yorgi), located on a 203m-high viewpoint hill known as Yücetepe. Smaller and arguably prettier, Heybeliada (Heybeli for short) is also replete with ornate 19th-century timber villas and offers gorgeous sea views from easily accessed viewpoints. The hilltop Hagia Triada Monastery is perched above a picturesque line of poplar trees, and a delightful walk from the ferry jetty up Refah Şehitleri Caddesi passes a host of large wooden villas set in lovingly tended gardens.

Both Büyükada and Heybeliada have waterside eateries and shops offering bicycle rental, though in winter almost everything closes down. Dentur Avrasya boats sail to both islands from Beşiktaş via Kabataş and Eminönü. Şehir Hatları ferries come here from Kabataş via Kadıköy (İstanbulkart required), with additional stops at some smaller islands.

Sleeping & Refreshment in the Princes’ Islands

Luz Café: (Heybeliada) Cute people-watching cafe/coffeeshop decorated with second-hand furniture and vintage bric-a-brac. €

Pelikan Balıkçısı: (Büyükada) Simple fish-shop-diner that’s better value than the waterfront restaurants. Soups and sandwiches. €€

Splendid Palas Hotel: (Büyükada) Whimsical, fully renovated 1908 classic with bar, outdoor pool and buzzy holiday atmosphere. €€€




Beyond İstanbul


[image: jpg]

Find Roman, Biblical, Byzantine and Ottoman cultural resonances in great historic cities that lie within reasonable striking distance of İstanbul.


Northwest of İstanbul lands you in Thrace, the relatively modest remnant triangle of European territory that remained Turkish after 1923. Until the mid-19th century the Ottomans had controlled much of Eastern Europe and the brutal expulsion of Turks from the Balkans was one of the world’s worst cases of ethnic cleansing before WWI. As well as vast fields of sunflowers, wineries and Black Sea resorts, Thrace’s main attraction is Edirne – the city historically known as Adrianople. Southeast of İstanbul, across the Sea of Marmara, Bursa’s is one of Türkiye’s great cities and anaccess point to popular skiing spots. Other worthwhile stops include İznik, the Nicea of Biblical times, and Eskişehir, a burgeoning city known for its cutting-edge art museum.


Places

Edirne

Bursa

İznik

Eskişehir




GETTING AROUND

By bus, Edirne is three hours from İstanbul and four hours from Çanakkale; the otogar (bus station) is 9km out of the centre (take bus 1, 3 or 3A). Bursa’s efficient public transport system (burulas.com.tr) includes metro, tram and bus networks for which you’ll need a Bursakart (transport smart card). İznik is 90 minutes by bus from Bursa’s otogar. In Eskişehir, SKK-bound EsTram 1 connects the otogar to Çarşı, Atatürk Lisesi near Odunpazarı and Espark for the gar (railway station). From İstanbul, ferry-bus combos are good choices to reach both Bursa (via Mudanya/Güzelyalı) and İznik (via Yalova).



EdirneTIME FROM İSTANBUL: 3 hours [image: jpg]

Far more than fried liver

Within Türkiye, Edirne (pop 180,000) is particularly famed for its ciğer tava (breaded, deep-fried liver), best tasted at Meşhur Edirne Ciğercisi Kazım ve İlhan Usta. But the city’s architectural wealth attests to a storied history. Founded for the Roman Emperor Hadrian, it was originally called Hadrianopolis (Adrianople in English), and it became the Ottoman capital before İstanbul.

The centre is dominated by the magnificent 1575 Selimiye Camii, architect Mimar Sinan’s masterpiece and arguably Türkiye’s finest mosque, with minarets soaring 71m. Explore the Ali Paşa Kapalı Çarşı, an atmospheric 1569 covered bazaar that was also Mimar Sinan’s handiwork, where you can find distinctive meyve sabunu (fruit-shaped soap) on sale. The Kaleiçi district is agreaably full of historic 19th-century Ottoman houses. Seek out the 1907 Grand Synagogue of Edirne, lovingly restored in 2015, and the Doğa Tarihi Müzesi, a natural history museum with a focus on biodiversity. The latter is most interesting for highlighting madder (Rubia tinctorum), the plant famed as the source of a once important colourfast dye that gained great popularity in 18th-century France under the name Rouge d’Andrinople and remains known in English as Turkey Red.

Across the historic Kanuni Bridge are the grounds for Edirne’s July oil-wrestling festival. Since 2022 the Edirne Sarayı palace, once the grand beating heart of Ottoman power, has been under long-delayed restoration on the north side of the Tunca River. Also in this part of town, don’t miss the hundred-plus domes of the 15th-century Sultan Beyazıt II Mosque Complex, where the calming effects of music and the gentle murmur of water add atmosphere to its fascinating Museum of Health. In beautiful buildings that were once a darüşşifa (hospital) and tip medresesi (medical school, 1488-1909), mannequins dressed as Ottoman-era doctors, patients and students illustrate various medical procedures once used here.


KıRKPıNAR OIL-WRESTLING FESTIVAL

People flock to Edirne in early July to witness what some claim to be the world’s oldest wrestling festival (UNESCO-listed since 2010). Pehlivan (wrestlers) clad only in kispet (tight leather shorts) are doused from head to toe in olive oil before grappling with opponents on the grass. Victory requires pinning your rival’s back to the ground. The event dates back to the 14th century and embodies age-old rituals: ceremonial preparation and greeting, the oiling and the cazgırs’ (announcers’)rhythmic chants all add to the spectacle. In parallel, prominent singers hold concerts, transforming the entire city into a vibrant hub of music and revelry. Matches are at Sarayiçi Stadium (first day free, tickets required for ensuing two days; biletix.com).



BursaTIME FROM İSTANBUL: 3 hours [image: jpg][image: jpg]

From Caravanserais into the clouds

One of the world’s longest cable cars, the Uludağ Teleferik takes 22 minutes to whisk you 8.4km from Teferrüç (within Bursa metropolis; elevation 236m) to Oteller at 1810m, where the luxurious Bof Hotel is a gateway to the Uludağ winter sports area. From December to March the pistes are super popular with families and beginners, but can feel a little tame for serious ski bums. Halfway up the cable car you can stop off at Sarıalan (1635m) to enjoy cool-air woodland walking trails, and teahouses in the thickly forested Uludağ National Park.

The city of Bursa, which now has a population of two million, was the first real capital of the Ottoman Empire (1326–1413). A wealth of mosque complexes (külliye), caravanserais (han) and bazaars remain amid less exciting 20th-century ordinariness, especially around Ulu Cami (the Seljuk-style Grand Mosque, c 1399) and surrounding Çarşı quarter.

Other classic sights include Yeşil Cami (Green Mosque, c 1422), Muradiye Külliye (imperial tombs, 2km west), and the meticulously restored 1615 Mevlevihanesi (Sufi lodge) which has a free 90-minute sema (whirling dervish ceremony) on Thursdays at 7pm. The surrounding Tophane district was Bursa’s original citadel and here hefty chunks of ancient wall remain, along with scatterings of Ottoman-era houses.

Where to Stay in Edirne

Sarı Pansiyon: Clean and reasonably comfy by hostel standards (shared bathrooms, no air-con), and remarkably helpful owners. €

Milaroom Boutique Hotel: Clean family-run place in the heart of town offering contemporary twist to traditional Ottoman-style building. €€

Rüstempaşa Kervansaray Hotel: Small rooms but a remarkable chance to stay in an authentic historic caravanserai €€

İznikTIME FROM İSTANBUL: 2¼ hours [image: jpg][image: jpg]

Explore Biblical Nicea

The lakeside city of İznik (pop 43,000) is best known in Türkiye for the beautiful ceramics produced here in the 16th and 17th centuries. It was also here back in 325 CE (when it was known as Nicaea) that the Roman Emperor Constantine convened the first of several Ecumenical Councils that would help shape Christianity from an obscure Jewish offshoot sect to world religion. Both aspects of İznik’s identity are subjects of the recently reworked Murat I Hamam Museum, set in a former bathhouse, four blocks north of the central Ayasofya – a Byzantine church rebuilt in 1065 CE and now used as the Orhan Camii mosque. Significant sections of the Roman city wall still survive, most notably around the north gate area of İstanbul Kapı. Ruins of a substantial Roman Theatre, unusual for being built up upon essentially flat ground, are undergoing extensive restoration but you can observe progress through fences and gates opposite 13 Kule Sokak. To find the lake, walk down Tiyatro Sokak, pass through the minor, southwestern Saray Gate, and past where, till recently, the İznik Foundation had its tile-making workshops.
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Skiing, Uludağ National Park | nejdet duzen/shutterstock ©


İZNIK’S TILE-MAKING TRADITION

Many of the ceramic tiles that decorate Ottoman monuments in Türkiye were produced in İznik between the mid-16th and late-17th centuries. You might have seen them at İstanbul’s Süleymaniye, Topkapı Palace and Rüstem Paşa Mosque or İzmir’s Yeşil Cami.

Initially inspired by Chinese porcelain, these exquisite objects feature designs combining traditional Ottoman arabesque patterns with Chinese elements. They were initially cobalt blue but later incorporated turquoise, green, mauve and red. Production quality in İznik declined from the late 16th century due to lost patronage, inflation and increased imports of Chinese porcelain.



EskişehirTIME FROM İSTANBUL: 3 hours [image: jpg]

Tatars and modern art

Well worth a stop if you’re taking the fast train between İstanbul and Ankara, Eskişehir (pop 890,000) is one of Türkiye’s liveliest and most youthful cities courtesy of three universities. The historic Odunpazarı district has preserved and revitalised its picturesque cobblestone alleyways lined with colourfully painted timber-framed Ottoman mansions. Don’t miss the cutting-edge Odunpazarı Modern Museum featuring modern and contemporary art, and notable for its mind-bending Jenga-like architecture and all-vegan cafe. Just 100m west, Eskişehir Hamam Müzesi is a museum celebrating Turkish bath culture. A 500m walk southeast is the Kurşunlu Camii mosque and külliye complex dating to 1525, flanked by museums of woodcraft (Ahşap Eserler Müzesi) and of decorative meerschaum pipes (Eskişehir Lületaşı Müzesi).

Tens of thousands of people of Crimean Tatar descent are thought to live in this attractive, low-rise part of Eskişehir, and a good way to interact is to order a Crimean snack at a local cafe. Handily near the pipe-museum, in the courtyard behind Arasta Konak Hotel, is the Arasta Kırım Tatar Çibörek Evi, a simple restaurant serving Tatar food, most notably çibörek (deep-fried semi-circular turnovers lightly filled with minced meat). Originally Crimean, they’re very familiar across the ex-Soviet states (usually known as chebureki) but unusual elsewhere in Türkiye.
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Odunpazarı Modern Museum | busra ozyemisci/shutterstock©

Where to Sleep & Eat in Bursa

Safran Otel: Super-friendly pension with great value, comfortable, slightly chintzy rooms in an atmospheric Ottoman house. €

Mahır Usta Yeşil: The pick along Kayhan Caddesi for Bursa speciality, pideli köfte (meatball variant of İskender kebap). €€

Arap Şükrü Sokağı Meyhanes: Rowdy meyhanes (taverns) along Sakarya Caddesi serving alcohol, mezes and fish. €€€


THE PHRYGIAN VALLEY

The land south of Eskişehir was part of the Phrygian state, ruled until the 8th century BCE by kings like ‘gold touch’ Midas, some more mythological than historical. Tombs and other reminders of the kingdom lie in the rugged Phrygian Valley between Eskişehir and Afyonkarahisar (formerly Ayfon, pop 252,000), but exploring this area is an experience for the adventurous, attracting trekkers who follow the 500km route described in Hüseyin Sarı’s Phrygian Way guidebook (frigyolu.com). If travelling by car, the most impressive of the valley’s accessible monuments is the Yazılıkaya archaeological site. In Afyonkarahisar itself, near the base of an abrupt rocky castle-crag, is the UNESCO-listed Ulu Camii, a 1273 mosque noted for its interior wooden pillars.



Where to Stay in Eskişehir

Arasta Konak Hotel: Friendly and well-run boutique mini-hotel located close to Kurşunlu Külliye. €

Yuva Otel: Clean, comfortable rooms in an Ottoman house in the city centre between the river and Odunpazarı. €

Omm Inn: Stylish, well-equipped and comfortable boutique rooms. Vegan cafe and free entry to Odunpazarı Modern Museum. €€€




Gallipoli, Çanakkale & Troy
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WWI SITES | CASTLES | ANCIENT HISTORY


The pine forests and beach coves on the gently undulating Gallipoli (Gelibolu) Peninsula probably wouldn’t attract much notice if it were not for the pivotal battles of WWI fought here. As it stands, they have become deeply symbolic in the birth of not only modern Türkiye but also Australia and New Zealand, whose soldiers bore a significant proportion of the Allied losses. To get a real sense of the widely spread battle-related sites, it’s recommended that you join a tour. Various operators are available in Eceabat or in the regional hub town of Çanakkale, a 25-minute ferry ride away across the Dardanelles (Çanakkale Boğazı; Hellespont).

Appealing Çanakkale Town is worth a look in its own right, with a 12-ton ‘Trojan Horse’ dominating its waterfront, reminding visitors that this is also the nearest major centre to the ruins of ancient Troy (Truva), a place once thought to be mere legend.

[image: map]


HIGHLIGHTS

1Anzac Commemorative Site

SIGHTS

2Arıburnu Sahil Anıtı

3Çanakkale Epic Promotion Centre

4Çanakkale Maritime Museum

5Çanakkale Şehitleri Anıtı

6Chunuk Bair

7Çimenlik Kalesi

8Johnston’s Jolly

9Kilitbahir Castle Museum

10Lone Pine Cemetery

11Ottoman 57th Regiment

12Seddülbahir Castle

13Sergeant Mehmet Monument

14Trojan Horse

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

15Anzac Cove

16Hassle Free Travel Agency

17TJ’s Tours

SLEEPING

18Artur Hotel

19Bengodi Boutique Hotel

20Gallipoli Houses

21Grand Anzac Hotel

22Hotel des Etrangers

    TJ’s Hotel (see 17)

EATING

    Alemta Balık Evi (see 9)

    Teras 18 Mart Köftecisi (see 12)




GETTING AROUND

From Çanakkale Town to the main sights on the Gallipoli Peninsula you’ll need to first take a ferry to Kilitbahir (20 minutes) or Eceabat (25 minutes); both run at least hourly. Eceabat can also be accessed by an express highway from İstanbul (300km, 3¾ hours via Tekirdağ). From Eceabat, a dolmuș (minibus)crosses the peninsula to Kabatepe to meet ferries to Gökçeada (four times daily; tickets at online.gdu.com.tr/giris). Otherwise you’ll need to have a car or join a tour group to see the main Gallipoli sites. Every half hour a dolmuș leaves from Çanakkale to Troy (35 minutes).




[image: ] TOP TIP

Taking a tour is a good idea. Consider using locally based agents such as Crowded House and TJ’s in Eceabat or Hassle Free Travel in Çanakkale. Don’t visit Gallipoli in a single day from İstanbul; the distances are too huge, making the experience exhausting.



Battle Scars

Getting to grips with Gallipoli

If you’re seeking a particular grave at one of the 60-plus WWI cemeteries, a useful resource is cwgc.org. For a casual tourist without a tour guide, a very helpful place to start a Gallipoli experience is at the Çanakkale Epic Promotion Centre. Its 11 rooms narrate the battles chronologically using high-tech, and rather loud, 3D simulations. The background information is very helpful, if predictably focused on a Turkish perspective of events.

Around 1km west of the museum is Kabaktepe, useful as the port for ferries to Gökçeada. Heading north of Kabaktepe past ‘Brighton Beach’ – once a favourite Anzac swimming spot – you’ll reach Anzac Cove and the main area of Anzac sites. Arıburnu Sahil Anıtı, in a cemetery at the top of the cove, is a moving monument with Atatürk’s 1934 words of reconciliation. The classic Anzac Memorial is a little further along North Beach. On ‘Bloody Ridge’ (Kanlı Sırt) above, key points include the Lone Pine Cemetery and Johnston’s Jolly where enemy trenches lay as little as 10m apart. Between battles, the Turks and Anzacs reputedly enjoyed banter and shared target practice competitions across no-man’s land. About 1.5km uphill from here is the Sergeant Mehmet Monument, dedicated to a Turkish soldier who, having run out of ammo, kept fighting by hurling rocks and throwing punches. In between lies the Cemetery of the heroic Ottoman 57th Regiment (57 Alay), commanded by Mustafa Kemal (later Atatürk), who reputedly said ‘I do not order you to attack, I order you to die’. Most did. On 10 August 1915, Atatürk almost died himself further up near the region’s highest viewpoint at Chunuk Bair, commanding a bayonet charge that repelled a Kiwi advance. He was reputedly saved, Hollywood style, when a bullet (some reports call it shrapnel) was stopped by his pocket watch. Some 16,000 others perished.

A second scattering of memorials, cemeteries and battlefield sites lies near the southern tip of the peninsula. These include a big French cemetery, the 42m Çanakkale Şehitleri Anıtı (Turkish martyrs’ memorial) and a hefty castle at Seddülbahir, restored in 2023. This had been the first casualty of the WWI fighting, pummelled by an Allied naval bombardment in November 1914.

Brilliant resources for independent travellers include the articles and maps of fabled guide Kenan Çelik (kcelik.com); the extensive, downloadable guidebooks and audio from Anzac Portal (anzacportal.dva.gov.au) that offer an Australian focus; and Ngā Tapuwae (ngatapuwae.govt.nz/explore-gallipoli) for New Zealand background; for Turkish information, visit canakkaletarihialan.gov.tr/en.

Cloverleaf Castle

Kilitbahir: Guardian of the Dardanelles

At the waterside guarding the narrowest point of the Dardanelles, Kilitbahir is an impressive 15th-century fortress. It features a distinctive clover-leaf outer wall enclosing a later seven-storey tower that’s well worth climbing for the views, though there’s a VR alternative if you’re unable to handle the stairs. The building hosts an engrossing modern museum covering the fortress and its naval history.

The surrounding village has several inexpensive local fish restaurants if you don’t want to jump straight back on the ferry to Çanakkale.


WHAT HAPPENED AT GALLIPOLI, 1915?

In 1915, urged on by a then-young Winston Churchill, a formidable Franco-British battleship group was sent to establish control over the Dardanelles, hopefully knocking the Ottomans out of WWI. After an unexpected naval fiasco on 18 March, now greatly celebrated in Türkiye as Çanakkale Naval Victory Day, the Allies tried their luck on land. On 25 April, French, and British Empire troops landed at various Gallipoli beaches, notably Anzacs (from Australia and New Zealand) at what would later be called Anzac Cove. Bad luck and worse leadership resulted in 130,000 deaths and an ignominious retreat after nine months’ bitter fighting. On the Turkish side, the bloody triumph helped cement the reputation of Lieutenant Colonel Mustafa Kemal, the future Atatürk.



Where to Stay in Çanakkale Town

Hotel des Etrangers: Stone facades, lacework and wooden detailing give this historic hotel more character than most. €€

Grand Anzac Hotel: Glitzy range of large and exceptionally clean rooms, and handy central location. €€

Artur Hotel: Super-central business hotel that’s been given a 21st-century boutique makeover. Breakfasts are fantastic. €€€


TOASTING BOZCAADA

Just 10km in diameter, the tourism honeypot island of Bozcaada is a showcase of Aegean style. Most of the action is in Bozcada Town (aka Merkez) where the ferry arrives from Geyikli jetty (30km southwest of Troy). Guarded by a substantial castle, the town’s historic Greek quarter is full of brightly painted houses, many now boutique hotels. Bozcaada’s niche winemakers create special vintages from unique local grape varieties including Vasilaki, Çavuş and Kuntra. Taste the results in Talay Şarap Evi and Tenedion Winehouse, or cycle 1.5km to Amadeus Vineyard’s Mozart Cafe. The island’s sandy swimming beaches are on the south coast. These can get packed in summer but in winter the whole island seems to hibernate.



Brad Pitt’s Trojan Horse

Strolling the Çanakkale waterfront

Though Troy itself is a short drive away, in Çanakkale Town it’s worth strolling the kordon (waterfront promenade) beyond the port to the 12-ton replica of a Trojan Horse that featured in the 2004 Brad Pitt movie Troy.

Walk the other way to the Çanakkale Maritime Museum that sits at the base of the sturdy Çimenlik Castle. That’s half of a 15th-century pair designed to guard the narrowest point of the Dardanelles, along with more impressive Kilitbahir.
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Finding Troy

A test for the imagination

Immortalised in Homer’s epic, the Iliad, it’s rare to find a schoolchild who hasn’t heard of the Trojan Horse. The legend goes that Troy’s otherwise impenetrable walls were defeated by curiosity; the townsfolk opening the gates to bring inside a mysterious giant horse made of wood. Hidden within are enemy soldiers who emerge at night, reopening the gates to allow in their army. The city is plundered and burnt. How much of this is history will never be known, and making much sense of the low-rise remnants of the Troy (Truva) archaeological site takes a great deal of imagination. Fortunately there’s the excellent Museum of Troy that does much of the imagining for you. Allow at least a couple of hours before walking 10 minutes to the Ruins of Troy, an archaeological site where historical layers date back over 3500 years.

Where to stay in Gallipoli

Tj’s Hotel: Turkish-Australian run budget hotel; two-minute walk from the Eceabat ferry port. Battlefield tours available. €

Gallipoli Houses: In a farming village on the Gallipoli Peninsula offering lovely rooms and excellent hosts. €€€

Bengodi Boutique Hotel: Luxurious stone-clad boutique hotel in Eceabat with wine cellar. Located 1.2km from the ferry. €€€


Heavenly Island

Stone villages and watersports on Gökçeada

Translating as ‘heavenly island’, Gökçeada (pop 10,400) lies nestled at the entrance of the Gulf of Saros; a 75-minute ferry ride west of Kabatepe port on Gallipoli. Whereas almost all other regions of the country saw Greeks leave en masse during the 1923 population exchanges, this island retained its Greek name, Imbroz, until 1970 and many picturesque villages remained predominantly Greek (or ‘Rum’ as local Turks put it) right through till the 1960s. Today it offers windswept beaches, kitesurfing and great wine.

Ferries arrive in Kuzulimanı linking with dolmuș services to Merkez (aka Gökçeada Town) where you can rent a car, scooter or taxi. The prettiest villages are west of Merkez. Some Greek inhabitants remain in both Zeytinli (aka Aya Theodoros, 4km west) and Tepeköy (formerly Agridia, 10km west) where Barba Yorgo Taverna serves locally produced wines. Old (Eski) Bademli (4.5km north) has stone houses, an ancient plane tree and a panoramic setting that gives it the nickname ‘Balcony of the Island’; for the best views head to Gün Batımı Restaurant. On the north coast, less attractive Kaleköy hosts the Gökçeada Diving Center. Across the island, Kefalos Bay is the hub for windsurfing and kitesurfing, which can be arranged through Radikal Surf.

Philosophical Rambling

Assos & Ayvalık in the footsteps of Aristotle

The hilltop village of Behramkale is home to the spectacularly perched ruins of Assos. In the 4th century BCE, Assos was ruled by a student of Plato who encouraged philosophers to live here, most famously Aristotle who moved in for three years from 348 BCE – and today his statue welcomes visitors who pour in by the busload on summer weekends. The highlights of the site are the restored ruins of its amphitheatre and Temple of Athena with fabulous views across the Gulf of Edremit to Lesbos.

By dolmuș from Çanakkale you might need to head first to Ayvalık, whose old town is a maze of cobbled streets, market squares and atmospheric cafes. Ferries sail between Ayvalık and Lesbos (Greece) several times weekly, or daily in summer.

The Troy Cultural Route (troycultureroute.com) is a suggested series of walking and cycle routes linking archaeological and historical sites between Troy and Assos.


DIVING GALLIPOLI’S WWI WRECKS

The battles of the Dardanelles produced over 200 shipwrecks, of which 14 are well-documented spots in the Gallipoli Historical Underwater Park (divinggelibolu.com). The best-known wreck dive is to the hull of the SS Milo, just 7m deep in Anzac Cove. It’s one of five wrecks that lie in waters shallow enough to be accessed by those with basic PADI Open Water diving certification. The HMS Triumph near Kabatepe is reckoned to be the best-preserved remnant of the era but it’s in water over 70m deep, so it’s one for technical divers only.



Where to Eat Cheaply in Gallipoli

Zafer Peynir Helvacısı: Taste the unique local treat, peynir helvası (cheese halva) in Gelibolu. Delicious ice cream, too. €

Teras 18 Mart Köftecisi: Latest branch of this Gallipoli barbeque café, offering sea views close to Seddülbahir Castle. €

Alemta Balık Evi: Fish restaurant in Kilitbahir between the port and castle with pavement tables across the small marina. €€




Ephesus & the Aegean Region
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The ancient city of Ephesus (Efes) is one of the top destinations in all of Türkiye and one of the best-preserved Graeco-Roman cities anywhere. The closest city to the ruins, Selçuk, is more than just a gateway to Ephesus, with plenty of history of its own; though some visitors prefer to base themselves in the smaller hilltop village of Şirince, 8km inland, with its red-tile-roofed and whitewashed traditional homes.

Some 200km north, Bergama (former Pergamum) is a quieter alternative to Ephesus but arguably more memorable. Halfway there you’ll need to change transport in the giant, cosmopolitan city of İzmir, which grew out of ancient Smyrna. East of Selçuk there are offbeat curiosities at Tire, Bademli and Birgi, but the main attraction is Pamukkale, which is accessed via Denizli.

The Aegean coast is home to dozens of beach resorts. Big-name destinations include Kuşadası (20km from Selçuk), and Bodrum, a 150km further south via the ‘PMD’ (Priene, Miletus and Didyma) ancient sites.
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GETTING AROUND

Central Selçuk is easily explored on foot. For Ephesus, visitors are pushed to take a taxi or tour, but from Selçuk otogar minibuses bound for Pamucak Beach run every half-hour stopping at Ephesus Lower Gate. A dolmuş shuttles to Şirince every 20 minutes. Six daily trains link Selçuk to İzmir’s Basmane station (90 minutes via İzmirAirport), and to Denizli (3¼ hours) for Pamukkale. From İzmir to Bergama buses run twice hourly (two hours) with a dolmuş onwards to Ayvalik from Bergama’s Kantar Garaj. Heading south from Selçuk or Kuşadası, change in Söke for Magnesia or Bodrum (three hours).




[image: ] TOP TIP

The best experiences here can often be found by happening upon a more obscure site or village. Having your own wheels is useful.



Discovering Ephesus

Europe’s most complete classical metropolis ruin

Strolling the ancient stone streets of Ephesus in the footsteps of Mark Antony and Alexander the Great is a highlight of any visit to Türkiye. In its heyday, only Athens was more important, and in Roman times Ephesus was the capital of Asia (ie Western Anatolia).

A stroll down the grand marble Curetes Way that runs through the sprawling site is like walking two millennia back in time. The most iconic elements are the multi-columned façade of the Library of Celsus, and the Great Theatre, an amphitheatre that could originally hold 25,000 people – some 10% of the city’s population at its peak. Today the renovated structure still hosts live performances, notably during the annual International Ephesus Opera and Ballet Festival in July, though today the maximum capacity is much reduced.

A typical visitor spends at least two hours perusing Ephesus’ sprawling main sites, or around 20 minutes more if adding the Terraced Houses (extra fee but recommended), comprising seven well-preserved Roman homes with glass flooring to let you walk over history.

Note that the Ephesus has two gates 3km apart. Entering via the Upper (Magnesian) Gate makes for a more memorable impression as you walk down the Curetes Way with the Library of Celsius below you. Don’t expect to find operational toilets other than near the gates.


Where to Stay & Eat in Selçuk

Nilya Hotel: Quaint, family-run accommodation with Ottoman-style decorations in a garden setting near Ayasuluk Hill. €

Akanthus Hotel: Comfortable and well-appointed rooms in a beautifully restored stone home behind the museum. €€

Kybele Gastro: Fine dining with beautiful setting, offering menu of distinctive meze and well-prepared meat dishes. €€


Don’t Rush Selçuk

Much more than just a gateway

Just 3km northeast of Ephesus, Selçuk (pop 31,000) is worth exploring in its own right. Across from the bus station, Selçuk’s Ephesus Museum provides context with sublime artefacts and its showstopper finale in a darkened room where two multi-breasted statues of Artemis face off in twin spotlights. Elsewhere in town you can drink tea beneath a Roman aqueduct and visit the partially restored Ayasuluk Citadel, where most monuments date to the Byzantine era when it became an important Christian pilgrimage centre. Visitors to the Ayasuluk Hill enter through the citadel’s 6th-century ‘Gate of Persecution’, passing first through the ruins of the huge basilica reputed to have been built over the burial site of John the Apostle.


VIRGIN MARY’S RETIREMENT HOME

A tiny stone chapel sits some 9km south of Selçuk in a wooden glade on the slopes of Bülbül Dağı (Mount Koresos). There’s little to see, but a steady stream of visitors take the winding road up from Ephesus’ Upper Gate in pious response to the 19th-century vision of a German nun who believed this to be site of the House of the Virgin Mary.

According to legend, the Apostle John brought Mary to Ephesus near the end of her life; however, the oldest ruins found here actually date to some five centuries later and the chapel itself is much newer.

Alternative traditions contend that Mary actually died in India.



Bergama (Pergamum)

Ancient home of learning or Satan’s throne?

You could easily spend all day exploring the extraordinary UNESCO-listed ruins at Bergama; a laid-back market town (population 106,000) on the site of historical Pergamum whose heyday was the 3rd century BCE when it housed one of the world’s largest libraries. The main attraction is the hilltop Acropolis, one of the most magnificent archaeological sites of Western Anatolia, though the Altar of Zeus has long ago been denuded of its magnificent frieze (now in a Berlin museum). Faded blue dots suggest a route around the upper city ruins where a highlight is the Temple of Trajan with its spindly marble columns and extensive panoramic view. That’s 2km northeast of town by road, but it’s more fun to arrive via a 5-minute cable car ride.

Across town to the west, and almost as well preserved, are the Asclepieion of Pergamon ruins, combining columns of a ‘healing temple’ with a large amphitheatre. In central Bergama lies the baffling Red Hall (Kızıl Avlu), a heavy brick ruin the size of a cathedral that was in fact built by Romans in the 2nd-century BCE to honour Egyptian gods. By some Biblical traditions the phrase in Revelations 2:13, ‘where Satan has his throne’, refers to the Red Hall.

Where to Stay in Şirince

Şirince Doğadaki Evler: Rustic but cosy rooms and bountiful breakfast in a small hotel perched above town. €

Kırkınca Houses & Boutique Hotel: Character-filled rooms in a cluster of beautifully restored stone homes in the village centre. €€

Nişanyan Hotel: Sprawling and eclectic hilltop estate with shabby-chic rooms, lush gardens and serenity to spare. €€€

Seeking Smyrna

İzmir’s historic bazaar district and beyond

İzmir (pop 4.4 million) is Türkiye’s third biggest city, a cultural and liberal-intellectual metropolis that many visitors whisk past, though there’s plenty to discover if you take the time to scratch the surface.

Don’t miss the labyrinthine Kemeraltı Market – a vast, buzzing bazaar district with around 2000 registered historical buildings. It’s exhilarating to lose yourself here in between sipping Turkish coffee at the 1744 Kızlarağası Hanı and trying the iconic İzmir dessert şambali (syrup-cake) at Meşhur Hisarönü Şambalicisi. Head east via Havra Sokağı, once the main Jewish area, and cross busy Eşrefpaşa Cd to see, behind high railings, the lumpy remnants of ancient Smyrna’s Graeco-Roman era agora, a politico-commercial centre dating from the end of the 4th century BCE.

It’s also well worth visiting İzmir Kültür Sanat Fabrikası, a wonderful cultural complex in a former 19th-century cigarette factory, incorporating two fabulous museums covering archaeology/ethnography displays and the city’s most important historical art collection.

Under Atatürk’s Gaze

Glimpsing İzmir’s Mt Rushmore

İzmir’s D300 inner bypass expressway is unusual in two ways. Just as you’re recovering from the surprise of speeding through the arches of the 1674 Vezirsuyu Aqueduct, you look up to see Atatürk Mask, a gigantic 42m-tall bust of Mustafa Kemal carved out of an entire rocky cliff. It’s enough to make you miss your junction.


CAMEL WRESTLING

On the third Sunday of each January, hairy contestants lumber into the ring for Selçuk’s annual camel wrestling festival. Though other places in the Aegean region also have such contests that aficionados claim date back to Turkic nomad days, this is the largest and most popular of its kind in Türkiye. The competitions see rutting male camels muzzled to prevent them biting, and they’re seemingly pulled apart by referees with ropes before their vying for dominance can do serious harm. Animal-rights activists beg to differ, calling for a ban on the events.

A more peaceful competition added in recent years is a ‘beauty contest’ for the camel best decked-out in colourful beads, carpets and bells.



Where to Stay & Eat in İzmir

Atlas Oteli: Four-star hotel providing comfortable accommodation within a historical building in the city centre. €€

Budakzade Konağı 1841: Inside an 1841 mansion, this charming hotel is a few minutes’ walk from Karşıyaka pier. €€

Veli Usta Balık Pişiricisi: Friendly, terrace waterfront fish-restaurant offering rolled sole or dory (şiş), and rakı (aniseed brandy). €€€

Pamukkale’s Cascading Terraces

Walking down a natural phenomenon

The gentle cascade of World Heritage–listed saucer-shaped Travertines (terraced basins) at Pamukkale creates a landscape that’s a Turkish icon: a powder-white slope that stands in stunning contrast to the clear blue sky and green plains below. To protect the unique calcite surface that was formed by warm, mineral-rich waters, visitors who wish to walk on the travertines must do so barefoot (or in socks or shower shoes). Sadly, the water that created the basins and the petrified waterfalls that connect them has largely disappeared, reportedly redirected to nearby thermal hotels.

A short walk uphill, and included in the same ticket, are the UNESCO–listed ruins of Hierapolis, an ancient spa city founded around 190 BCE by Eumenes II of Pergamum to harness the curative properties of 36°C water abundant in minerals. Though abandoned after a devastating earthquake in 1334 CE, Hierapolis retains much of the grand original infrastructure and commands stunning views over the travertines and surrounding countryside. Highlights include a significant Roman Theatre, Sanctuary of Apollo and the supposed Martyrium of St Philip the Apostle. A 2nd-century building that was once the Central Roman Baths now houses a three-room museum. And the recreated Antique Pool emulates Hierapolis’ ancient raison d’etre: bring along a towel and swimsuit to bathe in its therapeutic waters.

Allow around three hours to explore the site, a little more if you’re planning to bathe in the Antique Pool. Many visitors take advantage of free transfers from pensions and hotels from Pamukkale village (population 2000) to the South Gate, then walk down the travertines back to the village.
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AGREEABLE AEGEAN RESORT TOWNS

Foça: New Foça is forgettable but Eski (old) Foça is a cute coastal town, with small port (Küçük Deniz), and ancient walls. The Beş Kapılar is a horseshoe of five gates originally designed to allow small boats to enter the city. Enjoy winding backstreets and charming stone houses as well as climbing Değirmen Hill on a steep stony path for city panoramas.

Çeşme: Cruise turquoise bays from this popular holiday destination 8km from the Greek island of Chios. Its central sea-facing castle was rebuilt in 1508.

Alacatı: Regionally famous for windsurfing, kitesurfing and windfoiling (April to November). Ilıca Halk Plajı is the best, if most developed, beach. Wineries and wine tastings abound.



Where to Stay in Pamukkale

Beyaz Kale Pansiyon: Clean, comfortable and well-located pension with small swimming pool, roof terrace and home-style meals. €

Venus Suite Hotel: Attractive rooms, free parking and poolside restaurant are the draws at this excellent choice. €€

Melrose House: Guests here inevitably comment on the generous, tasty breakfasts. Facilities include pool and restaurant. €€


Digging Deeper

Archaeological discoveries beyond Pamukkale

Three further ancient city sites lie within reach of Pamukkale. The nearest is Laodicea (8km), where archaeologists continue to find treasures that were originally buried in a 7th-century CE earthquake. Highlights include the reconstructed Nymphaeum of Trajan (113-114 CE) at the southern end of Stadium St, two magnificent theatres (one Hellenistic, the other Roman) and the remnants of Laodicea’s large basilica, one of the ‘seven churches of Asia’ mentioned in the Book of Revelation.

A lengthy day trip from Pamukkale (105km each way) reveals World Heritage–listed Afrodisias. Set evocatively in the fertile upper valley of the Morsynus River, it retains major civic structures including a stadium whose 30,000 overgrown seats would once have been filled with individuals watching gladiatorial contests. If overnighting near Afrodisias, Anatolia Hotel Geyre Aphrodisias is recommended.

The magnificently sited ancient hilltop city of Kibyra, 120km south of Pamukkale on the road to Fethiye, is the site of yet more archaeological excavations. These have already unearthed Hellenistic, Roman and Byzantine-era structures including a well-preserved stadium, theatre, basilica and much more.

Kuşadası Contrasts

Brash gateway to the Dilek Peninsula and Magnesia

Budget-friendly Kuşadası (pop 100,000) is predominantly a destination for cruise-ship and package tourists as well as an embarkation point for those taking the summer ferry to Samos in Greece. However, there’s a pleasantly lively waterfront and causeway-linked ‘island’, Kuşadası Castle, to go with beautiful sea views.

South of centre, a 12km sandy ‘Long Beach’ leads much of the way to the pretty Dilek Peninsula National Park via Güzelçamlı, a quieter accommodation alternative to Kuşadası; try B&Bs like Emel Pension in the backstreets. The Dilek Peninsula has walking trails, beautiful vistas and popular beaches with azure coves on the north coast. A 15km hike crosses to the south coast where the old Greek village of Eski Doğanbey has some lovely old stone houses, upgraded by incomers but retaining a charming feel. By dolmuş you’ll reach Doğanbey via regional hub, Söke. You’ll also come via Söke to reach the ruins of Magnesia on the Maeander, where the Antik Kent (old city site) features a huge, well-preserved 2000-year-old ruined stadium. Much else is still under excavation. The stadium ruins are 1km up a country road from the site’s main gate. Car recommended.


VILLAGE ESCAPISM

If driving to Pamukkale from Selçuk you could take an offbeat route via Tire (famed for its Tuesday market) and the town of Ödemiş (another 32km), from where it’s 20km south to the village of Bademli.

The 1810 Kılıçızade (Kılcı) Mehmet Ağa Camii in Bademli is one of the finest rural wood-and-masonry mosques in Türkiye, retaining an interior festooned with paintings of trees, flowers and baroque motifs.

Another appealing village is Birgi, 10km east of Ödemiş. Capital of the Aydın Emirate in the 14th century and later a scholarly centre, it has various mosques, madrasas and tombs to discover on its cobbled streets, as well as antique houses and a museum in a fine 18th-century merchant’s mansion.



Where to Stay in Kuşadası

Ephesian Hotel Guesthouse: Simple, clean pension with friendly, helpful Turkish/German owners, located just uphill from the çarşı. €

Villa Konak: Attractively furnished rooms in a restored mansion with a landscaped courtyard and small pool. €€

İlayda Avantgarde: Stylish modern accommodation with on-site gym, pool and restaurant overlooking the waterfront. €€


LAKE BAFA

During spring and autumn migrations of up to 300,000 birds of over 250 species pass by Lake Bafa, a landlocked body of water (50% saltwater) once connected to the Aegean Sea. Pension owners organise boat, fishing and ornithological trips and half-day hikes to Neolithic cave paintings. Agora Pansiyon is a classic base in Kapıkırı, the best known village on the lake’s eastern edge. Here the ruins of the ancient settlement of Latmos (later Herakleia) are less the attraction than the otherworldly rustic setting amid donkeys, old women hawking trinkets and lovely lake views. Accommodation and food is likely to be cheaper in other traditional villages around the lake, but even reaching Kapıkırı is a challenge without your own wheels.



The PMD Trio

Three great ruins, Priene, Miletus and Didim

Tour agencies offer full-day ‘PMD’ trips (Priene–Miletus– Didim) from İzmir, Selçuk, Kuşadası and other resort towns. A visit to this fine trio of Graeco-Roman sites would otherwise be hard to combine without a car (or much more time).

P stands for peaceful, pine-shaded Priene, a former city site with a natural grandeur enjoying a commanding position below Mt Mykale.

M is for Miletus, which sports an impressively intact, late Roman theatre with towering arched entrance halls and tunnels through which spectators accessed its rows of 14,000 seats. Multiple paths meander through the ancient city’s sprawling remains to the on-site museum, leading visitors past ruins of successive eras.

Some 4km inland from the rowdy beach resort of Altınkum, D is for the drab modern city of Didim (formerly Didyma), whose redeeming sight is the highly impressive Temple of Apollo. It was once home to one of the ancient world’s best-known oracles and terminus of an 18km-long sacred way used for elaborate ritual processions between here and Miletus.
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Where to Stay & Eat in Bodrum Town

Asmin Otel: Cheerful small hotel with a pool near the main Bodrum bus station. €

Eskiceshme Hotel: Stylishly modern rooms, funky lobby bar and boutique service just off the marina. €€

İki Sandal: Among Bodrum’s best meyhanes, this intimate restaurant has a picture-perfect castle view. €€€

Strolling Bodrum Town

Sun, sea and a little history

Bodrum (pop 96,000) is the quintessential ‘Turkish Riviera’ hot spot, a place to sample the good life. White buildings covered with bright pink bougainvillea cling to olive-tree-studded hillsides that tumble down to a turquoise sea awash with yachts. A magnificent 15th-century castle, containing a fine underwater archaeology museum, divides the lively waterfront between Kumbahçe’s urban beaches and the marina area where cafes, bars and restaurants are more upscale. Boats depart to Datça and the Greek islands, and scattered remains of ancient Halicarnassus make for an interesting stroll if the heat is not too punishing. The Mausoleum of Halicarnassus was among the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World when it was built as a burial place for Carian King Mausolus, though precious little remains. Uphill from here the 4th-century BCE theatre overlooks a busy highway, and 15 minutes’ walk west is the Myndos Gate, a remnant of the old city walls.

Blue Cruises around Bodrum

Home of the blue voyage

To soak up the stunning scenery around Bodrum, jump on a boat for a day excursion that depart from both bays (around 10am) heading for Karaada ‘hot-spring’ island. Or consider a mavi yolculuk (blue cruise); typically a week-long fully catered trip around the coves and scenic bays on a chartered gület (traditional Turkish wooden yacht). Popular itineraries take in beauty spots like Orak Island (good for diving); placid Çökertme Bay; the Seven Islands archipelago; and Sedir Adası/Cleopatra Beach. With luck you might catch a glimpse of a loggerhead sea turtle or a sandbar shark.

Blue cruises typically need to be booked well in advance, especially in the summer months. If you don’t have a large enough group to hire your own vessel, many operators offer cabin-share charters. Neyzen makes for a reliable operator.


BODRUM BEACHES

The term Bodrum can mean the town or a whole 665km² peninsula with many appealing sub-resort villages. Each offers its own vibe. Easy-going Bitez has an attractive promenade and lively beaches with lots of water sports options. Yahşi Plajı at Ortakent is a family favourite beach. Kadıkalesi Halk Plajı offers soft sand and lovely sunsets between quasi-bohemian Gümüşlük and middle-class Turgutreis. On the peninsula’s north coast, Küdür Halk Plajı is a rustic public beach beneath ancient rock tombs. It lies on a cape north of the swanky marina-resort Yalıkavak. Further east, Göltürkbükü is for those seeking celebrity-glitz.

Only Bodrum town and, to a lesser extent, Yalıkavak, remain lively outside of the peak summer months.



Where to Stay on the Bodrum Peninsula

Simay Apart Otel: Tranquil rooms with balconies a few blocks back from the Gündoğan waterfront. €

4reasons Hotel: Secluded hillside oasis overlooking Yalıkavak with Zen vibe (yoga, massage etc) and stunning views. €€€

Casa dell’Arte Hotel: Elegant, art-filled concept hotel in Torba with a private beach and gourmet restaurant. €€€




Fethiye & the Lycian ‘Turquoise’ Coast
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Fethiye (pronounced feh-tee-yeh) has a fine natural harbour on a bay scattered with dozens of pretty islands. Though it’s the site of ancient Telmessos, and has a fine museum, most architecture dates from after the 1957 earthquake. Still, on foot, by road or by boat (April–October), it’s a good starting point to explore the spectacular coast and remnants of the Lycian ancient kingdom, which stretched along the Teke Peninsula, roughly from Dalyan to Antalya. Rome granted Lycia independence in 168 BCE, and it immediately established the Lycian League, a loose confederation of 23 fiercely independent city-states including Xanthos, Patara, Pınara, Tlos, Myra and Olympos – often cited as the first proto-democratic union in history. The bouleuterion (council chamber) at Ancient Patara is thus often cited as the world’s first parliament. Lycia left behind very little in the way of material culture or written documents. What it did bequeath to posterity, however, were cliff tombs, ‘house’ tombs, sepulchres and sarcophagi.
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SIGHTS

1Fethiye Museum

2Tomb of Amyntas

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

312-Island Tour Excursion Boats

4Alaturka

5Before Lunch Cruises

6V-GO Yachting & Travel

SLEEPING

7El Camino Pub & Hostel

8Hotel Unique

9Orka Boutique Hotel

EATING

10Hilmi

11Mori Restaurant

12Mozaik Bahce




GETTING AROUND

Buses and minibuses shuttle between Fethiye and Antalya, taking the coastal route via Kınık (for Xanthos), Kalkan, Kaş, Demre and the Olympos turn off. In summer there’s frequent service via the much quicker inland road direct to Antalya over the mountains. A car is very useful to tour the region, but you can pick up dolmuşes in the centre of Fethiye direct to Göcek, Kayaköy, Ölüdeniz, Faralya, Kabak and Saklıkent via Tlos. Heading west, change at Ortaca for Dalyan. Butterfly Valley is reached by boat from Ölüdeniz. A taxi to/from Dalaman International Airport to Fethiye takes an hour.
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Fethiye is an eminently walkable city, but white vans marked ‘Fethiye Șehir İçi’ (Fethiye Local) ply the one-way system along Atatürk Caddesi and up Çarşı Caddesi to the bus station, as well as along Fevzi Çakmak Caddesi to/from the Karagözler district every 15 minutes.



Fethiye’s Blue Voyages

Day trips and longer Lycian cruises from Fethiye

Fethiye (pop 111,000) is a busy resort town that’s endlessly popular for its selection of sea cruises. Day-trippers typically opt for the 12-island tours around the bay. For long cruises, consider a four-day, three-night ‘blue voyage’ cruise on a gület along the Turquoise Coast to Demre with stops at Ölüdeniz and Butterfly Valley, Kaş, Kalkan and/or Kekova, with the final night at Gökkaya Bay. Reliable operators include Alaturka, V-GO Yachting & Travel and Before Lunch Cruises. Booking ahead is wise. Between cruises, don’t miss poking around archaeological remains from the ancient city of Telmessos. Most memorable are the cliff-cut tombs at the bay’s southern end, notably the mammoth Tomb of Amyntas (350 BCE).

The Lycian Way

Anatolia’s foremost coastal trek

Acclaimed as one of the world’s top 10 long-distance hikes, the 540km Lycian Way follows signposted paths around the Teke Peninsula from Fethiye all the way to Antalya. The full route takes around four weeks through pine and cedar forests, and beneath mountains rising almost 3000m as it passes through villages, stunning coastal views and countless ruins of Lycian cities. Great short sections include Faralya to Alinca (for views of Rhodes) and around Simena near Kekova. Every village en route has a simple guesthouse, while places like Patara offer fully fledged pensions. The best times to hike are generally April/May and September/October. In late September part of the route hosts the Lycian Way Ultramarathon.

Where to Stay in Fethiye

El Camino Pub & Hostel: Fun, well-run hillside hostel with dorms and private rooms; some with bay views from balconies. €

Orka Boutique Hotel: Rooms have floor-to-ceiling windows and swish contemporary stylings; the choicest have small seafront balconies. €€

Hotel Unique: Contemporary seaside take on Ottoman-village chic, with wooden beams and hand-carved doors. €€€


GOING GREEK: DAY TRIPS TO RHODES

The Greek island of Rhodes sits less than two hours off the Turkish coastline, making it an enticing day-trip option for those wanting to visit Greece. Fast ferries take 90 minutes from Fethiye (daily in summer) and just an hour from Marmaris (125km further west), dropping passengers right outside the impressive fortifications of a beautifully preserved medieval city. From either starting point you’ll get around five to six hours to wander Rhodes’ atmospheric stone alleyways, eat lunch in a traditional Greek taverna and visit the grand, castle-like 14th-century Crusader palace. Ferry tickets should be purchased in advance and passengers must arrive at the port an hour before departure time. Be sure to check first if you need a visa.



If It’s Good Enough for Cleopatra...

Cruising around Bozburun from Marmaris

Around 120km west of Fethiye, overdeveloped Marmaris (pop 71,000) is generally associated with all-inclusive package-tour resorts, but it’s handy as a port city for Rhodes and for boat rides to other islands and coves. For a trip avoiding blaring music, choose ‘quiet tours’.

Marmaris day trips, along with weeklong gület cruises, make a beeline for the rugged Bozburun Peninsula, dotted with ancient ruins and secluded coves. Many beauty spots are only accessible from the sea, but some of the peninsula can be explored by car. The village of Orhaniye is known for Kızkumu Plajı, a beach notable for its long sandbar that gives the illusion of people walking on water. Selimiye and Bozburun are the towns with the most facilities for tourists.

From Çamlıköy, boats cross to Sedir Adası (Cedar Island), with ancient ruins, but is famed for Cleopatra Beach whose soft white sand was once shipped by Mark Antony as a gift for Queen Cleopatra. Or so legend would have it.

Further west, the relatively remote 75km-long Datça Peninsula is known for its almonds. It has something of a cult following among visitors who come to escape the tourist throngs at atmospheric Eski Datça (Old Datça), with its boutique hotels in bougainvillea-laden stone houses. Datça is linked thrice daily by summer ferry to Bodrum.
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Where to Eat in Fethiye

Mozaik Bahce: Leafy backstreet restaurant serving beautifully crafted dishes from the southeastern province of Hatay. €€

Hilmi: Buzzy fish market eatery serving fish cooked to order and the best mezes in town. €€

Mori Restaurant: Waterfront restaurant at the Yacht Classic Hotel serving impeccable Mediterranean cuisine. Fethiye’s best fine-dining experience. €€€



Lycian Coast Driving Tour
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A drive that takes you into the heart of the ancient kingdom of Lycia. Starting from 1 Fethiye follow the D400 highway eastwards into the hills for an hour until you reach the spectacularly located ruins of 2 Tlos. From here it’s short hop to 3 Saklıkent Gorge, which you can explore on foot wading through icy water. Take a 30km drive south to Patara, which has loads to see and do, and excellent pensions to spend the night.

In the morning, rise and explore the superb adjacent archaeological site of 4 Ancient Patara, then have a dip along the sweeping sands of 5 Patara Beach. Depart for a quick tour of the nearby ruins of 6 Xanthos and 7 Letoon, before returning south and then east along the D400 highway to 8 Kalkan for a day exploring its boutiques and atmospheric lanes.

The next morning continue east – the big blue to your right and towering mountains on your left – to reach 9 Kaş, a historic port nestled beneath looming hills. Spend the evening enjoying its plethora of cafes, restaurants, bars and live-music venues.

The first port of call the next day is a Üçağız, a tiny settlement reached via a detour off the D400 and springboard for the island of b Kekova. Famous for its ‘Sunken City’, the ruins here of an underwater settlement are now 6m below the Med. It’s then a short sail to lovely c Kaleköy where you can scramble up to its ruined Crusader castle. Spend the night here and the next day make your way to Demre, for ancient d Myra. Finish at e Andriake, ancient Myra’s erstwhile port and home to a fine museum of Lycian archaeology.




DALYAN

The charming little town of Dalyan enjoys a stunning location on the banks of the Dalyan River, just a short boat ride from one of Türkiye’s best stretches of sand, İztuzu Beach and turtle rehabilitation centre. Summer tourism brings an armada of excursion boats from Marmaris and Fethiye, but Dalyan’s easy-going character endures with its laidback bars and restaurants and delightful riverside promenade. As evening approaches, take a seat by the river to admire the golden glow on the mighty Kings’ Tombs of ancient Caria, hewn into the cliffs across the river. Above are the ancient ruins of Kaunos with its well-preserved 5000-seat theatre, acropolis and fabulous views. It’s accessed by rowing boat, then a 20-minute climb.



Kitesurfing & Coffee

Contrasts of Muğla, Akyaka and Akçapınar

Muğla (pop 83,000), an inland university town, hides an attractive and well-preserved historic quarter where fashionable coffee shops and traditional tradespeople seem to mingle convivially. Akyaka (pop 3150), a laidback beach town about 30-minutes drive away, has a restaurant-lined beachfront and small pier where boat captains tout river trips and day-long tours of the gulf’s finest swimming coves.

The kitesurfing crowd head south to Akçapınar, which sits next to the ‘Büyük Amazon’ (Big Amazon), a forested wetland that can be explored by rental canoe. Among its atmospheric ancient ruins the easiest to access is Stratonikeia Antik Kent, 35km northwest of Muğla.

High above the Turquoise Coast

Paragliding at Ölüdeniz

The turquoise lagoon and long spit of white sandy beach at Ölüdeniz (eu-leu-den-eez), 15km south of Fethiye, is one of the most photographed scenes in Türkiye. However, its charms are quickly overwhelmed by crowds and the tacky adjoining town. Nowadays people come here particularly to paraglide from the looming peak of Babadağ. Agencies line the beach, including Gravity Tandem Paragliding and Hanuman Paragliding, who’ll float you down from 1700m to the beach with a licensed pilot. Even if throwing yourself off a mountain isn’t on your bucket list, the Babadağ Teleferik cable car and chairlifts can whisk you to 1960m for unrivalled views.

Flutter into Butterfly Valley

Escaping the tourist throngs

Butterfly Valley is a bohemian hang-out in a deep gorge with a fine beach. Accommodation is simple and there are ample places to eat and drink. The valley is only accessible by boat from Ölüdeniz or on foot via a very steep, 45-minute path that wends its way down a cliff from Faralya, a village on the road from Ölüdeniz.

Where to Sleep in Dalyan

Kilim Hotel: Fine Turkish-British-run place to relax and enjoy an evening of acoustic music. €

Hotel Arp Dalyan: Delightful hotel overlooking the river with 15 contemporary rooms. Run by ever-helpful owner, Berk. €€

Happy Caretta: Stylish 14-room hotel in a riverside garden with full views of the Kings’ Tombs. €€


Patara’s Sands & Stories

Türkiye’s longest beach, Lycia’s great port

Backed by enormous shifting sand dunes, 18km-long Patara Beach is one of Türkiye’s best. Due to its length, you can find a quiet spot even in the height of summer. Depending on the season, parts of the beach are off limits as it is an important nesting ground for sea turtles. It closes 8pm to 8am daily; camping prohibited. The Patara Ranch Club above the centre offers exhilarating horse rides through the dunes and along the beach.

Scattered along the road to the beach lie monuments of the great port of Ancient Patara. From the ticket booth you pass the 2nd-century CE triple-arched triumphal Arch of Mettius Modestus, the Harbour Baths complex and the remains of a Byzantine basilica. The main section of ruins is dominated by the partially renovated 6000-seat theatre. A street with re-erected columns runs north from the agora to the ancient harbour, now a reedy wetland, and site of the enormous Granary of Hadrian, used to store cereals and olive oil. From the top of the colonnaded street, a dirt track leads west to a re-erected 30m-high lighthouse built by Emperor Nero that lays claim to being one of the three oldest lighthouses in the world.

Lycia’s Tragic Capital City

Behind the grandeur lies tragedy at Xanthos

Xanthos was ancient Lycia’s capital city, with Letoon, 5km beyond, the religious centre. On the western side of the complex is a fine Roman theatre dating from the 2nd century CE. In the agora opposite is the Harpy Monument and a stele with a long inscription in Lycian and Greek that helped to partially decipher the language. On the eastern side a colonnaded street leads to the Lion Tomb showing a lion attacking a bull, and the Dancers’ Sarcophagus, with reliefs of belly dancers and battle scenes. Most are replicas, as the originals were carted off to the British Museum in the mid-19th century.

For all its grandeur, Xanthos had a chequered history of wars and suffering. At least twice, when besieged by clearly superior enemy forces – the Persians in the 6th century BCE, and Brutus 500 years later – the city’s population, unable to defend itself, committed suicide en masse.


MESSING AROUND IN BOATS AT GöCEK

Göcek (geuh-jek) is the western Mediterranean’s high-end yacht spot, and the attractive bay makes a relaxing alternative to, say, Fethiye and a more upmarket choice than Dalyan. The small but clean Blue Point Beach is southeast of the centre at the end of the marina, and boat-charter companies throughout town like Blues Yachting offer ‘12 Island’ day tours around this end of the Gulf of Fethiye (Fethiye Körfezi). Although Göcek is geared towards yachties, there is accommodation for all budgets. Fish restaurants and other eateries, cafes and bars cluster around Skopea Marina and line the waterfront promenade, İskele Meydanı.



Where to Sleep in Ölüdeniz

Oyster Residences: Boutique pad with 31 bright rooms set in lush gardens that stretch to the beach. €€

Sugar Beach Club: 22-room resort hotel with tranquil lagoon location and private beach backed by palm-shaded bungalows. €€

Günay’s Garden: Self-catering villas hidden within lush gardens 5km west of Ölüdeniz town. Evocative views of Kayaköy. €€€


A GODDESS SCORNED

In mythology, Lycia (or Likia) was named in honour of the wolves (‘liki’) who came to the assistance of the Anatolian mother-goddess Leto in her hour of need. Leto’s beauty had accidentally caught the eye of the great god Zeus, who left her pregnant with twins: a son Apollo, and daughter Artemis. Zeus’s jealous wife, Hera, sent a series of curses and torments, including a giant serpent, after Leto to prevent the children’s births. Eventually they were safely delivered and Leto came to Lycia. Here, despite pesky shepherds (who she turned to frogs), she bathed them in the River Xanthos at what’s now Letoon, a UNESCO site focussed on a large Leto shrine.



Enjoy an Upmarket Respite from Sightseeing

Winers and diners in Kalkan

A thriving Greek fishing village called Kalamaki until 1925, Kalkan (pop 4000) is now an upmarket little resort town built largely on a hillside that tumbles down to an almost perfect bay. There are no real sights, but if you’re in search of a perfectly mixed cocktail followed by suave dinner in a seafood restaurant, you’ve come to the right place. The sprawl of villas and holiday homes has reduced the bay’s idyllic atmosphere somewhat, but the compact old town retains steep, flower-bedecked lanes flanked by ancient shopfronts. Süleyman Yilmaz Caddesi in particular is dotted with bars, boutique hotels like the atmospheric Courtyard, little restaurants, and romantic meyhanes like Salonika 1881 (book ahead). For coffee and cakes find Cafe del Mar, an Aladdin’s cave of antiques and curios. Market day is Thursday.

A dozen or so beach clubs typically provide free water-borne transport to/from Kalkan Harbour. Hotel Villa Mahal hotel is the poshest of the lot; Zest is the party club; Caretta is barebones but charming; Indigo is most central and therefore most popular.
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Waterborne Activities From Kaş

Take the plunge, paddle or dive

What Kaş (pop 9070) lacks in things to see, it more than makes up for with water-based activities. For the best beaches, take a water taxi from the harbour to one of three options along the peninsula opposite Liman Ağzı. Boat trips and sea kayaking tours head via Üçağız for the watery paradise of Kekova, an island home to the ruins of ancient Simena, partly submerged 6m below the sea and referred to as the Batık Şehir (Sunken City). Longer paddling trips visit the area incorporating the Lycian ruins of Aperlae.

Kaş is also the undisputed regional centre for diving in the Mediterranean, offering wreck dives and more underwater life than you might expect. Recommended PADI operators are Bougainville Travel and Dragoman.

Two ferry lines from Kaş sail at least daily to the Greek island called variously Meis/Megisti/Kastellorizo, a 20-minute journey.

Where to Stay in Patara

Hotel Sema: Friendly hotel in a garden above town with spotless rooms and studios with kitchens. €

Akay Hotel: Affable hotel with comfy Ottoman-style lounge and well-maintained, modern rooms overlooking citrus groves; excellent meals. €€

Patara View Point Hotel: Hilltop hotel with sea- and mountain-facing rooms, cosy library and antiques throughout. €€

Seeking the Eternal Flame Olympos & Çıralı

Natural flames and backpacking beaches

About 65km northeast of Demre, Olympos was an important Lycian city in the 2nd century BCE. It retains a wealth of ruins including Roman-era baths, but it’s more famous these days for being a backpacking beach resort; albeit fast gentrifying.

On the other side of the mountain and over the narrow Ulupınar Stream is Çıralı, a holiday hamlet with a fine beach and dozens of hotels and pensions. It might look like it was born yesterday but Çıralı is home to that most enigmatic of classical icons: the Chimaera (Yanartaş). No, not the fire-breathing dragon destined to be slain by Bellerophon, but a cluster of small natural flames that blaze spontaneously on the rocky slopes of Mt Olympos.

Sniff Out Myra’s Antique Aromas

Honeycombed rock tombs at the home Myrhh

If you only have time to see one striking honeycomb of Lycian rock tombs, then choose the memorable ruins of ancient Myra at Demre (pop 18,000). In the 2nd century BCE, Myra was one of the six most important cities in the Lycian League; famed for myrrh and St Nicholas (now remembered as Santa Claus), who was bishop in Myra. Myra’s name is linked to historic exports of myrrh – the perfumed tree-oil best known as a Biblical gift to baby Jesus.

Here there’s a well-preserved 10,000-capacity Roman theatre, which includes several theatrical masks carved on stones lying in the nearby area. Myra’s ancient port of Andriake has plenty more ruins, including a granary built by Hadrian in 139 CE; now repurposed as the world-class Museum of Lycian Civilisations.


PHASELIS & THE MOUNTAIN TOP

The romantically sited Lycian port of Phaselis makes for a worthy day trip for its extensive ancient Roman and Byzantine ruins scattered through pine forests and arranged around three bays, each with a diminutive beach. By the north bay car park are stone arches of a former aqueduct. The central bay was once a military harbour that could be closed in times of danger. A stone-paved ancient street crosses through woodlands to the south bay with intriguing ruins on either side. Don’t miss the 2nd-century amphitheatre. Then for unbeatable panoramas, jump in a car and drive 10km to the Olympos Teleferik, a cable car that shoots you to the top of 2365m-high Tahtalı Dağ.



Where to Stay at Olympos, Çıralı & Phaselis

Kadır’s Tree Houses: Olympos’s first camp looks like a Wild West boomtown with bungalows and tree houses. €

Hotel Canada: Beautiful place in Çıralı with main house, gardens filled with hammocks, citrus trees and bungalows. €€

Sundance Nature Village: Sublimely peaceful with pine-shaded bungalows and tree houses southwest of Phaselis. €




Antalya & the Eastern Mediterranean
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Rising up from a gulf of the Mediterranean, Antalya is both classically beautiful and stylishly modern. The city’s core is the wonderfully preserved historic district of Kaleiçi (literally ‘within the castle’), which wraps around a splendid Roman-era harbour with clifftop views of hazy-blue mountain silhouettes.

West of the centre the heritage tram accesses the superb Antalaya Museum, from where you can snake down to pebbly Konyaaltı Plajı beach. However, like sandier Lara Plaji (15km southeast) this is prime package-tour territory, so you might prefer to swim at Olympos.

Antalya has a wealth of boutique hotels, quality restaurants, and an opera and ballet in contrast to its bar and club scene. The city makes a fine base for visiting ancient sites including Termessos, Perge, Aspendos and Side. Further east, distances between major attractions grow larger, but there’s plenty of curiosities to seek out including the photogenic ‘Sea Castle’ at Kızkalesi and St Paul’s birthplace, Tarsus.
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SIGHTS

1Dervish Lodge Museum

2Hadrian’s Gate

3Kale Kapısı

4Suna & İnan Kıraç Kaleiçi Museum

5Yivli Minare

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

6Balık Pazarı Hamamı

7Sefa Hamamı

SLEEPING

8Hotel Hadrianus

9Sabah Pansiyon

10Tekeli Konakları

EATING

11Balikci Meyhanesi Kaleiçi

12LeMan Kültür

13Seraser




GETTING AROUND

Buses run to almost anywhere in Türkiye from Antalya’s otogar, about 7km north of the centre. Line 1 of the AntRay tram system heads there and to the airport, whose domestic and international terminals are a 25-minute walk apart; important to know if transferring between flights here. Bus 8 links the centre with both Konyaaltı and Lara beaches. From the Roman Harbour ferries run to Kemer thrice daily, and there are one-, two- and six-hour boat tour options, the latter including beach and lunch stops.
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Reaching many coastal archaeological sites can require a vehicle, but getting to Perge is contrastingly painless for those without wheels as it’s now accessible by tram thanks to the extension of line Antalya’s T1 AntRay line.



Exploring Kaleiçi

Antalya’s historic district

Old Antalya includes concentrations of Ottoman houses on Fırın Sokak and Hesapçi Sokak, the latter leading to Hadrian’s Gate, erected for the Roman emperor’s visit to Antalya in 130 CE.

Kaleiçi’s main gate, marked with a clock tower, is Kale Kapısı, southwest of which is the distinctive ‘fluted’ minaret of Yivli Minare – an icon of Antalya. Within the complex is the Dervish Lodge Museum, which covers excellent exhibits about Rumi, and the restored 13th-century Imaret Medresesi, which hosts a craft centre.

The small Suna & İnan Kıraç Kaleiçi Museum has ethnographic displays housed in a lovingly restored Ottoman mansion. Behind that Aya Yorgi, the former Greek Orthodox church of St George), displays ceramics.


Linger at Antalya’s Best Museum

Treasure trove of artefacts

The Antalya Museum at Konyaaltı is specially strong on antique treasures, notably evocative statues of 15 Olympian deities mostly unearthed at Perge in the 1970s. Don’t miss the sublime Three Graces and the towering Dancing Woman that dominate the entrance. A video room highlights excavations in Lycia, Phrygia and Pamphylia. Beautifully worked sarcophagi include one from the 3rd century BCE used to bury a dog named Stephanos in Termessos. Discover the story of the so-called Elmalı Hoard, spot an ancient piggybank and peruse 19th-century icons from Antalya’s now-defunct churches.

Where to Stay in Antalya

Sabah Pansiyon: Dependable pension in a historic house run by staff switched on to travellers’ needs. €

Hotel Hadrianus: Good-value boutique hotel set in a garden full of birdsong – a veritable oasis in Kaleiçi. €€

Tekeli Konakları: Historic hotel in a complex of lemon-yellow Ottoman buildings, a short walk from the marina. €€€


TAKE THE PLUNGE

For atmospheric but very local bathhouse experiences, Antalya classics are the 700-year-old Balık Pazarı Hamamı (Fish Market Bath) and the equally atmospheric Sefa Hamamı, which retains much of its 13th-century Seljuk architecture. On arrival you’ll receive a peştemal (thin towel) that men use as a loin cloth, but women use to cover the breasts (usually keeping their underwear on). From the soğukluk (cooling-off room), pass into the hot, steamy hararet, and lie down for a vigorous head-to-toe scrub with an exfoliating mitt (kese). Next the attendant whips up a cleansing foam of olive-oil soap and water, covers you with a mountain of bubbles, and begins a full-body massage. Recover with a glass of tea.



Home to Warriors

Termessos hilltop stronghold

Hidden high in a rugged mountain valley and surrounded by wildlife-rich Güllük Dağı-Termessos National Park is Termessos, the ruined but still massive ancient city. Here its inhabitants were neither Greek nor Lycian but Pisidian: fierce and prone to warring. The site is spread out, requiring a couple of hours walking over loose rocks on steep, but well-marked paths. There’s lots to explore and on the eastern side of the upper agora, a 4000-seat theatre enjoys a positively jaw-dropping peak-top position. Bring plenty of drinking water.

Theatrical Aspendos

Visit the world’s best-preserved Roman amphitheatre

The awesome, 15,000-seat Aspendos theatre, built during the reign of Emperor Marcus Aurelius (161–180 CE), is considered the best-preserved Roman theatre of the ancient world. Look around the semicircular cavea and up to the skene, which retains some ornamentation, including a statue of Dionysus in the pediment. Follow the trail to the right of the theatre entrance anticlockwise to reach further extensive ruins of ancient Aspendos – including a massive stadium, bouleuterion, agora with shops and 3rd-century basilica.

Inside Side

Pamphylian centre rich in ruins

The fishing town of Side (pronounced see-day) might be something of a tourist trap, but entering the antik kent (ancient city) though the monumental Vespasian Gate from 74 CE is like walking onto a film set, with glorious Roman and Hellenistic ruins flanking the road.

The landmark theatre built in the 2nd century CE is one of the finest and largest in Türkiye. East of the theatre is the ruined circular Temple of Tyche dedicated to the goddess of fortune. There’s an ancient latrine with two-dozen marble seats positioned over a water channel near the commercial agora, a former market for the trade of enslaved people, according to the ancient Greek historian Strabo. In a 5th-century bathhouse, the renovated three room Side Museum has a small but impressive collection of statues and sarcophagi. At the southwestern tip of Side harbour are the uber-romantic Temples of Apollo and Athena dating from the 2nd century BCE. Half a dozen columns from the latter have been placed upright in their original spots with a frieze of Medusa heads.

On the way to Eastern Beach via Barbaros Caddesi, you’ll pass a 5th-century Byzantine basilica, the Temple of Men (an Anatolian moon god) and the large state agora. Side’s main swimming spot Sandy Beach is northeast of the old town; follow the main road (Liman then Side Caddesi) out of town and turn left at Șarmaşık Sokak just past the otogar.

Where to Eat in Antalya

LeMan Kültür: This garden cafe, themed with cartoons and caricatures, is popular with students; no booze. €

Balikci Meyhanesi Kaleiçi: Wonderful seafood restaurant with seating beneath an old stone townhouse or pavement-side; live traditional music. €€

Seraser: Number one fine-dining choice offering international dishes with a Mediterranean slant. Inside the Tuvana Hotel. €€€

Pedal past a Great Sea Castle

Kızkalesi’s caves and castles

Resort town Kızkalesi is notable for two castles, one on the mainland, the other on an island rising romantically from the waters and reachable by pedalo from the beach. In the hills above Kızkalesi are two enormous sinkholes. From a glass-floor viewing platform look into the Cave of Hell where, in Greek mythology, Zeus was imprisoned by the hundred-headed monster, Typhon. Towards the bottom of the larger Cave of Heaven is a 5th-century church, a large cavern dotted with rock formations and a glass lift to whisk you back to the surface.

Adamkayalar, 5km north of Kızkalesi, has 17 Roman funerary reliefs carved into an awkward-to-reach cliff face.

Seeking St Paul

A walk around Tarsus

The Bible’s most prolific author, St Paul, was born in Tarsus, now a sizeable town (pop 275,000) between Mersin and gritty but historic Adana. Tarsus Museum highlights 9000 years of history, notably Neolithic artefacts, Islamic calligraphy and – rather unexpectedly – a mummified hand wearing a golden ring. Head north on the side streets past attractive old Ottoman houses to reach St Paul’s Well, allegedly the site of St Paul’s childhood home. Nearby, Makam Danyal Mosque is said to contain the tomb of Daniel (of lion’s den fame). Head south past domed baths to find the attractive 16th-century Kırkkaşık bazaar.


GREAT ARCHAEOLOGICAL SITES EAST OF ANTALYA

Perge Archaeological remains of this 3rd-century BCE capital of the Roman province of Pamphylia include a 14,000-seat theatre and almost equally large stadium, plus a massive Roman Gate with four arches. Now accessible by Antalya tram.

Alanya City (pop 189,000) that combines a ‘Vegas by the Sea’ resort vibe (aquapark, pirate-style tour boats etc) with a memorable castle quarter, accessed by cable car from Cleopatra Beach. Alanya’s Tarsane on the east harbour is Türkiye’s last remaining Seljuk-era shipyard.

Anemurium The site of mostly Roman ruins, including a vast necropolis, has a lovely setting by the sea.

Mamure Kalesi Located 13km east of Anemurium is this absolutely mammoth castle, perched picturesquely right on the seafront.



Where to Stay East of Antalya

Rain Hotel: Budget option in Kızkalesi where the main attraction is the extremely friendly, helpful owner. €

Villa Turka: Splendid boutique hotel housed in a 200-year-old mansion on the castle hill in Alanya. €€

6 Rooms: Side’s boutique stunner with a half-dozen all-white sunset-facing rooms named after philosophers. €€€




Ankara
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MUSEUMS | INDEPENDENCE HISTORY | ART


Lacking the glamour of the Bosporus and the glut of historical monuments, the Turkish capital plays second fiddle to İstanbul. But Ankara (pop 5.5 million) is still a lively city with plenty to see and do – and an essential stop for grappling with the country’s past and present. Turkish Republic founder Mustafa Kemal Atatürk set up his new government here in 1920, and the seat of power has remained in Ankara ever since. Symbolised by his enormous mausoleum, it’s a city that sits in the eternal shadow of Atatürk’s legacy.

It was under Atatürk’s direction that the city’s other top sight, the Museum of Anatolian Civilisations, was established and today it contains an astounding collection of artefacts representing 10,000 years of Anatolian history, uncovered at archaeological sites across the country. The city’s other cultural institutions have their own riches: from Ottoman carpets to modernist paintings, you’ll find the best of the best from all over Türkiye in Ankara’s museums.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Anıtkabir

2Museum of Anatolian Civilisations

SIGHTS

3Arslanhane Cami

4Citadel

5Column of Julian

6Erimtan Archaeology & Arts Museum

7Ethnography Museum

8Hacı Bayram Cami

    Painting & Sculpture Museum (see 7)

9Rahmi M Koç Industrial Museum

10Roman Baths

11Roman Theatre

12Temple of Augustus & Rome

SLEEPING

    Divan Çukurhan (see 6)

13Gordion Hotel

14Grand Sera Otel

EATING

15Afitap Meyhane Tunus

16Boğaziçi Lokantası

17Gaziantepli Meşhur Nohut Dürümcü




GETTING AROUND

Ankara’s castle area (near Ulus) and the nightlife/eating district (around Kavaklıdere) are both walkable, but at some point you’ll need to use public transport or taxis (BiTaksi tends to have a better reach than Uber). The M1 metro line links Ulus and the major hub of Kızılay, where you can transfer to the A1 line for Anıtkabır (a 20-minute walk from the Anadolu stop), the YHT high-speed train station (at the Maltepe stop) or the AŞTİ bus station. On buses and metro lines you’ll need an Ankara Kart transit card, which you can buy at kiosks around town or at metro stations.
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Choose your hotel location wisely: the Ulus area is walking distance to the castle, museums and other sights but a ghost town at night. Around Kavaklıdere you’ll have restaurants, bars and cafes but you’ll have to take a bus plus metro (or taxi) to get anywhere else.



Father of the Nation

Atatürk’s mausoleum at Anıtkabir

Known as Anıtkabir, the monumental marble mausoleum of Mustafa Kemal Atatürk is a must-visit for anyone who really wants to understand modern Türkiye. A long walkway lined with lion statues and planted with red and white roses leads from the entrance gate to the massive main courtyard, one end of which is dominated by Atatürk’s towering final resting place.

Here you’ll get a real insight to the reverence in which the founder of the Turkish Republic is held to this date. The museum in the surrounding halls holds an extensive collection of Atatürk’s personal effects – from family photos, his dressing gown and shaving set to one of his taxidermied dogs. It’s followed by a gallery of paintings depicting scenes from the War of Independence that he led, and a deep dive into the political reforms that followed. A gift shop at the end is packed with items from magnets to coffee mugs bearing Atatürk’s iconic face, silhouette or signature.

Where to Stay in Ankara

Grand Sera Otel: Spacious, comfortable rooms and a rich breakfast buffet. €

Gordion Hotel: Elegance and mod cons, including a pool/sauna, at a midrange price in Kavaklıdere. €€

Divan Çukurhan: Luxurious rooms and service in a beautiful 16th-century caravanserai. €€€


HIDDEN HISTORIES

Official narratives loom large in the capital’s museums and monuments. For a different take on Türkiye’s history, download the free KarDes app, which offers five audio walking tours (in English) of Ankara’s different neighbourhoods; including the citadel area, Kavaklıdere and the old Jewish quarter in Altındağ. Produced by the Hrant Dink Foundation, an İstanbul-based NGO focusing on minority rights, the tours highlight the stories behind overlooked or vanished places, and put well-known ones in a broader context. In the citadel tour, for example, you’ll hear how Hisar Park was built over a former Greek and Armenian neighbourhood destroyed by fire. Or about the political project behind the early Republic’s archaeological interest in the Hittites’ past.



Read the Story of Humanity

Treasures of the Museum of Anatolian Civilisations

The magnificent collection of archaeological finds from across Türkiye at Ankara’s Museum of Anatolian Civilisations tells the story of humanity itself: from basic stone-cutting tools found at Palaeolithic sites to elaborate bronze pre-Hittite ceremonial sun disks from Alacahöyük. It would require many visits to fully appreciate everything on display, but highlights include 8000-year-old wall paintings from Çatalhöyük and cuneiform tablets showing that ancient people faced the same mundane problems of taxes and debts as we do today. Be sure to check out the wooden grave goods and other finds from Gordion if you’re planning a trip to that site.

Find Ankara’s Ancient Heart

The Citadel’s historical district and museums

Ankara’s imposing citadel has fine city views from the top of its fortifications. A maze of streets within, and just below, the castle walls are home to historic mosques, houses and hans (caravanserais). Particularly notable is the 13th-century Arslanhane Cami, the city’s oldest mosque, with a lovely wood-pillared interior featuring a tiled mihrab (niche in a minaret indicating the direction of Mecca) and carved-wood minber (pulpit). Since 2023 the mosque is one of five Seljuk wooden ‘hypostyle’ mosques to make it on to the UNESCO World Heritage list.

Northwest of the castle below leafy Hisar Park are the scant remains of the Roman-era city known as Ankyra: a rebuilt Roman Theatre, a couple of walls from the Temple of Augustus (next to the Hacı Bayram Cami, also UNESCO-listed), the single Column of Julian on a traffic median, and the foundations of the 3rd century Roman Baths loomed over by modern skyscrapers.

On the citadel’s southern edge are two cutting-edge attractions. The Erimtan Archaeology & Arts Museum holds a creatively curated treasure trove of artefacts dating from the Roman era and before. Inside a beautifully restored caravanserai, the Rahmi M Koç Industrial Museum looks engagingly at industrial progress, with even cassette tapes considered museum-worthy.

Further southwest, two worthy museums share a hilltop perch. The Ankara Painting and Sculpture Museum offers a compelling visual journey through 19th- and 20th-century Turkish art, though there’s little text in English. The Ethnography Museum showcases splendid examples of metalworking, woodcraft, ceramics and carpets – the cream of the crop from all over Türkiye.

Where to Eat in Ankara

Gaziantepli Meşhur Nohut Dürümcü: Quick, cheap spot for delicious chickpea wraps while passing through the busy Sıhhiye metro area. €

Boğaziçi Lokantası: Classic Ulus eatery offering dozens of cooked-daily dishes. It’s packed lunchtime with office workers. €€

Afitap Meyhane Tunus: Lively but unpretentious meyhane in Kavaklıdere serving what many call the best meze in Ankara. €€




Beyond Ankara
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From the dervish heartlands to Venetian-influenced ports on the Black Sea, here a fascinating range of options lie within a few hours of the capital.


The Sufi-spiritual city of Konya, though almost 300km south, is less than two hours’ ride from the capital thanks to the high-speed train line. Book well ahead if you plan to visit Konya during the Mevlânâ Festival in the first half of December, when the Sufi mystic Rumi is celebrated with nightly sema ceremonies. West of Ankara, discover the ruins of Gordion, famed in antiquity for its impossibly complex knot. North of the capital, take a three-hour bus trip to Safranbolu to find Türkiye’s most lovably restored town-full of Ottoman-era houses. Kastamonu has similar charms but with a more ‘real’ small city vibe. Beyond Safranbolu, Amasra is the quaintest town on the western Black Sea coast.


Places

Gordion

Safranbolu

Amasra

Konya




GETTING AROUND

Distances are considerable in the Central Anatolian region around Ankara. Visitors typically access Gordion by return taxi from Polatı (18km), which is around 40 minutes from Ankara by İstanbul-bound train. The city of Konya, though almost 300km south, is less than two hours’ ride from the capital thanks to the high-speed train line. Buses from Ankara take around three hours to Safranbolu, four hours to Kastamonu and five hours to Amasra.



GordionTIME FROM ANKARA: 1¼ hours [image: jpg][image: jpg]

Ancient burials at Gordion

In the vast plains around 75km west of Ankara, the ancient Phrygians made their capital at Gordion in the 9th century BCE. Today, no city remains, but the area of archaeological investigations is dotted with more than 100 tumuli, the burial mounds of Phrygians kings and other high-ranking figures. Visitors can walk through a long tunnel into the centre – the largest reaching 53m high and extending almost 300m in diameter – whose juniper-and-pine tomb chamber is possibly the world’s oldest wooden structure. This ‘Great Mound’ is often referred to as the Midas Tumulus after the famous ‘golden touch’ Phrygian king (circa 700 BCE), though it likely predates him. Some artefacts are displayed in the small Gordion Museum directly facing the entrance, but more spectacular finds are in Ankara’s Museum of Anatolian Civilisations.

About 2km west is the less engrossing Citadel Mound (Gordion Ancient City) along the banks of the Sakarya River.

SafranboluTIME FROM ANKARA: 3 hours [image: jpg]

Quaint Ottoman town restored for tourism

The harmonious preservation and restoration of hundreds of whitewashed Ottoman mansions makes compact Safranbolu (pop 53,000) unique in Türkiye’s tourism pantheon. Many homes are now elegant boutique hotels and cosy restaurants serving local dishes, and the surrounding countryside is studded with canyons, caverns and two national parks.

The town, 230km north of Ankara, was a stop on the old Silk Road trading route. The caravanserai that really put it on the map in the 17th century, the Cinci Han, is now a hotel but non-guests can soak up the atmosphere at the Turkish Coffee Museum on its upper floor. Here you can peruse a small display of historic coffee-making implements and order different kinds of Turkish coffee – including one infused with saffron, the spice that gave the town its name.

The winding streets around the han include the historic blacksmiths bazaar, though few traditional craftsmen still practise their trade here, and the grapevine-draped Yemeniciler Arasta, where souvenirs are sold from cute wooden stalls that were once devoted to making and selling leather slippers. The Kaymakamlar Evi, the former house of an Ottoman military officer, is a museum displaying the architecture, décor and living arrangements of 18th- and 19th-century families. The baroque-influenced İzzet Mehmet Paşa Mosque, perched over a small stream, is worth a peek inside during your wanderings.


A KNOTTY PROBLEM

If the name ‘Gordion’ sounds vaguely familiar, it’s probably due to the famous Gordion Knot of antiquity, a mass of ropes so complex that whoever could untie it, it was said, would come to rule the whole of Asia. Shakespeare references the knot in Henry V. The classic Greek legend is that in 333 BCE, when Alexander the Great was faced with the Gordion challenge, he made no attempt to untangle the endless cords, simply cutting through the gigantic knot with his sword. This capacity for thinking around the problem was cited as one of his great strengths. ‘Cutting the Gordion Knot’ is still sometimes used as a metaphor for solving seemingly intractable problems through brute force.



AmasraTIME FROM ANKARA: 4 to 5 hours [image: jpg]

Black Sea beauty: Amasra’s walled citadel

With its old town ringed by castle walls and lovely views in almost every direction, Amasra (pop 6200) packs a tourism punch. The small town, 310km northwest of Ankara, is set on a thin peninsula at the base of steep forested hills, with a decent urban beach, port and long breakwater on the eastern side, and a more sheltered harbour to the west. In between, the modern town butts up against the fortifications built by the Byzantines and Genoese to encircle the original citadel, where there are some secluded small pensions and two Byzantine churches, one converted into the Fatih Mosque and the other an even more diminutive chapel (şapel) hosting a mini-museum. The picturesque 9th-century Kemere Bridge connects the mainland to Boztepe, a small island that was also part of the historical settlement, popularly visited on boat trips. Off season the place has a charmingly quaint feel, but during Turkish holidays the numerous hotels and pensions fill up and the bars can get noisy.

Where to Stay & Eat in Safranbolu

Camlıca Konak: Homely rooms and a delicious breakfast in a restored wooden konak with small garden. €

Gülevi: Contemporary luxury meets traditional style in three restored konak homes around a shared garden. €€

Habbe Wine Bistro: Mediterranean-influenced menu, imported Georgian wine and solicitous service with wine-cellar dining room and grassy lawn. €€


KonyaTIME FROM ANKARA: 1¾ to 3¾ hours [image: jpg]

Holy heart of Sufism: Mevlânâ & whirling dervishes

Mevlânâ (‘Master’) is the honorific name by which most Turks know Rumi, the 13th-century poet, Islamic scholar and Sufi mystic. In Konya (pop 1.5 million), it’s also synonymous with the great man’s tomb-complex. With a distinctive fluted turquoise dome, the Mevlânâ Museum, is a pilgrimage site visited annually by more than a million people; visitor numbers reaching a climax during the Mevlânâ Festival, the week leading up to 17 December, for the anniversary of Rumi’s death in 1273. The Mevlânâ complex is also home to a rose garden where many of Rumi’s close family members and companions were buried. The old dervish lodge has monastic cells containing exhibits relating to different aspects of the Rumi’s Mevlevi order, including their distinctive clothes, rituals and daily lives.

Rumi is said to have initiated sema, the form of ritual meditation and prayer carried out by Mevlevi ‘whirling dervishes’. The art is now regularly on show as a performance at the vast Mevlânâ Culture Centre on Saturday nights; outdoors in the Mevlânâ Museum’s rose garden (summer Thursday nights); and at the intimate hall inside the İrfan Civilization Research and Cultural Centre on Friday nights and Sunday afternoons. The latter centre is also a great place to discover practitioners of traditional arts, including felt-making, bookbinding and calligraphy with locally produced works for sale.

Many locals consider the central Şems-i Tebrizi Mosque to hold the tomb of Rumi’s ‘disappearing’ spiritual mentor Shams-e Tabrizi (Şems in Turkish); a claim much disputed by citizens of Khoy in Iran.
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Whirling dervishes, Konya | turkey pjhoto/shutterstock ©


ALTERNATIVES TO SAFRANBOLU

Safranbolu is not the only place with restored Ottoman homes, cobblestone streets, quaint museums, historic bazaars and cosy restaurants. Alternatives include:

Kastamonu (100km east of Safranbolu) Small city with atmospheric backstreets in a historic centre where everyday local life still thrives amid less-discovered Ottoman architectural heritage. It has a rich culinary culture, too.

Beypazarı (100km west of Ankara) Well-restored town popular as a weekend destination from the capital. The nearby İnözü Valley has some Cappadocia-esque rock formations as well as being a haven for endangered birds.

Yörük Köyü (15km east of Safranbolu) Sleepy village where some of the lovely timber-framed homes are slowly being repaired but haven’t (yet) been filled with boutique hotels.




WHIRLING ELSEWHERE

Although the origins of the Mevlevi tarika (order) are in Konya, Bursa has a significant tekke (dervish lodge), the Mevlevihanesi. In İstanbul sema (ceremonies involving chants, prayers, music and whirling) can be watched at the Hodjapasha Cultural Centre.



Where to Stay & Eat in Amasra

Hasan Bey Konağı: Restored wooden house within the castle walls offering simple rooms and breakfast in a lovely garden. €

Mustafa Amca’nın Yeri: Popular spot for Amasra’s famous fish and salad, with rustic décor and lively crowd. €€

Günbatımı Balık Restoran: Fish, seafood, meze and big Amasra salads with a sunset view over the water. €€


KONYA’S HISTORICAL VILLAGE

The well-preserved village of Sille, 10km northwest of central Konya, is a picturesque getaway worth half a day to spend wandering its cobblestone streets. Start at the sweet little Sille Museum, in a two-storey traditional Ottoman building, for an overview of local history and culture, as well as lots of old photographs. The hilltop Hagia Eleni Church dates to the 4th century and has been lovingly restored as a (free) museum; its Greek congregation having been relocated in the 1923 population exchange. The Byzantine Küçük Kilise chapel on a facing knoll has been turned into a tiny museum of historic timepieces. The surrounding rocky hillsides are dotted with ancient cave dwellings and churches.



Museums of Konya

Bustling, conservative Konya is a city of great historic significance, and beyond Mevlânâ, its museums, mosques and market district can occupy a traveller for a couple of days. Alâeddin Hill, a park about 1km west of the Mevlânâ Museum, is where early Bronze Age remnants have shown that settlement dates back to the 3rd century BCE. Today topped by the 13th-century Alâeddin Mosque, this was where the Byzantines and then the Seljuks made their walled citadel. Well-labelled stone reliefs from those long-vanished fortifications can be found in the garden of the adjacent Karatay Madrassa, now hosting a fine collection of Seljuk-era ceramics in the Tile Works Museum. Many were discovered in excavations at the ruins of Kılıçarslan (Alâeddin) Kiosk in the citadel and Kubadabad Palace on the far side of Lake Beyşehir.

Two other nearby and worthwhile museums, though closed for restoration at the time of research, are the Museum of Wooden Artefacts & Stone Carving inside the 13th-century İnce Minare Madrassa, and the Sahib Ata Museum in a dervish lodge dating to the same period. A 10-minute walk away, the dusty Archaeological Museum has some richly carved Roman sarcophagi, including one depicting the 12 labours of the mythological hero Hercules. It also has a handful of artefacts from Çatalhöyük and a gorgeous Byzantine-era mosaic of two peacocks in its garden.
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Where to Stay in Konya

Derviş Otel: Small, welcoming family-run B&B in a traditional home near the Mevlânâ Museum. €

Think Hotel: Colourful hotel on Konya’s main drag with comfortable, well-appointed rooms, if somewhat disinterested staff. €€

Hich Hotel: Elegant boutique hotel in two restored Ottoman homes blending traditional craftsmanship with modern comforts. €€€


OFFBEAT EXCURSIONS FROM KONYA

Çatalhöyük (42km southeast) One of the world’s largest and most important Neolithic sites that changed our notion of prehistory. It features a new interactive welcome centre that revolutionises the visitor experience.

Kilistra (50km southwest) Konya’s mini-Cappadocia with cave dwellings and churches scattered in pretty landscapes around Gökyurt village. This is possibly Lystra, mentioned by St Paul in the Bible.

Beyşehir (90km southwest) UNSECO-listed since 2023, 13th-century Eşrefoğlu Mosque is the largest and best-preserved ‘hypostyle’ mosque (masonry exterior and wooden interior) in Türkiye. The old town plaza sports a similarly aged stone Bedestan (covered bazaar) while Lake Beyşehir offers boat rides and fish restaurants.

Zazadın Han (28km northeast) Furnished caravanserai with almost 200 pieces of Roman spolia.



Where to Eat in Konya

Hasan Şendağlı Yağ Somunu Pideci: Classic bazaar area hole-in-the-wall for yağ somunu, a flatbread stuffed with gooey local blue cheese. €

Maruf Türbeönü Lokantası: Lively restaurant for Konya favourites like tirit köftesi (meatballs over bread with yogurt and herbs). €€

Lokmahane: Old-fashioned dining experience offering some unique local dishes like lamb stew with cooked apricots. €€




Cappadocia

[image: jpg]

FAIRY CHIMNEYS | CAVE DWELLINGS | CHURCH FRESCOES


Allow a minimum of three days to get a taste of Cappadocia, famed for the protruding volcanic rock formations known as fairy chimneys that dot its landscape. Some of Türkiye’s most photogenic hikes are in this captivating landscape, which also throws in countless ancient cave dwellings and cave churches carved into the soft rock. Chapels were created both by hermit orders and those fleeing periods of persecution. When Christianity became the official religion under the Byzantines, churches and monasteries expanded, and their inhabitants decorated them with rich and beautiful frescoes, many of which survive to this day.

Exploring the fairy chimneys and their churches at ground level is thrilling enough, but Cappadocia takes the experience higher: this is one of the best places in the world for a hot-air balloon voyage. Cappadocia’s other trump card is that many of the region’s cave dwellings have been lovingly converted into hotels.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Göreme Open-Air Museum

2Ihlara Valley

3Zelve Open-Air Museum

SIGHTS

4Ağaçaltı Kilise

5Chez Galip Hair Museum

6Daniel Pantonassa Church

7Devrent Valley

8Fragrant Church

9Güray Museum

10Hyacinth Church

11Karanlık Kilise

12Kayseri Castle

13Kokar Kilise

14Museum of Seljuk Civilisation

15Paşabağ (Monks’ Valley)

16Red and Rose Valley

17Selime Monastery

18Snake Church

19St George Church

20Uçhisar Castle

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

21Butterfly Balloons

22Pigeon Valley

23Swords Valley

24Turkiye Balloons

25Voyager Balloons

26Zemi Valley

SLEEPING

27ErenBey Cave Hotel

28Kismet Cave House

29Köse Hostel




GETTING AROUND

Central Göreme is walkable, though the Open Air Museum is a little far (around 25 minutes). From the central square, regular buses depart for destinations in Cappadocia, as well as further away, including İstanbul, Antalya and İzmir. For Derinkuyu, Kaymaklı, Gülşehir and Hacıbektaş you’ll need to change dolmuș in Nevşehir. For Mustafapaşa change at Ürgüp. For Ihlara and to Güzelyurt you start from Aksaray’s bus station. Handy for walkers, the Aksaray–Güzelyurt route goes via Selime junction. Most hotels can arrange a driver for reasonable prices. Driving is convenient with good roads and clear signposting.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Get the three-day Cappadocia Museum Pass if visiting multiple sights. It includes the Open Air Museum, Karanlık Kilise, and other local highlights such as Zelve, Derinkuyu and the Ihlara Valley.



Cappadocia 101

An open-air museum

Göreme Open-Air Museum is a collection of outstanding cave churches with some of the finest Byzantine-era frescoes. All are concentrated in one easy-to-visit valley, and as you explore this site, consider the religious devotion that went into first hollowing these churches out of the rock and then painting them with astonishingly vibrant images. The audio guide (available from the ticket office) will help you spot details you might otherwise miss. Visit as early as possible to avoid crowds, taking a clockwise route to potentially arrive ahead of other visitors at the Çarıklı Kilise and the 11th-century Dark Church (Karanlık Kilise). Don’t skip the latter – it might cost extra but it’s worth it: almost every fresco is outstanding. Most memorable is the Last Supper, in the back right corner, at which Jesus and the disciples are sharing a large, rather uncertain-looking fish.

Rise Above It All in Göreme

Hot-air ballooning through the fairy chimneys

Hot-air balloons rising at sunrise over the Cappadocian landscape is one of Türkiye’s most prominent tourism images, and it lives up to the hype. Flights, which last about an hour, involve close flybys of the impressive chimneys. But if weather conditions are unsafe, flights will be cancelled – possibly last minute, so try to arrange your flight early in your stay.

Before choosing a balloon operator, do your research. Some low-cost operations have minimal insurance, take safety short cuts and may overfill baskets, which also means a poorer view. Recommended operators include Butterfly Balloons, Türkiye Balloons and Voyager Balloons.


GöREME’S VALLEY HIKES

Love Valley Walk between disconcertingly phallic-shaped chimneys that give the valley its name, 3km north of Göreme.

Red & Rose Valleys One of Cappadocia’s most beautiful walks (three to four hours) with a steep scramble to a superb viewpoint. Easier thereafter, it includes a cliff-top section, fairy chimneys, Crusader and Column churches and undulating path ending at Akkal Tepe viewpoint where taxis await.

Swords Valley North side of the Open Air Museum road, links up with Red and Rose Valleys.

Zemi Valley Heads 5.8km south to take in the El Nazar rock-hewn church, ablaze with beautiful frescoes.

Pigeon Valley Named for its many pigeon lofts, runs from Göreme’s Uzun Dere Cd up to Uçhisar (one hour).



Climb to the Summit of Uçhisar Castle

Caves and passageways

The monumental rock of Uçhisar Castle is easily visible from all around Göreme: before you get here, you’ll almost feel like you know it from its inevitable appearance in the background of many of your photos of fairy chimneys. Close up, the castle – in actuality less of a castle and more of a fortified cave village (though at some times it was certainly used for defence) – is riddled with passageways and caverns, some of which contain museum exhibits of varying interest. Follow the winding path through the caves and around the exterior to the castle’s summit, where you’ll be rewarded with 360-degree views across the Cappadocian landscape.

Don’t Keep Your Hair On…

Quirky discoveries in Avanos

Avanos, a small town north of Göreme via Çavuşin, is popular for riverside teahouses and famed as a pottery centre: Güray Museum is billed as the world’s only underground pottery museum. But for something truly bizarre, seek out the Chez Galip Hair Museum at the back of an otherwise ordinary pottery shop. Since 1979, female visitors to Avanos have been donating locks, and the result is a vast cave of hair stuck to the walls and ceiling – including notes bearing names and dates. Some even dangles down on ropes like dreadlocks. Sadly, photography is forbidden.

Soak Up the Sunsets in Çavuşin

A low-key alternative to Göreme

Çavuşin is a pleasant little village north of Göreme offering upmarket hotels and a lower-key atmosphere. The golden evening light here is ideal for exploring the attractive old village that’s chiselled into a cliffside above the modern town.

In the large rock-hewn Church of St John the Baptist you’ll often find candles and incense burning. The unforgettable Paşabağ (Monks’ Valley), east of Çavuşin offers the chance to wander among some of the area’s most picturesque fairy chimneys, including impressive three-chimneyed examples.

Nearby, Zelve Open-Air Museum is far less busy than Göreme’s version (it was only abandoned in the 1950s), and 4km further is the Devrent Valley, nicknamed ‘Imagination Valley’ for its evocative weird and wonderful rock shapes.

Where to Sleep in Göreme

Köse Hostel: A genuine bargain in pricey Göreme is this friendly, clean and centrally located hostel. €

Kismet Cave House: Gorgeous, traditionally decorated cave rooms. Owner Faruk is hugely friendly and helpful. €€

Erenbey: Beautifully carved cave rooms on a quiet side street a few minutes’ walk from central Göreme. €€€

Going Deeper Underground

Derinkuyu & Kaymaklı, Cappadocia’s largest cave cities

Derinkuyu is the largest and most famous of Cappadocia’s cave cities. It possibly once housed as many as 10,000 people, with a circular stone door that could be rolled into place to close the city in case of invasions and huge ventilation shafts that helped ensure fresh air. However, for all Derinkuyu’s size, the tourist crowds who flock to visit make exploring here less exciting than at smaller but astonishingly labyrinthine Kaymaklı. Here extend eight levels underground, to a depth of about 80m, and though only the first four are open to the public, that’s more than enough to get yourself thoroughly and enjoyably lost in the maze. Consider hiring a guide to point out features you’d otherwise miss. Neither site is suitable for sufferers of claustrophobia.

Spiritual History in the Ihlara Valley

Idyllic hiking

Hemmed in by jagged cliffs and snaking between the Melendiz River, piles of boulders and Byzantine-era rock churches is the gorgeous canyon of Ihlara Valley. An idyllic, clear footpath with clear signage makes the exercise worry free, but start early if walking in summer as the midday heat can get intense.

The most commonly walked section is the 3km stretch to Belisırma from the Ağaçaltı and Kokar Kelise cave churches, which leads down 380 steps (the Turistic Tesisleri Stairs) from the car park. Taking around 90 minutes, the stroll passes many of the valley’s highlights including the two-storey carved church Sümbüllü Kilise (Hyacinth Church), and the Yılanlı Kilise (Snake Church) where extensive frescoes include a depiction of a pack of snakes getting up to all sorts of mischief – biting four unfortunate women as punishment for various sins. After a welcome teahouse, it’s a 15-minute walk to St George Church, one of the many places that claims to be the burial spot of Georgia’s medieval Queen Tamar. At Belisırma there are more churches, plus low-key restaurants and taxis awaiting those ready to stop.

Some visitors prefer the far less trodden trail section on to Selime. Whether you walk or drive, be sure to take a look at the extremely impressive Selime Monastery – an astonishing rock-cut structure.

An alternative or addition to Ihlara is Güzelyurt’s 4.5km-long Monastery Valley starting with Güzelyurt’s own underground city.


OTHER CAPPADOCIA ATTRACTIONS

Ayvalı: Cappadocia Home Cooking Teaches you to cook local cuisine in a lovely, sleepy village.

Ürgüp: Wine tastings at Turasan, Cappadocia’s oldest winery.

Ortahisar: Increasingly ‘discovered’ rustic town around a rocky outcrop that was used as a fortress in Byzantine times. A labyrinth of passageways, steep stairs and ladders leads to the top for fine views, with Uçhisar Castle visible in the distance. On the northeast side of town, Halaşdere Kilise is a seldom-visited monastery hewn into the cliff.

Kayseri: The region’s big city, a useful transport hub with a monumental castle. Visit the excellent Museum of Seljuk Civilisation in a former medrese.

Erciyes Dağı: This 19-piste ski area sits on Türkiye’s sixth-highest peak (3917m), 30km from Kayseri. Avoid weekends.



Where to Sleep in Çavuşin

Atax Cave: Friendly staff, great outdoor seating and lovely decoration melding traditional stonework with modern features. €€

Underground Cave Suites: Traditionally decorated cave rooms set around an attractive courtyard. €€

Azure Cave Suites: At the top of the hill, the luxurious Azure offers beautifully carved, elegantly decorated cave rooms. €€€




Şanlıurfa & Southeast Türkiye
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MYTHOLOGY | BIBLICAL SITES | MINORITY CULTURES


Known in antiquity as Edessa, Şanlıurfa (or Urfa as most call it) has a fascinating historical centre and makes a useful hub for visiting Southeast Anatolia. The city is one of four possible sites identified as Ur in the Old Testament, the supposed birthplace of the prophet Abraham, who also visited Harran, 30km south. Far older still, the world’s oldest known temple ruins lie at nearby Göbekli Tepe.

Other highlights of the region include its amazing mosaic museum, Gaziantep, a 2½-hour bus ride west. Golden hilltop Mardin is around three hours east, but it’s worth stopping en route at Diyarbakır, the great Kurdish castle city now restored and welcoming following a military conflict in 2015. Heading north, the stone heads on the mountainside of Nemrut Dağı can be seen in an exhausting 15-hour day trip, but are better accessed from Kahta, which is reached via Adıyaman.
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GETTING AROUND

It’s easy to walk between Şanlıurfa’s two museums and the sacred fish ponds, where a tourist information centre can arrange taxis to Göbekli Tepe or Harran. The otogar, 5km north of the centre, has buses to Gaziantep (2½ hours), Diyarbakır (two to three hours), Mardin (three hours) and Adıyaman (two hours). Situated 30 minutes from Adıyaman, Kahta is a good place to find tours to Nemrut Dağı – including sunrise and sunset visits – if you don’t want to self-drive. Overnight buses link Şanlıurfa to Van and to Nevşehir for Cappadocia.
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While Şanlıurfa makes a better regional base, Gaziantep is the largest and most cosmopolitan city in the region. It’s famous for sweets. Of the hundreds of shops that specialise in pistachio baklava, one of the very best is İmam Çağdaş.



Şanlıurfa’s Sacred Fish Ponds

Walk with the prophets

Abraham (Ibrahim in Arabic) is a central character in the three great monotheistic religions, Islam, Christianity and Judaism. In sacred mythology, Abraham rejected idolatry and was saved by God from a fiery death at a Şanlıurfa spot that is now called Balıklıgöl – a pair of pools lined with elegant colonnades. These sacred ponds are extremely popular with locals, who come to feed the holy fish on an evening stroll. The courtyard of the Mevlid-i Halil Mosque at the eastern end of the park is the entrance to the cave where, according to local belief, Abraham was born and lived until he was 15 years old. There’s not a lot to see inside.


World’s Oldest Temple?

History rewritten at Göbekli Tepe and Şanlıurfa museums

The 1994 archaeological discovery of Göbekli Tepe has rewritten the history books. The site is 12,000 years old – more than 7000 years older than Stonehenge – making it one of the earliest permanent settlements on Earth. Previously it was assumed that, at such times, humans were hunter-gathers without the necessary civilisation to create major structures. Göbekli Tepe overturns this idea, and although its purpose is not known for certain, the site is thought to be the world’s first known temple.

It’s covered by a protective roof and surrounded by a walkway, from which you can look down on the excavated buildings and spot reliefs carved on the sides of pillars. Download the audio guide app for details you might otherwise miss.


You’ll need a car, taxi or tour to reach Göbekli Tepe from Şanlıurfa, but before heading out don’t miss the Şanlıurfa Archaeology Museum that offers context through its display of artefacts found at the site. Museum tickets also get you into Haleplibahçe Mosaic Museum, presenting a well-preserved mosaic floor from a Roman villa complex.
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SEEKING ABRAHAM

Şanlıurfa is one of at least four sites worldwide that claim to be the birthplace of the Old Testament prophet Abraham. He’s a figure so instrumental to the development of Judaism, Christianity and Islam that the three faiths are known collectively as ‘Abrahamic’. The Book of Genesis tells us that he hailed from Ur, which may relate to Ur or Uruk (both in Iraq), Urkesh (in Syria), or Şanlıurfa (formerly known as Urfa). Texts also tell us that his travels took him to Haran, which probably equates to the village of Harran some 30km south of Şanlıurfa. Despite such claims, and as important as he might be theologically, non-religious academics question whether Abraham ever existed as a historical figure.



Where to Stay & Eat in Şanlıurfa

Taşkiran Butik Otel: Stylishly minimalist rooms set around the courtyard of an old mansion in Şanlıurfa’s old town. €

Sehrazat Konağı: Converted old house offering gorgeous boutique accommodation. €€

Cevahir Han: Smart restaurant in a restored caravanserai with menu of local favourites. Occasional music and dancing. €€


HARRAN’S BEEHIVE HOUSES

Mentioned in the Bible as the spot where Abraham dallied for three years on his journey to Canaan, Harran is reputedly one of the oldest continuously inhabited spots on Earth. Though now rather scruffy, it’s best known for its distinctive beehive-shaped houses. Made from mud or clay bricks, this style of architecture seems to have been in use for millennia. The Kültür Evi displays a restored collection of picturesque beehive houses. Though visiting is officially free, you’re likely to be hassled into paying a fee to the unofficial ‘guides’. Harran is 50km south of Şanlıurfa, located 9km east from the road to Akçakale and the Syrian border.



Museum Hopping in Gaziantep

Zeugma mosaics and more

Around its castle, ‘pistachio city’ Gaziantep has an eminently walkable central core with quirky attractions. These include the Hamam Museum in a beautiful old bathhouse and an engrossing Toy Museum with slightly bizarre dioramas in the cave beneath. However, you’ll need transport (tram and walk, or taxi) to reach the swish, modern Zeugma Mosaic Museum, housing one of the world’s most important collections of antique mosaics. These were rescued from the ancient city site at Zeugma, 45km east of Gaziantep, that has since been mostly submerged as a result of the Southeastern Anatolia Dam Project. A highlight (upstairs) is the mosaic fragment known as ‘Gypsy Girl’ whose much-famed eyes seem to follow you, pre-dating a similar technique used in the Mona Lisa by more than 1000 years.

Best places to Sleep & Eat in Gaziantep

Ali Bey Konağı: Heritage inn just beneath the castle with homely rooms, warm welcome and excellent breakfast. €€

Aynur Hanım Konağı: Beautiful restored 19th-century mansion guesthouse with friendly owner who’s a font of local information. €€

Hışvahan: Smart restaurant with Turkish and international menu in a restored caravanserai beneath the castle walls. €€


Sail from Gaziantep to See Halfeti’s Minaret

A submerged village

Halfeti village was relocated when the original site was drowned by the Southeastern Anatolia Dam Project in 2000. However, the minaret of the old village still pokes defiantly above the water and is now a popular focus for Euphrates boat rides, which also include a tea- and ice cream stop, a look at the imposing Rumkale Fortress and plenty of lively music.

Walk among the Gods

Monumental heads on the summit of Nemrut Dağı

Famed worldwide for its haunting series of giant carved heads, the Nemrut Dağı National Park was once the heart of the kingdom of Commagene. Before 72 CE, when it was absorbed into the Roman Empire, Commagene had been a distinct kingdom with a cultural identity bridging Hellenic, Persian and Armenian worlds. It would likely have been forgotten were it not for a vast mountaintop tumulus and sanctuary built by King Antiochus I (ruled 70–31 BCE) for himself as part of his immodest self-styling as a ‘just and eminent god’. Today this remarkable site is a major highlight of visiting southeast Türkiye.

Approach from the south side and buy your ticket at the visitor centre; there’s also a small exhibition here about the site’s excavation. From the upper car park, take the path up to the summit for what’s a pretty stiff 15- to 20-minute climb to reach the base of the tumulus, and after a further few minutes, you’ll arrive at the terrace. This is the more intact of the two terraces, boasting a row of decapitated statues: their heads all neatly lined up beneath them. Antiochus himself is second from the left, between an eagle and the goddess Commagene. The central figure is Zeus, and the other two gods are Apollo and Heracles. A second eagle and a lion complete the dream team. Behind you as you face the line up is the stepped platform of a fire temple.

A path leads you round to the western terrace, which originally mirrored the eastern, but has suffered from earthquake damage over the centuries. As a result there are no upright statues here, and the heads are scattered more randomly across the hillside. Off to the right, there’s an impressive row of reliefs. The remains are haunting, and it’s thought there could yet be more to discover: the tomb of Antiochus and his wife may well be within the artificial tumulus behind the rows of statues.

Although the summit of Nemrut Dağı is the top reason for visiting, there are also plenty more ancient sites to explore here. This includes a magnificent Roman-era hump-backed bridge, Cendere Köprüsü, and Arsameia, the one-time capital of Commagene, both best seen when approaching from the south. Driving or taking a tour are the only realistic access options.
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ANTAKYA, ANTIOCH

Known in antiquity as Antioch, Antakya was a pivotal city in early Christianity. Today it’s the principal city of the Hatay region, some 200km west of Gaziantep. It suffered greatly during the 2023 earthquake. At time of writing the Archaeological Museum remains closed, with no date set for its reopening, but it’s worth watching for news as the institution holds a fantastic collection of Roman and Byzantine mosaics, dating from between the 1st and 5th centuries CE. Some depict incredibly bizarre scenes from ancient mythology – or possibly just the artists’ fevered imagination.



Best Places to Stay for Nemrut Dağı

Işik Pansiyon: Friendly, comfortable option in Karadut along Nemrut Dağı’s slopes. Pickups from Adıyaman or Kahta. €

Nemrut Euphrat: Small hotel in the national park. No-frills, but comfortable rooms and extremely friendly owners. €

Ramada: Outside Adıyaman’s centre in the happening university district. Offers international-standard rooms and tasty breakfasts. €€


ANCIENT SITES EN ROUTE TO NEMRUT DAğı

Karakus Tumulus: A burial mound ordered by the Commagene King Mithridates II for his mother, sisters and nephew. Four original columns remain, including an eagle-topped one at the entrance.

Cendere Bridge: A colossal Roman structure spanning the river of the same name. Three of four original monumental columns remain. The fourth once bore the name of Gata, who was murdered by his co-emperor Caracalla who then embarked upon a campaign to erase Gata’s name from history.

Arsameia: Once the capital of the Commagene kingdom. There’s relatively little to see of the hilltop palace, but the winding path up the hillside passes a couple of spots of interest, including a superb stele of Antiochus shaking hands with Heracles.



Taking in Diyarbakır’s Proud Culture

Walking between ramparts, mosques and churches

Diyarbakır’s long history has seen it occupied by many peoples, but the city is especially associated with the Kurds. After WWI it was even proposed as capital of an independent Kurdistan. Later in the 20th century the city was considered a hotbed of Kurdish separatism. After a lull, violence re-erupted in 2015, and large parts of the old city were destroyed. However, Diyarbakır has since undergone extensive beautification and renovation of its ancient churches and castle. It’s now a welcoming place for tourists, though beneath the surface, anger against the Turkish authorities is not uncommon, so it’s generally a good idea to avoid talking politics.

Start a visit to Diyarbakır (pop 1.1 million) with a walk along the vast black stone ramparts that encircle the outer courtyard; though be careful as there are steep drops, narrow walkways and no railings. Peek at the square-minaretted Hazrat Suleiman Mosque before entering the inner courtyard, where handsomely restored buildings include a cafe and Diyarbakır’s Archaeology Museum. Displays feature magnificent artefacts, include outstanding detailed finds from the ancient settlement of Körtik Tepe.


It’s around a 15-minute walk from the castle to the Grand Mosque, a Seljuk-era beauty with attractive black-and-white striped arches and repurposed Roman pillars at the courtyard’s western end. Across the road is the beautiful Ottoman-era Hasan Paşa caravanserai, with a great cafe upstairs. Heading south past the fruit and nut shops find pedestrianised Yenikapı Sokağı. Pass the attractive Seyh Matar Mosque and find a pair of churches – Chaldean and Armenian – both which are heavily restored.

Also be sure to cross to the southwest side of the old town to see Diyarbakır’s most impressive church, the Syriac Christian Maryam Ana Church, which dates back to the 3rd century.

Best Places to Stay & Eat in Diyarbakır

Meşhur Kahvaltıcı Kadri: Atmospheric cafe on the upper floor of Hasan Paşa caravanserai. Recommended for Turkish breakfasts. €

Amida Butik: Smart hotel down from the castle. Light sleepers should request a room at the back. €€

Beroş: Modern, welcoming restaurant with good menu of local specialities. No alcohol is served. €€

Strolling around Historic Mardin

The golden city

Mardin (pop 133,000) is one of Türkiye’s most beautiful cities. It’s an ideal place to slow down for a couple of days over çay (tea) or local wine; Ararat wine bar is recommended. The old town’s a feast of golden yellow stone with many a fascinating alleyway to explore, while its citadel sits atop a hill overlooking the Mesopotamian plain.

Culturally it’s a historic melting pot of Kurdish, Turkish and notably Syriac heritage. The incense-filled Church of Forty Martyrs (dating back to 493 CE) is one of the country’s most important Syriac churches, and 6km southeast, the ‘Saffron Monastery’ is the former seat of the Syriac Orthodox Church. Mardin has some atmospheric boutique hotels, and the Seyr-i Merdin cafe-restaurant has a super rooftop tea terrace with great views over the Great Mosque’s intricately carved minaret.

Poke About the Ruins of Dara

Tombs and cisterns

A 30km taxi ride southeast from Mardin takes you to the village of Dara to explore its scattered Byzantine ruins; helpfully marked with good signposting. On the north side of the road as you arrive are the extensive remains of a vast necropolis: some of the best tombs are in an enclosed area just at the village’s edge. Other remains of the ancient city include fortification walls, a mill and a bridge. Dara’s star attraction, however, is a pair of cavernous Roman cisterns, 30m deep and supported by monumental pillars. They are not unlike their more famous counterparts in İstanbul. Darius Pizzeria on the village’s edge serves unexpectedly good pizzas.


SYRIAC CHRISTIANS

The Syriac Orthodox Church emerged due to theological disputes over Christ’s nature dating back to the Council of Chalcedon (451 CE). The church’s official language is Syriac, believed to be close to the Aramaic that Jesus spoke. From the Middle Ages until 1932, the church was centred at Mor Hananyo, aka Deyrul Zafaran (Saffron Monastery), built on the site of a 4500-year-old sun-god temple 6km southeast of Mardin. Ethnic violence in southeast Türkiye led to the headquarters being moved to Damascus, but the original 4th-century monastery can be visited (guide required). Don’t miss Türkiye’s first printing press (a gift from Queen Victoria) and the amazing sedan chairs once used to carry the patriarchs around.



Best Places to Stay in Mardin

Kasr-ı Kikan: Friendly boutique hotel with large, opulent rooms in a 400-year-old building. €€

Cercis Murat Konağı: Smart restaurant in an immaculately restored house, offering set menus of excellent local dishes. €€

Maridin Hotel: Beautiful building with fantastic terrace and rooms fit for royalty; the best overlook the Mesopotamian plain. €€€






Kars & Eastern Türkiye
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MOUNTAINS | CHURCH RUINS | CANYONS


Once at the heart of a great Armenian kingdom, the city of Ani was a major Seljuk metropolis before falling into ruins and becoming Türkiye’s most mesmerising ghost city. The regional centre moved to the fortress city of Kars, which between 1855 and 1921 changed hands several times; periods of Russian and Georgian control leaving distinctive architectural marks. A Turkish backwater in the later 20th-century, Kars was rediscovered after being the focus, however unflattering, of Orhan Pamuk’s masterwork Kar (Snow). The snow pun has helped transform Kars into a modest hub for winter wonderland tourism, notably at Çıldır Gölü. Elsewhere in the region, iconic Ağrıdağ (Mt Ararat) is a mesmerising Anatolian Mt Fuji with Biblical connections. Huge Lake Van adds sparkling turquoise waters to its Armenian church ruins and ancient Urartian castle sites. Erzurum sits beside one of Türkiye’s top ski fields, and has a fair scattering of historical buildings and a fabulous museum.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Kars Castle

SIGHTS

2Eski Vali Konağı

3Gazi Ahmet Muhtar Paşa Konağı

4Kars Cheese Museum

SLEEPING

5Ahiska Palas

6Kar’s Otel

7VE Hotels Kars, Beylerbeyi Sarayı

EATING

8GastroKars

9Hanımeli Kars Mutfağı

10Labris

TRANSPORT

11Kars İl Özel bus to Ani




GETTING AROUND

There are airports at Kars, Erzurum, Iğdır and Van. Major hubs are well served by bus and dolmuş but for some of the interesting rural village sites there might be only one or two services per day. Rail service is limited, but the scenic four-hour route between Erzurum and Kars is a classic that’s in much demand, especially in the snows of winter. Self driving’s a good option. Major and regional roads are well paved and often pretty quiet, but don’t underestimate how long it can take to wind up super-steep foothill back-lanes; some require 4WD.
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Distances in this region are considerable. For example, Lake Van is far bigger than many visitors expect and mountains make for slow going. Vast dam and tunnel projects have significantly altered many major roads in recent years, notably drowning the whole city of Yusefuli in 2023.



Hear Untold Histories in Kars

Kars as a battleground

Imposing, especially when illuminated in the evening, Kars Castle is a very hefty stone shell that forms the city’s undoubted visual focus. Its dark-stone walls crown the craggy ridge that dominates the city-centre’s northern edge, fronted by a series of historic churches-turned-mosques.

To get a sense of Kars’ complex recent history, the Kafkaz Cephesi Harp Tarihi Müzesi has imaginatively presented heavy tunnel-rooms of the 1803 ‘bloody bastion’ – though translations can be frustratingly patchy. One scene is an abstract evocation of the tragic 1914–15 Battle of Sarıkamiş in which 90,000 Ottoman troops died. That town, 55km west, has now been reinvented as Kars’ local ski resort. After the horrors of WWI, the Russia–Turkey border was finally settled, with the 1921 Treaty of Kars signed at the Eski Vali Konağı (former governor’s mansion c 1883). It is closed to the public but still standing among other historic buildings on Kars’ most photogenic square.


SAY CHEESE

Kars’ main tourist area is awash with cheese shops selling edam-like kaşar, stringy mozzarella-style çeçil, and especially large monogrammed wheels of gravyer (local Gruyère). The stylishly eccentric Cheese Museum is housed in the tunnel-chambers of an Ottoman-era fort-bastion. Other specialities of Kars are goose (kaz); piti, a two-stage meal more typical of Azerbaijan; and hengal – layers of pasta squares slavered in a garlic-yoghurt sauce with spices and caramelised onions.



Where to Stay in Historic Kars

Ahiska Palas: Small but luxuriously equipped midrange hotel with historic walls and superb location near the castle. €€

VE Hotels Kars, Beylerbeyi Sarayı: Revamped former palace with exposed stone walls and lots of lounge space. €€

Kar’s Otel: An elegant cocoon of pampered yet personal luxury with many historical features. €€€

Exploring the Ruins of Ancient Ani

Lost city

Off season, late in the afternoon you might find yourself almost alone in the thought-provoking ruins of Ani, 45km east of Kars. Yet a thousand years ago this was a city of nearly 100,000 people, rivalling Constantinople in power and glory. It was capital of Bagratid Armenia from 961 to 1045 CE and an important Seljuk city from 1064 until 1236 when the Mongols were the first of many destructive forces to ravage the site.

Today poignant piles of stones and building foundations lie in an undulating sea of grass, punctuated with a few shattered churches and a Seljuk-era mosque. There’s an added frisson knowing that the deep-cut Arpaçay (Akhurian) Gorge that forms the site’s precipitous edge doubles as the long-closed Turkish–Armenian border. Snow-topped Mt Aragats (4090m) adds further awe on the eastern horizon.

Allow around 2½ hours to explore and bring plenty of drinking water. From the highly impressive Seljuk fortress walls, walk anti-clockwise via the Seljuk Palace, cave chapel ruin, Gagik (Gagkashen) Church, and the relatively complete round Church of Grigor Pahlavuny. Manuçehr Camii is now an active mosque, but the huge, scaffolded Ani Cathedral remains shattered – as is Tigran Honents Church, which retains some very defaced murals.

A return Kars–Ani taxi, with waiting, costs around €30. The only bus to Ani is the poorly advertised 9am service organised by Kars İl Özel İdaresi, leaving Kars at 9am from outside the attractive old Gazi Ahmet Muhtar Paşa Konağı, returning at 12.45pm.

It’s worth organising a visit with www.virtualani.orgor contacting Kars-based guide Celil Ersozoğlu (0532-226 3966; celilani@hotmail.com), who can show you ‘underground city’ caves and forgotten Armenian churches in far-flung villages: Kozluca (Bagnair Monastery), Yağkesen (Kızıl Kilise), and Oğuzlu.
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HIGHLIGHTS OF ÇıLDıR GöLü DAY TRIPS

The views Çıldır Gölü, Türkiye’s second biggest natural lake, is big enough to be impressive but small enough to provide photogenic backdrops from many viewpoints.

Eat ada balık (lakefish) Our favourite place is the simple family house-restaurant, Akça Kale.

Winter Festival In February the Lake Ice Festival (Çıldır Kristal Göl Atlı Kiş Şöleni) is a festival of sleigh races, ice-fishing contests and skating displays held near Çıldır Kuzey Yıldızı restaurant-hotel. Mid-winter, several locations let participants take part in such activities.

Şeytan Kalesi One of the region’s most spectacular castle ruins crowns a rocky bluff that’s framed on both sides by the plunging Karaçay Canyon.



Where to Eat Local Kars Specialities

Hanımeli Kars Mutfağı: Local and Caucasian options (including vegetarian) in a shop-house overlaid with country-kitchen vibe. €/€€

GastroKars: Romantic atmosphere with starched tablecloths and waist-coated waiters in a beautifully designed pseudo-historic interior. €€

Labris: Coloured lanterns light a ‘secret garden’ restaurant where the menu also includes some international fare. €€


Driving Lake Van

More than cats and Armenian church ruins

Türkiye’s biggest natural lake is a glorious sight, hemmed with volcanic peaks that seem to float like apparitions when seen from afar across a vast expanse of dazzling aquamarine. Sprawling Van (pop 525,000), popular as a booze-weekend getaway for Iranians, is a good starting point to learn about Urartian history at the excellent Van Muzesi, overshadowed by Van Castle, around 4km from the modern centre. Van city bus 501 goes as far as Akdamar, but you’ll really need a car and three days to do justice to the region’s other widely-spread attractions. Highlights include Hoşap Castle, the Urartian ruins of Çavuştepe, the massive Selçuklu Mezarlığı (Seljuk graveyard) at Ahlat, and the spectacular drive from lakeside Tatvan up to the crater lip of Nemrut Dağı (Mt Nemrut).

Taking In Akdamar & Kamravank

A tale of two churches

Lake Van’s top activity is taking a 20-minute boat ride from the south shore to Akdamar Adası, a small rocky island famed for its Armenian Church of the Holy Cross, aka Akdamar Kilisesi. Built in 921 CE as part of a now-lost palace complex, its interior is a shell, but there are some well-preserved external relief carvings. The mountain-backed setting is Instagram magic, especially with spring blossoms, but the small island offers minimal exploration potential and is blighted by noisy weekend crowds blaring music. An isolated alternative, one of several totally uncommercial church ruins around the lake, is Kamravank, less than an hour’s walk off the smoothly paved lakeside lane to Altınsaç, which has a church ruin of its own. The waterside scenes en route are fabulous, but you’ll need a car.


VAN’S FELINE FRIENDS

It’s a strange feeling to be surrounded by Van cats, white enough to be petted by a James Bond villain and often with two different-coloured eyes, one pale blue, the other lizard-yellow. They’re a bit like feline David Bowies. The classic place to meet them is at Van Kedi Villası, the local university’s cat research institute (14km out of town) where the breed is being studied and preserved. A smaller but far more accessible ‘cat house’, Kedi Evi, is tucked in the side garden of Arubani Bedestani jewellery palace, just 700m east of Van Museum. Pay a little extra to be surrounded by them.



Where to Stay & Eat Around Lake Van

White Life Hotel Café: Great location on the Tatvan promenade strip with lake-view balconies and very comfortable beds. €€

Hotel 1071: Contemporary yet fairly priced lake-view restaurant raised above a ‘beach’ near Ahlat with super-stylish guest rooms. €€

Urartu Han: Van’s top city restaurant offers exquisite takes on local specialities like kaledosş and Düğün çorba (‘mating soup’). €€

Approaches to Ararat

Bagging a 5000m peak on foot or by camera

Called Ağrı Dağ in Turkish, eternally snow-capped Mt Ararat (5137m) is Türkiye’s highest mountain. It’s a magnificent Fuji-esque cone, with a smaller sibling beside it, together rising abruptly from the relatively flat surrounds. Catching a glimpse of Ararat is one of the most memorable moments of any visit to the northeast – though clouds can descend quickly to hide the scene completely, so leave a day or two spare in case. You’ll get great views from Iğdır, a busy city of around 100,000 that you’ll pass if you’re arriving in Türkiye from the Azerbaijani exclave of Nakhchivan. However, most travellers admire the scene from Doğubayazıt (pop 80,000), which is also the base city for those wishing to climb the mountain (summer only).

The unforgettable trek up and down Ararat takes four or five days, climbing slowly enough to avoid altitude sickness. If the weather smiles you’ll have the peak almost constantly in sight ahead, while there are always fantastic views to be had just looking behind you. Various trekking companies have tents pre-erected, basic toilet facilities and food prepared at each camp for their clients. On day four you’ll start climbing from 1am (head-torch needed) to reach the summit soon after dawn – the best hope for clear weather.

What about Noah’s Ark? For centuries Bible literalists have been coming to the ‘mountains of Ararat’, where some claim they’ve found it at a site called Nuh’un Gemisi, near the village of Üzengili. There’s a lonely Noah’s Ark Visitor Centre by the roadside here, from where a five-minute walk below is a formation that’s very vaguely like a ship’s hull. Whatever you think of the story, it’s worth driving here for the magnificent panoramas of Ararat as you descend 5km from Üzengili to the Doğubayazıt–Iran road.
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ARARAT CLIMBING TIPS

Difficulty Climbing Ararat is a four-to-five-day expedition to a summit over 5000m, so you’ll need to be in very good physical shape. It’s harder than Mt Fuji or Kilimanjaro but it’s not technical. This is steep, high-altitude walking with some rock and ice-sections: crampons yes, climbing ropes, no.

Agencies A guide is essential. Booking well ahead is wise. Reputable agents include TAF Travel (taftravel.com) and Ararat Adventures (araratadventures.com). Triple check with your agency as to what’s provided, and what you need to bring with you.

Permits Applications take a couple of weeks if you do it yourself, or three days for agents.

When July and August are best. September’s possible, but getting late.



Where to Sleep in Doğubayazit

Ark Hostel: Homely hostel with bunk beds interspersed by sofas, lounge and kitchen. Young, English-speaking managers. €

Tehran Boutique Hotel: High-quality hub for international travellers, with spotlessly clean rooms, air-con and partial Ararat views. €€

Royal Castle: Contemporary boutique-style rooms and hilltop restaurant looking across to nearby İshak Paşa Palace. €€

Silk Road Saray

Doğubayazit’s İshak Paşa Palace

Doğubayazıt is more than Ararat views. And while you’re here don’t miss the ridge-top shell of the 1784 İshak Paşa Palace. The blaze of sunset, seen as the palace floodlighting comes on, is like a natural firework display. Enjoy the spectacle, tea in hand, from the terrace of the simple Paraşüt cafe. Around the palace, fragments of fortress walls are a reminder that the ancient city of Bayazıt was originally here rather than 6km away down on the plain where modern Doğubayazıt now lies.

Behind the Wheel in the Northeastern Mountains

Discovery driving

For a great drive to discover Türkiye’s little-visited alpine wonders, start from the unaesthetic mining-city of Artvin (pop 26,000), famed for a bloodless bull-wrestling festival. Drive east, climbing through rocky-sided gorges past the impressive ruins of Şavşat Castle, then emerge into landscapes redolent of Switzerland with 360-degree panoramas from Yavuzköy. Nearby is Karagöl Sahara National Park, while beyond are upland moors leading to the fortress-city of Ardahan (pop 23,000). Return west on a lesser-known yet even more dramatic route via the Bilbilan Pass (2581m) and untouristed villages like Güleş, with timeless wooden chalet-houses. Descend to Ardanuç, known for caǧ kebabs, Cehennem Deresi (Hell’s Creek Canyon) and the domineering castle-crag of Gevhernik Kalesi, once the capital of Georgian King Ashot I.

Southwest of Artvin, the damming of Çoruh River for hydro-electric power is one of Türkiye’s most extraordinary engineering projects, creating vast reservoirs and necessitating super-long tunnels and viaducts. In 2023, Yusufeli, the former regional capital, was dramatically submerged and has now been replaced by a totally new settlement on an arid hillside. Turn northwest here for Sarıgöl and the magical eastern Kaçkar villages of Barhal, Yaylalar and Olgunlar, each with recommended homestay/guesthouse and hiking options. Or continue southwest towards Erzurum via the impressive Tortum Şelalesi waterfall and several minor historic sites.


STOPS & SIDE-TRIPS BETWEEN YUSUFELI & ERZURUM

İşhan Kilisesi Huge, lovingly restored Georgian church in an attractive hilltop village. Access road is easily missed between tunnels of the Yusufeli–Oltu highway.

Tortum Şelalesi One of Türkiye’s most dramatic waterfalls comes with stairways that let you view it from multiple angles.

Cem Seyir Terasım Toe-curling glass platform from which to gawp down on the Tortum reservoir. Access using the now-bypassed ‘old road’.

Öşkvank Cathedral Well-preserved Georgian church ruin with fine relief carvings. It’s in Çamlıyamaç village, 8km off the Erzurum highway via a scenic side valley.

Engüzekkapı (Üngüzek) Kalesi Small, unusually complete castle dramatically set atop a cylindrical roadside crag, 4km south of Uzendere. Access by 15-minute walk to a spindly cross-chasm footbridge.



Where to Sleep & Eat: Artvin to Ardahan

Güleş Köyü Dinlenme Tesisi: Super-fresh barbequed meat enjoyed while watching timeless farming life in a Swiss-style mountain valley. €

Veliköy Han Konakları: Rural streamside oasis for fresh trout or garden rooms en route to Karagöl Sahara National Park. €€

Grand Artvin Hotel: (Artvin) Glass-tower business hotel with excellent king-size beds. Walk-in bargains common. €€€

Erzurum’s Historic Heart

Castle, mosques and more

Mountain-backed Erzurum (pop 480,000) is often cited as one of Türkiye’s most religiously conservative cities. But that’s not at all how it feels, with summer pavement cafes and thousands of university students creating a relaxed, youthful vibe. The historical core is focussed around Erzurum Kalesi, a dramatic shell of a castle-citadel that looks best in post-sunset floodlights.

The surrounding semi-pedestrianised area features the 13th-century Çifte Minareli Medrese, with blue-tiled twin fluted minarets, and Yakutiye Medresesi, (c 1310 CE) celebrated for its stalactite-vaulted ceiling and super-low internal lintels of cell-rooms that now host a hotchpotch of ethnographic exhibits. For historical insights, don’t miss contemporary Erzurum Müzesi, which brilliantly tells the region’s story from mammoth bones to Atatürk’s 1919 mission. Outside are a handful of historic tombs and a few scattered Ottoman-era houses now repurposed as lovely café-restaurants: notably Yavilioğlu Konağı and Kadama Kadin. Don’t miss Erzurum Evleri, a superb yet fair-value local restaurant set in the city’s most atmospheric historic building with its museum-like rooms festooned in old-world tools and memorabilia.


BEST PLACES TO STAY IN THE EASTERN KAçKAR VILLAGES

Eliya, near Sarıgöl. The best of three comfortable bungalow operations in rural riverside spots south of Sarıgöl. Humorous, English-speaking owners. €

Kaçkar Pansiyon, Olgunlar. Comfortable chalet-style pine rooms ideally located for trekkers/mountaineers. Library, games, owners speak good English and French. Trekking guides available. €€

Çamyuva Pansiyon, Yaylalar. Mostly en-suite, pine-clad rooms plus wooden bungalows across the street. Naim Altunay speaks some English and can organise trekking guides and supplies. €€

Karahan Pension, Barhal. Almost next door to the historic church-mosque, 1.2km northwest of Barhal’s village centre. Ahmet speaks English. Superb food and the atmosphere is an immersive village experience. 4WD trailhead transfers available. €€



Skiing on the Mountain Behind Erzurum

Piste at Palandöken

The main attraction of Erzurum’s main ski area at Palandöken is that snow-lovers can hit the piste barely an hour after disembarking at Erzurum airport (18km away). Palandöken’s dry air encourages fine powder snow, which is usually plentiful December to March. There are 43km of runs, 13km of them black – notably the high-adrenaline 1B that attracts international daredevils. Blue piste 4B is a longer, wider piste and great for snowboarders. Floodlighting makes night-skiing possible and there’s a modest après-ski scene in the hotels around the main cable car base-station. Palandöken and another ski area at Konaklı, 20km away by road, market themselves collectively as Ejder3200 with combined winter ski passes costing under €20 per day. In summer, Palandöken’s main gondola operates most weekends.


OTHER SKI OPTIONS

Is Palandöken really Türkiye’s best ski resort? Major challengers are Erciyes near Kayseri and Uludağ above Bursa; but both face reduced snowfall due to global warming. In the northeast, Sarıkamış, west of Kars is said to have Türkiye’s best snow, but it has only five ski-lifts to Palandöken’s 16.



Where to Stay in Erzurum

Yıldız Otel: Compact rooms, but remains the best value along this central street. Sparkling clean, friendly welcome. €

Grand Hotel Çatalkaya: Central, contemporary, spacious rooms with plenty of character. The impressive restaurant serves a vast buffet breakfast. €€

Balsoy Mountain Hotel: One of three ski-hotels sharing an ideal location by the main Palandöken gondola station. €€




Trabzon & the Black Sea Coast
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Trabzon is the busiest port on the Turkish Black Sea. It’s a favoured base for Gulf State tourists heading to lush green sights at Sumela Monastery, Uzungöl mountain lake and the Ayder highland meadows –the gateway to Kaçkar Alpine peaks.

In Trabzon itself, tourist life is focussed on the ever-buzzing Atatürk Alanı, the main square, simply known to all as the Meydan (square). But there are viewpoints, old churches and a vast former citadel (Ortahisar) that’s still partly enclosed by very substantial city walls – mostly dating from the 1320s when Trebizond (as it was then known) was its own Byzantine kingdom.

Other Black Sea cities have elements of charm amid urban strip-sprawls and steep tea and hazelnut-groves. Ünye is arguably the prettiest; Giresun and İnebolu have a sense of undiscovered real-life charm; tea rules at Rize; Amazons in Samsun; and the magically quirky city of Batumi is not far away, just over the border in Georgia.
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SIGHTS

1Alaca Han

2Çarşı Camii

3Kanuni Evi

4Kanuni Park

5Ortahisar Fatih Büyük Camii

6Tabakhane Bridge

7Zaǧnos Bridge

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

8Eyce Tours

9Gürgen Tur

10Horon Tur

11Setur

12Vazelon

SLEEPING

13Grand Vuslat

14Hotel Özgür

EATING

15Berweuli

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

    Bedesten Cafe (see 16)

SHOPPING

16Bedesten

INFORMATION

17Tourist Office

TRANSPORT

18Eastern Minibus stands for Of, Uzungöl, Sumela & Maçka

19Western Minibus station




GETTING AROUND

Long-distance buses use Trabzon’s newly built otogar off the Maçka-bound highway, but shuttling along the coast between city centres is easier via dolmuş hops, eg to Samsun via Giresun, Ordu and Üniye. Ulusoy Derya services to Giresun use the Western minibus stand at the bottom of the bazaar area, but for Maçka/Sumela, Of and Uzungöl use the Eastern bus minibus stand beside the port road down from the meydan. For the Fırtına Valley, minibuses from Pazar to Ayder drive via Çamlıhemşin in summer, some starting in Rize. The Ayder–Yukarı Kavron dolmuş is daily in summer, weekly off season.
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Useful day-trip tour agencies around Meydan include Setur, Gürgen Tur, Eyce Tours, Horon Tur and Vazelon. From mid-October to April, most facilities there will be closed for the season and minibus tours become rare or non-existent.



Visiting Trabzon’s City Heart

Cafes and citadel

Busy terrace cafes and the evening’s sodium-orange uplighting bring out the best in the Meydan. Walk west across Tabakhane Bridge to enter the former citadel-fortress retaining many remnant wall-segments. Several small museums and historic buildings around Kanuni Park include the church-turned mosque, Ortahisar Fatih Büyük Camii, and the elegant Kanuni Evi where the future Süleyman the Magnificent was born in1494. The citadel walls look especially memorable seen from Zaǧnos Bridge.

In the lively bazaar area don’t miss Çarşı Camii, an 1839 mosque that over-strides a passageway; go upstairs in the 16th-century Bedesten to find a great hidden cafe. Then pop inside the 18th-century Alaca Han, a small, three-level caravanserai. It’s on a street of metal-smith shops that looks most atmospheric at dusk.


ONWARD TO GEORGIA

Most visitors to the Georgia don’t need visas. Some agencies in Trabzon offer return excursions to Batumi, the Georgian port city full of wonderfully eccentric architecture. It’s easy to organise your own trip with direct buses. Or use local midi-buses to Hopa, transfer to a minibus to Sarp, walk across the border and take a bus or taxi ride to Batumi. Hopa’s central seaside strip has appealing cafes including Crillo Chocolate.



Going Greek

Trabzon’s out-of-centre heritage monuments

Three iconic Trabzon attractions recall the region’s pre-1923 Greek heritage. Lovely gardens 4km west of central Trabzon (Fatih dolmuş) enfold Aya Sofya Camii, a beautiful mosque occupying the city’s best known Greek church, the 1263 former Hagia Sophia. High above Trabzon to the south (Tugay–Boztepe dolmuş), Kızlar Manastırı was a nunnery and later royal pavilion that’s now a small museum. Right above is Boztepe Park, great for sweeping panoramas across the city and port.

Far more famous is Sumela Monastery (50km south), where surreal ruins cling to a soaring cliffside high above a beautiful mountain valley. Popular, if exhausting, day trips from Trabzon visit Sumela plus the Karaca caves (80km further towards Gümüşhane) and pretty Hamsiköy village. Alternatively use a dolmuș (or city bus 451) to Maçka, then take a taxi (15km). You’ll still need to take a shuttle to the upper car park, then walk 20 minutes on a pretty footpath to reach the monastery.


Hazelnut Homelands

Comparing Giresun and Ordu

West of Trabzon, hazelnuts (fındık) are the economic mainstay. In agreeably ramshackle Giresun (pop 125,000, known to ancient Greeks as Kerasos), follow ‘Kale’ signs from a big hazelnut-hand sculpture to find the Kalepark castle ruins park for great viewpoints. Wind steeply back down via the Jandarma Okul Sokak alley past a concentration of historic houses, many labelled but neglected, to the charmingly old-fashioned Giresun Museum in a well-preserved 18th-century church (and one-time prison).

In contrastingly polished Ordu (pop 190,000) a great attraction is the 2.3km urban cable car, swinging right by the tip of a minaret and over the tiled city rooftops to Boztepe hilltop park for teahouses with fabulous twilight views. In town, don’t miss the engaging Kahraman Sağra Fındık Müzesi, a free bilingual hazelnut museum in a grand old Ottoman house. The arty Taşbaşı quarter is well worth a wander.

Unwinding in Ünye

Beaches and glimpsed Ottoman charm

Low-key Ünye (pop 97,000) is the most convivial coastal town on the eastern Black Sea, with a walkable small centre set on a short curl of urban sand (swimming beaches are 3km further northwest). Seafront parks complement a scattering of Ottoman-era mansions, some derelict, some private, and three reworked as inviting yet affordable boutique hotels. The charm is in unwinding in a place that’s more delightful than the sum of its limited sights: a 550-year-old plane tree, fish market, a few old metalwork shops on Tarihi Bakırcıları Sokağı and the delightful free historical museum, Ünye Müze Evi, set in a beautifully unchanged 250-year-old mansion. Partly reopened following years of archaeological work, Ünye’s ruined castle crag, 7km south of town, includes an ancient rock-cut tomb.


THE CENTRAL BLACK SEA

West of Ünye, the Black Sea coast offers fairly limited attractions for the distances covered. However if you’re heading this way you’ll probably stop in:

Samsun Big city, great 2024 museum of archaeology, pleasant central area and some older structures around the 1872 Saathane (clocktower) square. Attractions focus on Atatürk’s 1919 arrival here that sparked the Turkish independence struggle, plus the city’s supposed link with the Amazons, female warriors of Greek myth. The ‘Amazon Village’ mini-theme-park and giant one-breasted Amazon statue are both surreal.

Sinop Scruffy but historic port with chunky waterside fortifications and great seafood.

İnebolu Underrated small town with some attractive Ottoman architecture.



Where to Stay & Eat in Trabzon

Hotel Özgür: Özgür is among the most reliable of budget choices in the central Meydan area. €

Grand Vuslat: Super-central yet quiet location off the main square. Very friendly and a great deal off-season. €€

Berweuli: Ottoman cuisine along with European dishes offering sophistication but not pretention. View terrace, French/Italian music. €€

Following the Çay in Rize

Tea town

Rize (pop 120,000) is a wealthy city that’s synonymous with tea. Its central land-reclamation zone is dominated by the centrepiece Çay Çarşısı, a very contemporary ‘Tea Bazaar’ in a gigantic building shaped like a seven-storey Turkish tea-glass. On the main square near the free city museum and half-timbered post office, dolmuş 6 winds up 1.4km of steep narrow lanes to the hilltop Ziraat Botanik Tea Garden, the site of Rize’s first tea-plots. There are appealing views towards a small castle, a small tea-processing plant for visitors and nearby Çayla in a cafe/restaurant serving local foods while screening a wordless video showing tea picking, collection and transportation.


TYPICAL FOODS OF TRABZON & THE NORTHEAST

Kuymak Rough cornmeal melted together with a selection of different local cheeses to create a polenta-like dish. Also known as mıhlama or yağlaş.

Cağ kebabı Spiced lamb meat roasted on a long horizontal spit. Slices are then served on special skewer-forks. Best in Erzurum and Ardanuç.

Kaledoş Buttered beef chunks on a subtle bed of slow-cooked barley. Try it at Urartu Han in Van.

Büryan Whole sides of goat (in Bitlis/Tatvan) or lamb (in Siirt) baked in a tandir (clay oven).

Abdigör köfte Large meatball with a texture like frankfurter meat.

Karalahana sarması Mince-stuffed collard greens.

Pazı kavurma Lightly spiced sautéed chard, potato and onion mix.

Akçaabat köftesi Trabzon area’s take on veal patties.



Get High Above the Fırtına Valley

Ways to reach above the treeline

Overlooking long ribbons of Kaçkar mountain waterfall, Ayder was once a remote shepherding hamlet and hot-spring hamam centre. It’s now essentially a tourist village, but still beautiful and a handy base for onward exploration. Tour minibuses explore the Fırtına Valley but beware of those that also include Instagram-famed Pokut yayla (seasonal upland pasture hamlet). Gorgeous as the views might be, the ride up from lovely little Şenyuva is utterly punishing. If driving, the first 2km is arguably worth the pain to take the terrifying but unforgettable homemade Çulina cable car 500m across a valley to Kendini Koruyan Mahalle guesthouse.

Afternoon minibus tours from Ayder head for Husar, popular for watching the sun sink into puffy seas of clouds. If you want upland walks without the crowds, a great bet is Yukari Kavron, 12km from Ayder by daily dolmuș on a bearable unpaved road. Low-rise shepherds’ huts here frame a view of the main Kaçkar knife-edge ridge in a majestic U-shaped glacial valley.

The other major upland tourist hub is Uzungöl. Undoubtedly idyllic with twin minarets reflecting in the limpid waters of its central lake, it’s surrounded by soaring mountain slopes yet is easily accessible. These days, however, it feels almost overwhelmed by the endless cafes, restaurants, trinket shops, hotels and low-rise apartment-lodges (most closing September to April). Nonetheless, scenic (if mostly unpaved) drives loop on up through tiny Lustra hamlet to the beautiful high upland yayla at Karester, which retains a middle-of-nowhere vibe to go with glorious views and a couple of guesthouse cafes.
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Where to stay in Giresun, Ordu & Ünye

Taşbaşı Butik Otel: (Ordu) Historic house cheaper than nearby hotels yet with spacious, well-tended rooms and great views. €

Lonca Hotel: (Giresun) Unusually cosy and personable for a city centre hotel, handy for the castle. €€

Tuval Paşabahçe Konağı: High-ceilinged historic house in central Ünye with pared-back sense of unfussy style. Franco-Turkish management. €€

Rafting & More on the Fırtına River

Splash down

The road inland towards Ayder follows the rushing Fırtına River between a soaring, lush forest valley patchworked with improbably steep tea-gardens. In summer you can admire the scene on a rafting trip – there are plenty of boulders and rapids but the overall level of difficulty is low; well suited for keen beginners. Dozens of roadside operators offer similar tours along the 5km stretch for around US$30/160 per person/raft. Professional outfits include Dağ-Raft and Osmanlı Rafting. The latter has one of many short zip lines and sits beside the high-arched Timisvat historic footbridge. Many other similar structures further upstream are attractions in themselves: notably Ortan Köprüsü by the Yolun Dibi Cafe and, 2km further south, Şenyuva Taşkemer Köprüsü.

Minibus tours typically continue to Zilkale, an impressive riverside fortress tower, and pass Yusuf Yusuf Dev Salincak, Türkiye’s highest swing. Riding it feels like you’re doing a horizontal bungee jump.


KAÇKAR MOUNTAINS

The spectacular snaggle-toothed Kaçkars reach nearly 4000m. Accessed from the Black Sea area, misty foothill valleys are slavered with forests and gravity-defying tea-fields, then topped with grassy yayla shepherd meadows. Rural tourism is very developed at Ayder and the Fırtına Valley, but on the sunnier east side there are only a mere handful of homestays and guesthouses in tiny Bahal, Yaylalar and Olgunlar villages. However, these are great places to organise hiking and climbing trips and to get immersed in local culture.

Well-prepared trekkers can walk the 15km mountain trails between Olgunlar and Yukari Kavron (near Ayder), but by road it’s a whopping 290km via Artvin and the rebuilt 2023 city of (new) Yusufeli. If driving, many culturally Georgian sites are worth exploring en route.



Where to Sleep, Eat & Drink in Rize

Tombul: Grand high-ceilinged mansion offering perfectly cooked kebaps no pricier than local cafes. €

1984 Kitap Kafe: Artists stare down from the walls of this wonderfully alternative ‘Big Brother’ themed book-cafe. €

Grand Hotel 464: Contemporary, city-centre business-hotel tucked behind the market. Excellent value, English spoken, parking very limited. €€




Arriving

Many nationals are exempt from visas; for rules see mfa.gov.tr/consular-info.en.mfa. Land routes include an overnight train from Bulgaria, Arda-Tur buses from Thessaloniki (Greece), and various bus links to Georgia. The border with Armenia has been closed since 1993. Azerbaijan’s Nackhchivan exclave is temporarily open westbound only (into Türkiye, not back).
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By Air

Turkish Airlines has connections from 130 countries to 52 domestic destinations, mostly via İstanbul. Budget airline Pegasus offers a vast network too, much via SAW (Sabiha Gökçen, İstanbul’s ‘other’ airport). Antalya is the hub for Correndon Airlines and Freebird. İzmir, Bodrum and Dalaman all receive international charter and budget flights.

By Boat

Of some 15 ferry routes between Türkiye and the Greek Islands, the most frequent are Kos–Bodrum, Samos–Kuşadası, Chios–Çeşme, Lesbos–Ayvalık and Rhodes–Marmaris/Fethiye. There are also three ferry links from north Cyprus. The Trabzon–Sochi (Russia) ferry is slated to restart in 2024/5.


Money
Currency: Turkish Lira (₺)

CASH

Exchange rates are generally far better in Türkiye than you’ll find in Europe, and with lower commission. Avoid using airport offices to change more than a token amount: rates are vastly better in city centre döviz (exchange office) counters. In non-tourist cities these are often attached to jewellery stores. High inflation means that the Turkish lira tends to lose value rapidly, so it’s unwise to save cash for future trips. You’ll find a selection of ATMs in all major towns, but it’s worth checking a few as the transaction cost can vary considerably between banks (between €3 and €11 per withdrawal).

DEBIT & CREDIT CARDS

Contactless credit and debit cards (Visa or MasterCard) are widely accepted even in fairly rural parts, though it’s worth having some cash for rustic homestays. Aim to use a card that doesn’t incur oversees fees.

PAY BY PHONE

Türkiye has its own e-wallets but GooglePay and ApplePay are not accepted.







Getting Around

The Turkish transport system is remarkably efficient at dealing with the often vast distances that separate major population centres. Enormous infrastructure investments over the past decade are leading to an expanded network of fast highways, some in the east bypassing new reservoirs through a mindboggling series of tunnels and viaducts. The high-speed train network has reached Sivas and should extend to Bursa.
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INTERCITY BUS

Intercity buses are generally good value and super-comfortable. However, most will start from a bus station (otogar) that’s typically way out of town. The countless different bus companies usually have city-centre ticket offices and might offer free shuttles to the otogar.

DOLMUŞ (MINIBUS)

If you’re going between neighbouring cities, a dolmuş (minibus) has the advantage of lower prices, greater frequency and (usually) more central starting points. However, they stop frequently and can get crowded.

TRAIN

The railway network is relatively limited but rapidly expanding. There are high-speed lines from İstanbul to Konya (six hours) and to Ankara (4½ hours or eight hours overnight). İzmir–Denizli is slower but useful, and Ankara–Erzurum–Kars is a wintertime sleeper classic.

AIR

There are over 50 airports with domestic passenger services. Main carriers are Turkish Airlines (and its budget arm, AJet), Pegasus (low cost) and Sun Express. From any airport there’s a shuttle service to nearby cities; many are run by Havaş (havas.net/en/bus-services)

HIRING A CAR

In general, major roads are excellent and, away from major cities and tourist hubs, parking is typically quite easy. Even minor towns have car-rental agents, but check carefully with cheap deals that might have low-mileage limits, draconian damage charges etc.


DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the right
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Speed limit is 130km/h on otoyollar (motorways), 110km/h on smaller highways and 50km/h in built-up areas

0.05

Blood alcohol limit is 0.05%








TOOLKIT


The chapters in this section cover the most important topics you’ll need to know about in the Middle East. They’re full of nuts-and-bolts information and valuable insights to help you understand and navigate the Middle East and get the most out of your trip.
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Arriving

The Middle East is well served by air routes, including through Gulf transit hubs such as Dubai and Doha. With conflict or strife in Israel & the Palestinian Territories, Syria, Iraq and Iran – and Libya and Sudan – overland entry points to the region are restricted to Türkiye and Jordan. At the time of writing, travel in Israel & the Palestinian Territories, Syria, Iran and Iraq was advised against by most government agencies.
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Restricted Travels

At the time of writing, travel in Israel & the Palestinian Territories, Syria, Iran and Iraq was advised against by most government agencies; despite early signs of a thaw in tourism to the latter.




Via Jordan

Gaining visas and crossing borders between Jordan and Saudi Arabia is now easy in either direction. This allows visitors to widen their Middle East trip to include the Arabian Peninsula.




Via Türkiye

Türkiye can be reached overland from Georgia, Bulgaria and Greece, but it is currently not recommended to travel overland from Türkiye to other parts of the Middle East. Ferries operate from Türkiye to Greece and Cyprus.




Israeli Stamp

Currently Israel & the Palestinian Territories issue an Israeli stamp on a slip of paper instead of in a passport. Anyone with an Israeli stamp in their passport is forbidden to enter Lebanon (or Iran, Iraq or Syria when considered safe to visit).



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 the southern part of 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 dive or visit Ras Mohammed National Park.

The Sinai-only visa is available at the airport in Sharm El Sheikh and on arrival by ferry at Taba from Jordan. It is also available online or from an Egyptian embassy.





Getting Around

Despite overland travel within the region currently being made all but impossible by security issues, it is at least still possible to travel between Egypt and Jordan without resorting to a flight.



TRAVEL COSTS

Saloon Car Rental
From US$65 p/d

Flight from İstanbul to Cairo
From US$200

Train from Cairo to Aswan
From US$180

Fast ferry from Taba Heights to Tala Bay
US$70



Travelling Between Egypt & Jordan

Jordan and Egypt share part of the coast of the Red Sea and ferry services operate between the two countries. The fastest route (currently three times per week, one hour duration) crosses the Gulf of Aqaba between Taba Heights in the Sinai and Aqaba's Tala Bay complex.

Intercity Flights

With the exception of Jordan and Egypt, flying is currently just about the only feasible way to connect the currently accessible countries of the Middle East. Flying between Israel and other Middle Eastern countries is currently suspended. All other Middle Eastern capitals are linked with each other.


TIP

If you're intending to cycle in the region, don't forget to factor in the heat of midday and avoid the summer months from June to August.



TRAVEL RICH

Even if you intend to fly or travel by car for part of your Middle East journey, offset some of your carbon footprint by enjoying the rich variety of public transport options on offer. In Türkiye and Egypt these include cruise ships and traditional sailing boats that offer some of the best experiences that sea and river (respectively) can offer. In Jordan and Egypt, four-legged transport is possible in the form of camel riding, while horse riding is possible across the region.

 

Hiring a Car

Driving in the Middle East's main cities is frankly daunting, with high volumes of fast-moving traffic and less than reliable observance of road rules. In Türkiye, Lebanon and Jordan, however, driving is the best way to explore beyond urban areas and reach remoter places of interest.

Taxis in Egypt

In Egypt, self-driving is not common and is problematic due to security regulations, but engaging a taxi for an extended time (from a few hours to a few days) is relatively cheap. Finding a trusted driver is generally easy through your accommodation or a tour company.

Buses

Buses are the workhorses of the Middle East, and in most places they’re the only way of getting around. Most are reliable and comfortable, although this varies. In most Middle Eastern buses, ‘nonsmoking’ is not observed and onboard videos make sleep difficult.
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DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the right.

Avoid driving at night except on highways.

Watch out for potholes in rural areas.







Accommodation

Hotels

The Middle East has hosted travellers for so many centuries, it knows a thing or two about hospitality. From famous 19th-century hotels set up to welcome the world’s first package tourists to uber-chic modern boutique hotels, accommodation is widely available across the region. Ranging from international brands in all the big cities to cheap-and-cheerfuls in small towns, accommodation is only limited in the midrange category in Cairo and Alexandria.

Budget Hotals

If you’re not too fussy about the decor, basic but clean budget accommodation is relatively easy to find in all tourist areas. Fierce competition keeps prices low and standards reasonable. Often these cheaper stays offer the best advice for onward travel, and some organise tours or liaise with other traveller haunts to provide cheap transport. In remoter areas, standards of cleanliness vary considerably – check the room before you commit.

Hostels

There are official youth hostels in both Egypt and Israel and the Palestinian Territories (when safe to visit). It’s not usually necessary to hold a Hostelling International (HI) card to stay, but it will often get you a small discount.

In all currently accessible countries of the region you’ll find backpacker hostels open to all age groups, with accommodation often in dormitories and with shared bathroom facilities. These are often dynamic hubs for travellers, providing information on local attractions and public transport. Check hostelworld.com for more information.
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LOCAL TIP

You may think nothing lives in the desert, but you’ll think again when you meet with the region’s ubiquitous mosquito populations. These can drive you crazy at night, so pack a mosquito net, repellent or coil.




Dive & Surf Camps

For the opportunity to climb out of bed and wade straight into the water, nothing beats a dive camp. Some camps operate from Türkiye’s southern coast, but the majority are spread around the Red Sea in Egypt and Jordan. Many are beside a ‘house reef’ and most offer boat rides to dive sites, run courses and hire equipment. Lebanon’s coast at Batroun offers summertime camping and surfing.



AIRBNB & ILLEGAL HOTELS

Across the region, licensed hotel-owners lament the impact of Airbnb, which often undercuts local hotels. Laws guide the sector in Türkiye, Lebanon, Jordan and Egypt, but while in Lebanon the Lbnb initiative has helped inch tourism out of the doldrums, in Egypt homeshare schemes that flout the legal requirements are threatening livelihoods and impacting communities where tourism is a way of life. Before booking, ask your homestay choice if it’s licensed and be aware that your safety, security and insurance may be compromised if you stay in illegally rented premises.


HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN...

Budget hotel
US$30 or less

Independent hotel
From US$70

Five-star spa resort
Sky’s the limit!
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How to Get a Good Night’s Sleep

One of the biggest differences between a midrange and a budget hotel is the temperature control. Freezing cold in winter, some hotels don’t have heating and there may be insufficient blankets to keep you warm. Boiling hot in summer, there may be no fan or air-conditioning – or both are in the room but there’s no electricity! For a good night’s sleep, it’s worth checking exactly what facilities work before you sign up for a week.



Resorts

Some of the world’s most established resorts lie along the Turkish Mediterranean in a concept that has spread along the coasts of Lebanon and Egypt. Other main resort areas include the Red Sea’s Sharm El Sheikh and Hurghada, Aqaba and Eilat (when safe to visit). Usually offering all-inclusive packages, they make it difficult to leave the poolside!

Camping

Wild camping is not recommended anywhere in the Middle East, especially in times of heightened tensions among neighbouring countries, and given the large number of refugees camping out of necessity. Camping is possible, however, in organised sites across the region. Offering simple tented accommodation or space to pitch your own tent, they generally either include half board or have access to a restaurant.

Glamping

For those keen to go camping but not so keen on the reality, glamping is offered in Türkiye’s western and southern regions, in Jordan’s Wadi Rum, at various Red Sea locations in Egypt and in Maghdouche in Lebanon. With beds, en suite toilets and showers – linen and towels provided – glamping makes the outdoor experience that bit more comfortable.

Ecolodges

Many ecolodges (especially in Jordan, Lebanon and Egypt) are located in the region’s most beautiful landscapes. The Royal Society for the Conservation of Nature (RSCN has a track record of sustainable tourism in Jordan’s nature reserves, and accommodation here emphasises the welfare of the environment – as do the ecolodges of Egypt’s Western Desert oases and at Bkassine, Shouf and Tannourine in Lebanon.

Boat Cabins

One major form of accommodation in Türkiye and Egypt is on board a boat. Multiday trips around the Aegean Sea or along the Nile cater for all tastes and budgets, and range from a blanket on deck on a felucca (Egyptian sailing boat) to a super luxurious cabin on a cruise ship. Having breakfast with kingfishers or gulls is an added bonus.

ALTERNATIVE SLEEPS

Finding a night’s sleep doesn’t necessarily mean finding four walls. Cave hotels in Türkiye’s Cappadocia region are warm in winter; Bedouin tents in Jordan’s Wadi Rum keep out the summer sun. Spas capitalise on the region’s many therapeutic hot springs, including the pleasure domes of the Dead Sea, while in Iran (when possible to visit), there are caravanserai that once gave horse-traders a safe bed. Don’t forget accommodation on wheels – vintage vans and buses are stationed in Ehden and Jezzine in Lebanon, while an overnight sleeper from Cairo to Aswan is...an experience.





Family Travel

With Indiana Jones–style adventures, curiosities on land and at sea, and food that is deliciously bite-size, the Middle East is likely to inspire a lifetime of travel for the whole family. Children are universally loved and indulged throughout the region, creating opportunities for genuine engagement with other cultures – a benefit that far outweighs the one or two practical challenges of travelling with the family.


Older Teens

Dreaming of windsurfing towards a desert island? It’s possible along Egypt’s southern Red Sea coast. Or fancy jumping off cliffs into water? Again, possible in Jordan’s Wadi Mujib. What about posting a night in a cave on Instagram? That’s sorted too, in Türkiye’s Cappadocia. If you’re heading for a gap year, then planning this family holiday will be good practice for future travels on your own.

Eating Out

Kids will love trying pide (Türkiye’s answer to pizza) and kushari (Egypt’s spaghetti fest). Hot mezze include lots of tempting snacks such as falafel and sambousek (crispy parcels of pastry) that even fussy eaters will enjoy. Middle Eastern desserts, including honey-drenched kunafa (shredded dough and cream cheese) and omm ali (Egyptian bread pudding), are a family winner.


Babes in Arms

Gentle warmth, bright colours and paddling in calm waters are some of the many joys of being by the Med, Red or Dead Seas for tots. Add in a lullaby of sound and light, and all’s set for a good night’s sleep.




Tweens & Young Teens

With history books lived out in 3D, the Middle East is a fantastic place for the ancient past to come alive. With a bit of prepping on the pharaohs, the Romans and Biblical stories, teens can turn into teachers for the rest of the family.




Family Picks

The Pyramids of Giza, Egypt

Kids who have studied the pharaohs at school will love seeing them up close.

Rahmi M Koç Museum, Türkiye

Technology museum on the Golden Horn with hands-on/climb aboard displays.

Floating in the Dead Sea, Jordan

A bob in the saltiest water on earth is fun for older kids.

Cezar’s Projects, Shouf, Lebanon

Rural immersive experience offers pottery making, cooking lessons, herbal tea picking and a donkey farm.
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ELDERS OF THE FAMILY

The Middle East is full of bucket-list ‘must-dos’, so if you’re tagging along to help out with the tots, make sure you book some time out of your own. Senior citizens are treated with universal respect in the Middle East, and elder-assisted activities include birdwatching, guided tours and rural retreats. Spas and hammams ease post-hiking joints, while a trip down the Nile or on an Aegean cruise guarantee a few days to read that book you don’t normally have time for. Best of all, take an afternoon nap and you’ll be in the company of the region’s millions.


Camel & Horse Safari

• Travel by Camel Pace through Jordan’s Wadi Rum or arrive at the pyramids in Egypt like a nomad.

• Explore on Horseback Find your inner Indiana Jones on horseback at Petra – part of a Petra ticket. Family-oriented stables can also be found in Wadi Rum, Luxor and at both Shouf and Arnaoon Village in Lebanon.
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Family Health Tips

• Stomach Bugs Check uncooked food has been prepared with bottled water and avoid misshapen packaged ice-creams.

• Sunburn Family ‘musts’ include hats, sunscreen and long-sleeved shirts.

• Bites, Stings & Grazes Mosquito repellent, nets for the bed and beach shoes are recommended.


Being by the Beach

The beaches of the Middle East are ideal for families, and factoring in some beach time is a good way to relax after touring big sights. The safest and most easily accessible beaches are along Türkiye’s Mediterranean coast, but there are also many family-friendly beaches along Egypt and Jordan’s Red Sea coast and at Chekka and Byblos in Lebanon. Many offer child-oriented activities.




Theme Parks

Water parks make great fun for kids. Most coastal resorts offer day-use of water slides and kid-zone activities. In Türkiye and Egypt some offer fully supervised programs for youngsters, allowing older family members to do their own thing for a while.




CHALLENGES & SOLUTIONS

Baby Care

Disposable nappies (diapers), powdered milk, formula and bottled water are widely available across the region but less so in remoter areas. Stock up if heading out for camping trips. Breastfeeding in public is uncommon – pack a sarong for some privacy.

Getting About

Strollers are not much use given the lack of pavements and uneven ground. A sling or back carrier is better for carrying infants. Bring your own seatbelt or car seat as not all hire companies have them.

Eating Out

Children’s menus are uncommon in the region but it’s usually possible to request half portions.
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NO-FLY ZONES

Sailing the Nile Camping out under deck, cooking on board and drifting downstream along the Nile in a felucca brings out the scout in all of us.

Bike Hire Pedalling to the Valley of Queens in Egypt or a trail in Türkiye (cycling.goturkiye.com) allows family members to bond over biking stories.

Train Travel Trains with bunk beds link İstanbul, Ankara and İzmir in Türkiye, and offer a classic route from Cairo to Aswan in Egypt.





Health & Safe Travel

INSURANCE

Travel insurance is highly recommended, particularly if you are intending to engage in adventurous sports. Check your policy covers outdoor activities and emergency evacuation. The International Association for Medical Assistance to Travellers (iamat.org) has a list of reputable doctors across the region available to those who register.
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Vaccinations

The World Health Organisation (WHO) recommends that all travellers be covered for diphtheria, tetanus, measles, mumps, rubella and polio, as well as hepatitis B. Also ensure that all of your routine vaccination cover is complete. The consequences of these diseases can be severe and outbreaks do occur in the Middle East.

Safe Drinking Water

Tap water in the region ranges from heavily chlorinated in Türkiye to brackish in some desert areas in Egypt. The rule of thumb is that it’s safer to use bottled water (which is readily available), and this includes for brushing your teeth. Filtered water isn’t common for refilling bottles, but iodine or Steripen tablets help reduce plastic waste.


AVOIDING DEHYDRATION

To avoid sunstroke, and potentially fatal heatstroke, aim to drink sufficient water so that you produce pale, diluted urine.



TEMPERATURES
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Highest Temperature

Al Kharga Oasis, Egypt: 50.3°C
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Lowest Temperature

Erzurum, Eastern Türkiye: -25°C
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Average August Temperature

Beirut, Lebanon: 28°C
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Average February Temperature

Amman, Jordan: 8°C
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SECURITY

Visitors need to be alert to potential terrorism. Heightened tensions in the region at the time of writing have contributed to even tighter travel restrictions in the Sinai, the Eastern and Western deserts in Egypt, the south of Lebanon, around refugee camps in Jordan and all border areas. Follow government advisories and avoid protests and discussions of a political nature.





LGBTIQ+ Travellers

With the possible exception of major tourist destinations and resort areas where attitudes tend to be more tolerant, most of the Middle East is highly conservative and often discriminatory towards LGBTIQ+ identities. Legality of same-sex relationships differs from country to country so it is important to be mindful both of this, and of the fact that overt displays of affection in public between any two adults (including heterosexuals) may attract unwanted attention or even hostility.


Türkiye

Thanks to its multicultural nature and large LGBTIQ+ community, İstanbul is the safest city in which to be open about sexuality – although the Pride Parade (2003 to 2014) is no longer a feature of the city’s social calendar. Growing conservatism in the rest of Türkiye is contributing to a hardening of traditional attitudes.

Egypt

Although homosexuality is technically not a crime in Egypt, homosexual acts in public are, and gay men and women have been prosecuted under morality laws. Accessing the underground social scene in Cairo and Alexandria and using LGBTIQ+ dating apps is risky for foreigners.

Jordan

Homosexuality is not criminalised in Jordan, and Amman has a couple of gay-friendly spots.

Lebanon

In Lebanon homosexuality is illegal (as it is in neighbouring Syria, Iraq and Iran), but in Beirut a fairly liberal attitude prevails with a small but vibrant gay scene.

Israel & the Palestinian Territories

Although currently off-limits, Israel is the safest country in the region for gay travellers – homosexuality is legal, and Tel Aviv in particular has a thriving gay and lesbian scene.


HANDHOLDING

Across the Middle East it’s normal for adults of the same sex to hold hands. This is a sign of friendship.



LGBTIQ+ RESOURCES

Global Gayz – Middle East (globalgayz.com/middle-east) An excellent country-by-country rundown on the situation for LGBTIQ+ travellers in all countries of the Middle East.

Spartacus International Gay Guide (spartacusworld.com/gayguide) Good for information on gay-friendly bars and hotels. It also has a Gay Travel Index.
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Food, Drink & Nightlife


When to Eat

Breakfast Cheese, olives, tomatoes, egg or fuul (fava bean paste) are the most ubiquitous components of a Middle East breakfast.

Lunch The main meal of the day, lunch is taken anytime between noon and 4pm when everyone has returned from work or school.

Dinner From 7pm until late; light bites are often shared in a restaurant with family or friends.



Where to Eat & Drink


Restaurants Ranging from cheap family-oriented canteens without alcohol to raki-serving taverns and heritage hotels with wine menus, restaurants function as the principal forum for social gatherings. Many specialise in a particular type of food such as seafood, kebabs and local regional favourites.

Cafes Traditionally often male-oriented and offering shisha, cafes typically sell drinks but no food. Coffee shops are mostly found only in tourist areas.

Street food Hole-in-the-wall falafel vendors may not look glamorous, but the queue outside says it all.
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MENU DECODER

A’aish baladi Traditional bread. Used in lieu of cutlery.

Falafel Fried balls of mashed fava beans.

Fuul Fava bean paste.

Kebab Flame-grilled chunks of meat, usually lamb (kebap in Turkish).

Kibbeh Fried patty of bulgur wheat stuffed with minced lamb.

Kofta Spiced minced lamb or beef meatballs, skewered and grilled.

Mezze Hot and cold appetisers.

Miyah al-sharb Drinking water (maden suyu is mineral water in Turkish).

Sambusak Filled pastry (börek in Türkiye).

Salata Salad, generally chopped cabbage and onion.

Shish tawooq Chicken kebab.

Shwarma Grilled meat sliced from a spit and served in pitta-type bread with salad (döner kebap in Turkish).

Tabbouleh Finely chopped salad of bulgur wheat, parsley and tomato.

Tahini A paste of sesame seeds with oil, garlic and lemon.



How to… Enjoy Tea in a Coffeehouse

It’s barely possible to visit a souq or bazaar in the Middle East and not find your feet gravitating towards a traditional coffeehouse. Known as qahwa in much of the region, ahwa in Egypt and çay bahçesis (tea gardens) in Türkiye, most serve mainly tea, often laced with mint and sugar – despite borrowing their name from the Arabic word for coffee (ahwa). Traditionally the preserve of local male clients, who gather to share the news, play dominoes or compete in towla (backgammon), many now attract a mixed crowd: young, old, local or visitor, and regardless of gender.

Trying shisha, prepared in a decorative glass water pipe with velvet-sleeved mouthpiece, is something of a rite of passage in the region, but beware – it’s not a light smoke. Although there is less nicotine (0.05%) in shisha pipe tobacco, you puff on it for longer. An hour of shisha is equivalent to 10 cigarettes.


Cup of Turkish coffee
US$1–2

Local beer
US$3–7

Bottle of wine in a restaurant
US$17–700 (!)

1L bottled water
US$1–5

Fuul wrap
US$3–6

Shwarma/döner wrap
US$1–5

One mezze plate
US$3 (cold); US$10 (hot); US$25 (İstanbul!)

Midrange meal for two
US$12–80



Vegetarian & Vegan Dining


Although it’s normal for people of the Middle East to eat a vegetarian meal, the concept of vegetarianism is foreign. Say you’re a vegan and they may look mystified or assume that you’re ’fessing up to some strain of socially aberrant behaviour.

It’s easy to find vegetable-based dishes. These include mezze and salads, fuul, tasty cheese-and-spinach pastries and the occasional omelette. Look out for oven-baked vegetable tagens (stews baked in a terracotta pot) featuring okra and aubergine.

Try vegetables that are particular to Middle Eastern cuisine, including molokhiyya (aka moolookhiye or melokhia), a slimy but tasty green leafy vegetable known elsewhere as mallow. In Egypt it’s made into a highly popular garlic-flavoured soup with a glutinous texture. In Lebanon molokhiyya is used to make strongly spiced lamb and chicken stews.

The main source of inadvertent meat-eating is meat stock, which is often used to make otherwise vegetarian pilafs, soups and vegetable dishes. Your hosts may not even consider such stock to be meat, so they may assure you that the dish is vegetarian. Chicken and mutton also often lurk in vegetable dishes and mezze.
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Kosher

The best country for vegetarians is Israel (when safe again for travellers), where kosher laws don’t permit the mixing of meat and dairy products. This results in a lot of ‘dairy’ restaurants where no meat is served.




PERSIAN CUISINE

One of the undisputed highlights of travelling in the Middle East is sampling the exotic flavours of Persian cuisine. If you get the chance to eat in an Iranian restaurant (many of which are dotted around the Middle East, or when it’s safe again to visit Iran), you’ll find a whole philosophy of food appearing on your plate.

Ancient Persians believed foods such as fat, red meat, starch and alcohol provoked selfish behaviour, and promoted instead fruit, vegetables, chicken and fish. In practice, this philosophy was governed by a classification of ‘hot’ and ‘cold’ foods, which is still widely used today.

The distinction holds that ‘hot’ foods thicken the blood and speed metabolism while ‘cold’ foods have the opposite effect. So what’s ‘hot’ and what’s not? Unrelated to temperature, animal fat, wheat, sugar, sweets, wine, most dried fruits and nuts, fresh herbs (including mint and saffron) and most meats (with the exception of beef) are considered ‘hot’. ‘Cold’ foods include fish, yoghurt and watermelon, rice, many fresh vegetables (particularly radishes), fruits and beef. Pears, feta and tea are neutral.

The balance is apparent in dishes such as fesenjun (sauce of pomegranate juice, walnuts, eggplant and cardamom served over roast chicken and rice), where the pomegranate is balanced by the walnuts. On the table, ‘cold’ mast (yoghurt), cheese, radishes and greens are balanced with ‘hot’ kebabs, chicken and sweets. Getting the balance right when ordering your meal takes practice – but that’s no hardship!







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.

Travel Overland

You may currently be obliged to fly between countries of the Middle East, but you can reduce your carbon footprint on arrival by taking overnight trains, buses, boats and even horse-drawn carriages.

Go Local

Tourism is vital to many of the region’s economies. Spending your money in locally owned guesthouses, restaurants and shops, as well as engaging local guides, is a good way of ensuring money stays where it’s most needed.
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For responsible Red Sea diving experiences, head to Marsa Shagra, Marsa Nakari and Wadi Lahami; all run by Red Sea Diving Safari. Also look out for Green Fin dive centres, another eco-friendly operator.




It’s difficult to travel between Middle East countries without a flight, but not wholly impossible. Ferries connect Egypt with Jordan. Jordan has borders with Saudi Arabia, which leads into the Arabian Peninsula.



[image: jpg]

peter togel/shutterstock ©

LEARN LOCALLY

Take an alternative tour of Beirut to understand the country’s recent upheavals; save your appetite for a food tour in Cairo; or learn how the Azraq Wetland Reserve in Jordan is helping the comeback of an oasis.


Leave No Trace

Our travelling forebears may have delighted in etching their mark on the region’s ancient monuments, but there’s no excuse for leaving graffiti today. Clambering on masonry and removing anything from historical sites is similarly unacceptable.

Tread Lightly

Middle Eastern deserts may seem bereft of life forms, yet they are anything but. Think twice before going off-track and avoid companies promoting reckless 4WD or quad-bike adventures that care little about the environment.

Protect Biodiversity

Each country has designated protected areas to preserve the diversity of wildlife in the region’s rich habitats. Hiking and camping in these areas is a positive way to contribute to the resources of these essential reserves.
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Watch Wildlife

To see the inhabitants of the desert, a trip to Shaumari Wildlife Reserve in Jordan is recommended. While desert dwellers are hard to spot, birdwatching along Middle Eastern migratory routes is a regional highlight.

Animal Welfare

Traditionally in the Middle East, camels, horses and donkeys are used for transport or farm work. Not all are cared for, so avoid activities with maltreated animals.

Visits of Value

Some 23 towns in Türkiye are part of the Cittaslow network, which ties into the slow philosophy movement. Visit these towns and support the residents who have committed to protecting their cultural heritage.


In Egypt, buy traditional crafts to support the young apprentices learning their skills in workshops.




Look out for women’s cooperatives earning empowerment through selling crafts.




Sustainable Development Report

In the 2023 Sustainable Development Report, Egypt ranked 81st, Lebanon 95th, Jordan 77th and Türkiye 72nd out of 163 countries globally. Initiatives are being implemented throughout the region but uptake is inconsistent.




RESOURCES

Redsea-project.com
Responsible, eco-friendly dive operator.
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Jordanbiodiversity.com
Showcases Jordan’s extensive nature reserve system run by the RSCN.
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Lebanonclean.org
Listing environmental agencies keeping Lebanon ‘clean and green’.
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Accessible Travel

The Middle East, by and large, does not cater well for travellers with disabilities in terms of infrastructure and facilities. What it lacks in organised provision, however, it makes up for in terms of the readiness of local people to help those with special needs to overcome difficulties and enjoy their trip.


Getting About

With the exception of Türkiye’s big cities, much of the Middle East suffers from potholed surfaces, high kerbs and a lack of lifts and ramps. Planning ahead is essential.


Airport

In Türkiye, services for travellers with disabilities include parking spaces, ramps, and adapted toilets and doors at most airports. Elsewhere in the region, airports generally have trained support staff to help, given 48 hours’ notice.




Accommodation

Accessible guest rooms are more common in international chain hotels, but this is no guarantee of suitability. Check first for appropriate toilet and shower facilities, width of doors and access to the sea or pool.




Camel Dive Club & Hotel (cameldive.com) In Sharm El Sheikh; offers Red Sea diving for those with mobility issues.

Egypt Accessible Travel (egyptaccessibletravel.com) Offers wheelchair-accessible trips to the Pyramids, Alexandria and along the Nile.

Journeyable (journeyable.org) Provides an overview of accessible travel in Lebanon.

Accessible Jordan (accessiblejordan.com) A frank account of the accessible sites and services in Jordan.



MUSEUM ACCESS

New museums tend to be more widely accessible, with lifts, ramps and, sometimes, Braille information boards. Older museums less so, with steps, narrow corridors etc.

Archaeological Sites

Most archaeological sites in the region are difficult to access for travellers with disabilities. Petra, the Pyramids, Roman ruins and castles support only partial access, while tombs in the Valley of Kings are inaccessible for wheelchair users.

GETTING ABOUT İSTANBUL

Metro trains and stops have a disability-friendly structure with escalators, lifts, wide turnstiles, voice warnings, security guards, voice ticket machines, information in Braille and walking paths for the visually impaired.


Getting About Egypt

A division of Sixt Rent a Car, London Cab Egypt has a fleet of wheelchair-accessible TX4 black cabs fitted with an access ramp, and drivers who speak English. Book online or through their app.







Women Travellers

There’s a long tradition of women travelling solo in the Middle East. For the most part they enjoy the experience as much as their male counterparts and may even benefit from the wider access to interactions with local women. That said, it’s disingenuous to overlook the harassment that is often still a common experience of travelling in the region.


Travelling Alone

Across the region, travel is largely a sociable activity and it is considered surprising, if not odd, for anyone to be travelling without the company of friends and family. Travelling alone therefore attracts attention, not all of which is well-intentioned. Being confident in being alone sends the message that you’re comfortable in this status and do not need an unsolicited chaperone.

Sexual Harassment

The Middle East has a bad reputation for sexual harassment. In a 2013 UN survey, in Egypt alone 99.3% of local women reported harassment. For the most part, this presents as wearying amounts of cat-calling, leering or being followed, and minor groping in crowded spaces. Attitudes are changing, though, and sexual harassment was made a criminal offence in Egypt in June 2014, while in Türkiye, more equitable attitudes prevail in the cosmopolitan cities of the south and west.

Clothing

Across the region, both men and women are largely conservative in their clothing, covering shoulders, neck and knees. That said, there are distinct regional differences, with the western and southern coasts of Türkiye being more liberal than most. In resorts and tourist destinations, tight-fitting and skimpy clothing is more acceptable, but elsewhere it may cause offence or be misinterpreted by some as an invitation to make an unwelcome advance.

Precautions

Socialising in tourist areas is part of the excitement of travel, but travellers should be aware of incidences of spiked drinks and drug use reported in Türkiye. Avoiding accepting drinks from strangers is a sensible precaution.

Other strategies for averting unwanted advances include avoiding budget-end hotels in out-of-the-way places, checking doors are lockable, and ignoring unexpected phone calls to your hotel room at night. If being followed, move towards other women or family groups, enter a shop or speak out confidently.

[image: jpg]

ria yui/shutterstock ©

SEGREGATION

Within Middle Eastern society there are quite distinct ‘men’s areas’ and ‘women’s areas’, and this informal segregation is something often initiated and enforced by women. It can be quite uncomfortable for either group if a woman sits in a traditionally man’s area. In some instances, it could compromise a woman’s safety.

This self-imposed segregation varies considerably across the region, but typical men-only areas include some traditional coffeehouses, front seats of taxis and back seats of buses. Women-only areas include family rooms in restaurants and public beaches on certain days of the week. Public baths (hammams) usually reserve days for women-only bathing.





Nuts & Bolts

OPENING HOURS

Working Week Sunday to Thursday (Egypt and Jordan) Monday to Friday (Türkiye and Lebanon)

End of Week Holiday Friday (Egypt and Jordan): many shops and services reopen on Friday evening, especially in tourist destinations. Sunday (Lebanon and Türkiye)

Seasonal Difference Shops and businesses tend to work shorter hours in winter and open earlier in summer to allow for a longer lunchtime siesta. During Ramadan (the month-long fast for Muslims), almost everything shuts down in the afternoon.

Opening Hours Shopping malls: 10am–10pm Museums: vary, some close on Monday Cafes: 10am–late Bars: 2pm–late


GOOD TO KNOW

Time zone
GMT/UTC+2hr (Egypt); GMT/UTC+3hr (Türkiye, Lebanon, Jordan)

Country codes
20 (Egypt); 961 (Lebanon); 962 (Jordan); 90 (Türkiye)



Electricity

Türkiye, Jordan, Lebanon 230V/50Hz

Egypt 220V & 230V/50Hz


Weights & Measures

All countries in the Middle East use the metric system.

Alcohol

Legal drinking age in Türkiye and Jordan 18; in Egypt 21; no legal drinking age in Lebanon.



MY PRICE OR YOURS?

Bargaining is a way of life in the Middle East and, like it or loathe it, it’s a skill worth honing. Often viewed with suspicion by those from a fixed price culture (who tend to interpret it as a means by which to scalp the tourist), bartering is part of the cultural weave.

Bartering implies that items do not have a value per se – their value is governed by what you are willing to pay balanced against the sum for which the vendor is happy to sell. This subtle exchange is dependent on many factors, including the number of previous vendors that day, an estimation of the customer’s ability to pay and even the vendor’s mood.

Insisting on being given ‘the real price’ misses the point – and the opportunity to engage in a time-honoured form of social interaction.

PUBLIC HOLIDAYS

Businesses and government offices across the region close on Islamic public holidays. Opening hours at tourist sights may be affected; check locally. Türkiye, Lebanon, Jordan and Egypt share the following public holidays.

Fixed-Date Holidays

New Year’s Day 1 January

Labour Day (not Lebanon) 1 May

Coptic/Orthodox Christmas 7 January

Islamic Holidays

The Islamic calendar is based on a lunar cycle and advances by around 10 days each year in the Gregorian calendar.

Moulid An Nabi The birthday of the Prophet Muhammad.

Eid Al Fitr (Feast of Fast-Breaking) The end of Ramadan and a three-day festival.

Eid Al Adha (Feast of the Sacrifice) Commemorates the sacrifice of Ibrahim (Abraham) with the slaughter of a sheep. The holiday lasts around four days.

Ras As Sana Islamic New Year.


SMOKING

Smoking is banned in public places (government institutions, educational facilities and sporting grounds) in Egypt, Türkiye, Jordan and Lebanon. In Türkiye and Lebanon, smoking is also banned on public transport and in restaurants, cafes and shopping malls. Prohibitions, however, are not strictly enforced in the region, so smoking is common.

Public toilets

Public facilities with sit-down toilets are available in museums, transport hubs and major tourist sites across the region. Squat toilets are more common in remoter areas, although public conveniences are few and far between. Paper (bring your own) is generally not flushed but placed in the basket next to the toilet.


GOOD TO KNOW

Emergency number (Ambulance) 123 (Egypt); 112 (Türkiye, Lebanon); 199 (Jordan)

Combined Population of Türkiye, Egypt, Jordan and Lebanon 213 million



BARTERING ETIQUETTE

Bartering (bargaining/haggling) is about deciding what you are willing to pay – use your interpersonal skills to persuade the vendor to match it.

Haggling over the price is a sociable activity, so accept any refreshments offered – refusing hospitality is seen by many as offensive.

Don’t pay the first price quoted; this can be seen as arrogant.

Start below the sum you wish to buy at, but not so low that you insult the vendor.

Smile and say goodbye if negotiations aren’t going well. This may bring the price down.

Don’t compare prices with other travellers – it ruins the pleasure of buying at the price you were happy with.


Etiquette

Mosques Remove shoes before entering a mosque.

Touching Couples should avoid public displays of affection.

Feet Don’t show the soles of your feet; if sitting on the ground, tuck legs under or to the side.

Hands Eat with your right hand; the left is used for ablutions.

Ramadan Be mindful of eating or drinking in public during the fasting month of Ramadan.
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PHOTOGRAPHY

Some Dos and Don’ts of Photography

With tensions running high across the Middle East at present, it is worth being extra sensitive about taking photographs. The following tips will help avoid an unwanted incident with the authorities or giving offence in a conservative region.

Do…

Exercise caution when taking photographs in the Jordan Valley.

Ask for permission before photographing people.

Respect the reply if someone refuses to be photographed.

Avoid taking photographs of refugee camps.

Be discreet if photographing anything that could be construed as negative about a country (rubbish dumps, littering, impoverished settlements).

Don’t…

Photograph anything even vaguely military in nature.

Snap strategic structures such as bridges, train stations, airports, border crossings and other public works.

Photograph soldiers or policemen.

Take a photograph of a woman, if you’re a man, or even ask permission for a photograph.

Take photos of a religious service, including worshippers during prayer time in a mosque.





Visas, Embassies & Tour Guides

While travelling around the Middle East is currently complicated by regional conflicts in Israel & the Palestinian Territories and security issues in Iran, Iraq and Syria, regulations guiding entry to Türkiye, Lebanon, Jordan and Egypt are straightforward. Travelling around these four countries is equally easy, although in Egypt there are many regulations imposed for visitor protection. Taking a tour of Egypt removes these concerns. In fact, tours can bring out the best of each country in the region.


VISAS AT A GLANCE

Visas in Advance

• Egypt (visa2egypt.gov.eg) If entering overland from Israel.

• Jordan (jordan-tourism.com) If you need a multiple-entry visa.

• Lebanon Not required in advance.

• Türkiye (evisa.gov.tr/en) Purchase online before travel.

Visas on Arrival

• Egypt Except if crossing from Israel (when safe to do so).

• Jordan Single-entry visas except if first entry is via King Hussein/Allenby Bridge.

• Lebanon Free on arrival for all.

Egypt

Egyptian tourist visas, allowing a stay of up to 30 days, are easy to obtain on arrival by air at Taba Heights ferry terminal or in advance at Jordan’s port in Aqaba. Visa fees vary by nationality. Entering Egypt overland from Jordan via Israel & the Palestinian Territories is currently not recommended.

Jordan

Visas, required by all visitors, are available on arrival (JD40 for most nationalities) at international airports and most of Jordan’s land borders. Buying a Jordan Pass (jordanpass.jo) online before entering the country is recommended: this waives the cost of a visa in addition to giving free access to many sights in Jordan, including Petra. It’s not possible to get a visa on arrival at King Hussein Bridge or at Wadi Araba.


CUSTOMS ALERT FOR EGYPT

If arriving into Taba Heights by ferry from Jordan’s Tala Bay, note that customs officials may forbid you from bringing some makes of camera and telephoto lens into the country. If they seize your equipment, they will issue a receipt and keep it safely for you, but you will have to pay a small storage charge to retrieve your things when you exit. This obviously means that you must return to Jordan after your Egypt visit.



ISRAELI PASSPORT STAMP

Arab countries have varying policies on admitting travellers whose passports show evidence of a visit to Israel. While it’s no issue for Jordan and Egypt, with which Israel has peace treaties, nor for Tunisia, Morocco and parts of the Gulf, it is a bar against admission to Lebanon and Saudi Arabia (and also Iran, Iraq and Syria when they’re considered safe to visit). Although Israeli passport inspectors now issue a small loose-leaf entry card in lieu of a stamp, a determined border official may still piece together the evidence of a visit from the exit stamps of neighbouring countries.
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CHECKLIST

• Ensure your passport is valid for a minimum of six months.

• Check government travel advisories before booking an airline ticket.

• Obtain online visas where required.

• Buy travel insurance that covers the areas you intend to visit.

• Inform your credit-/debit-card company before you leave home.

• In the region, don’t be tempted to stray into areas that may invalidate your insurance.

Lebanon

Free one-month single-entry tourist visas are available at Beirut’s airport for many nationalities.

Türkiye

If you come from Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Israel, Italy, Japan, New Zealand, Sweden and Switzerland, you don’t need a Turkish visa for stays of up to 90 days. For most other nationalities, three-month, multiple-entry tourist visas (best applied for online two days in advance) can be purchased prior to arrival – bring a print-out to show on entry. Fees range from US$15 to US$80 depending on nationality. Many Western nationals can obtain a visa on arrival in Türkiye, but extra charges may apply.

Embassies & Consulates

There’s a limit to the extent an embassy or consulate can help their nationals if they experience difficulties abroad. All visitors are bound by the laws of the country in which they are travelling and an embassy will not be sympathetic to travellers who commit a crime locally, even if such actions are legal at home. In genuine emergencies, assistance is likely to be limited to acquiring a new passport, but a loan for onward travel is out of the question – this is what insurance is for.


TOURIST INFORMATION

Most countries in the region have tourist offices with branches in big towns and at tourist sights. These may provide maps but, with the exception of Israel and the Palestinian Territories, booking accommodation or any other service is typically beyond their resources. The best way to gain information locally is to ask your hotel reception or a local guide.



Government Advisories

Embassies are not sympathetic towards visitors who find themselves in trouble in a country where government advisories have recommended ‘essential travel only’. Checking these advisories before a trip, and the validity of travel insurance for each destination planned, is essential. Any risks you choose to take are your responsibility if you disregard the recommendations given in a government advisory or stipulations made by your insurance.

TOURS

Tours are a good way to visit the highights of the region in a time-efficient way. For sustainable tour options, visit responsibletravel.com.

Intrepid (intrepidtravel.com) Tours to most Middle Eastern countries.

Passport Travel (travelcentre.com.au) Tours to Türkiye, Egypt, Iran and Jordan.

Dabuka Expeditions (dabuka.de) German expeditions into the Egyptian Sahara.

Terres d’Aventure (terdav.com) French operator that visits most countries in the region.

Ancient World Tours (ancient.co.uk) Ancient Egypt specialists.

Andante Travels (andantetravels.co.uk) Archaeology tours, including to southeastern Türkiye.

Crusader Travel (crusadertravel.com) Sinai treks and Red Sea diving.

Bestway Tours & Safaris (bestway.com) A huge range of tours to most countries.

Yalla Tours (yallatours.com) Middle East specialists.
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Taking to the Water

Cruising the world’s longest river, admiring the beauty of the Nile Valley and visiting Egypt’s ancient monuments make for an unforgettable trip. But Egypt is not the only country to offer waterway journeys – there are also liveaboard diving trips in the Red Sea from Jordan and Türkiye’s famous blue cruises in the Mediterranean. Here are a few tips to help you launch a waterborne trip.


WHICH CRUISE IS BEST FOR YOU?

• Best for adventure A felucca trip in Egypt from Aswan to Kom Ombo or Edfu.

• Made for romantics A luxury dahabiyya from Luxor to Aswan in Egypt.

• Most popular route Türkiye’s Gulf of Gökova on a blue cruise.

• Far from madding crowds Boat safaris on southern Egypt’s Lake Nasser combining cruising and trekking.

• With underwater in mind A yacht or liveaboard trip from Jordan’s Aqaba, or Egypt’s Sharm El Sheikh or Hurghada.

Nile Itineraries

In Egypt, large cruisers stick to rigid itineraries on the Luxor–Aswan route. Days are spent visiting monuments and relaxing on deck. At night there are cocktails, dancing and fancy-dress parties. Traditional sailing boats (feluccas and dahabiyyas) can stop at small islands or antiquities sights. More time is spent sailing by day and there’s stargazing, leisurely dinners and music by the crew at night.

Blue Cruise Itineraries

To explore Türkiye’s southern coast, head to Bodrum for a mavi yolculuk (blue cruise). Typically a week long, these trips are aboard a chartered gület (traditional wooden yacht). While captain and crew sail, and prepare and serve meals and drinks, guests sleep – in the on-board cabins or on deck under the stars – or swim in secluded coves and scenic bays. Tours of the Gulf of Gökova are among the most popular itineraries, taking in beauty spots like Orak Island (a favourite destination for divers), placid Çökertme Bay, the Seven Islands archipelago and Sedir Adası/Cleopatra Beach.

Red Sea Itineraries

From Jordan’s Aqaba, yachts leave from Ayla Marina on day excursions that offer a buffet lunch and include snorkelling gear. Sunset cruises in the Gulf of Aqaba are also popular. Liveaboard boats offer week-long sea voyages from Sharm El Sheikh, anchoring offshore near Sinai’s top dive sites, including Tiran Island, Ras Mohammed National Park and Suez shipwrecks.

Lake Nasser Itineraries

Because so few cruisers operate on Lake Nasser in southern Egypt, moorings are seldom crowded and monuments (with the exception of Abu Simbel) are rarely busy. Itineraries are generally three nights/four days in length 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 busiest time for a blue cruise in Türkiye. It’s the cheapest season for a Nile cruise in Egypt due to extreme heat. Despite the heat, it’s a good time for a liveaboard diving adventure in the Red Sea.

Where to start Most Nile cruises from Luxor are a day longer than those going downstream from Aswan, which explore the shores of Lake Nasser. In Türkiye, Marmaris, Fethiye and other southern Med cities offer blue cruises, but Bodrum is the most popular. Aqaba, Sharm El Sheikh and Hurghada all offer boat trips of various lengths.

Cabin choice In general, on big cruise boats, it’s better to avoid the lowest deck to maximise on river or sea views. On smaller, traditional vessels, you can sleep on deck.

Other options If you miss out on booking the perfect cruise, there are less glamorous options that are just as adventurous. The ferries that ply the waters of the Aegean and Mediterranean as a form of transport between islands all offer beautiful views of the coast. Similarly the ferry from Jordan to Egypt gives a glimpse of three countries from one porthole.





Travelling Beyond the Region

Straddling the crossroads of ancient empires, the Middle East has long been considered a vital conduit for knowledge, trade and pilgrimage. While current geopolitical tensions restrict travel within the region, the Middle East still functions as a launching point for extended travels beyond.


TIPS FOR TRAVELLING ONWARDS

• When to go March–May is the best time for the Caucuses with meadows of spring flowers. Avoid hot, humid summers (April to October) in the Arabian Peninsula.

• Plan ahead Buy a visa online before you reach a border to save waiting in long queues.

• How to travel Intercity buses are the best way of connecting Türkiye or Jordan with neighbouring countries.

Saudi Arabia

Once the full stop in a Middle Eastern journey, Saudi Arabia is now one of the easiest countries in the region to visit and transit through. Having relaxed restrictions on foreign tourism, the country now offers visas on arrival and extends a warm welcome to the independent few who cross from Jordan. With booming towns and cities, high mountains along Jeddah’s Red Sea coast and ancient wonders at Madain Saleh and Diraiyah, it’s a country that deserves renewed exploration. As home to the pilgrimage cities of Mecca and Medina, it’s been hosting travellers for centuries.

Sultanate of Oman

Thanks to a phenomenal feat of engineering, it is now possible to travel overland between Saudi Arabia and Oman – across a corner of the Empty Quarter. The road slides through the northern section of the Rub al Khali, the largest ‘sea of sand’ in the world, through an extravagantly beautiful sequence of dunes. Renowned for its own majestic landscapes, ancient forts, accessible desert camps and uninterrupted Arabian Sea coastline, Oman is rich in heritage and warm in welcome. This makes it a hard country to leave.

The Gulf

From Saudi Arabia or Oman, it’s possible to cross into the United Arab Emirates. The genteel capital Abu Dhabi is graced by the Louvre, glamorous hotels, a magnificent mosque and a coastline of seagrass and grazing dugongs, revving up the entertainment at the F1 circuit. Nearby Dubai, meanwhile, is arguably the region’s most exciting modern city: claiming the tallest building, largest shopping mall, largest artificial island and only seven-star hotel in the world among its many contemporary attractions, Dubai is the perfect antithesis to travelling through its more traditional Gulf neighbours. Doha in Qatar gives Dubai a run for its money, while Manama in Bahrain and Kuwait City offer quieter attractions. Both are accessible by causeway or overland from Saudi Arabia.


TRAVELLING ON FROM TÜRKIYE

Go west Straddling two continents, Türkiye (and indeed the city of İstanbul) has a western foothold in Europe. From here, road and rail routes lead to Bulgaria and Greece.

Go east Türkiye has three borders with the countries of the Caucuses. Only the border with Georgia is open to foreign travellers.







Arabic Language

Most of the following phrases are in MSA (Modern Standard Arabic), which is the official language of the Arab world. There are significant differences between MSA and the colloquial Arabic varieties spoken. Egyptian, Gulf and Levantine Arabic are the most commonly spoken, sometimes mutually unintelligible and with no official written form. Arabic is written from right to left in Arabic script. Read our pronunciation guides as if they were English and you should be understood.
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NUMBERS

1

واحد

waa·hid

2

اثنين

ith·nayn

3

ثلاثة

tha·laa·tha

4

اربعة

ar·ba·’a

5

خمسة

kham·sa

6

ستة

si·ta

7

سبعة

sab·’a

8

ثمانية

tha·maan·ya

9

تسعة

tis·’a

10

عشرة

’ash·ar·a
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DONATIONS TO ENGLISH

Numerous – including alcohol, assassin, coffee, cotton, jar, syrup




Introduction to Arabic

Muslims say that Arabic is the most perfect language of all, as it’s the language in which the Quran was revealed. Religious beliefs aside, the international status of Arabic is impressive: it’s one of the world’s 10 most widely spoken languages, with over 300 million speakers. Arabic is spoken as the first language across the Middle East and North Africa and is widely used as a second language throughout the Islamic world. It has official status in 25 countries, the Arab League and the African Union, and it’s one of the six official languages of the United Nations.



DISTINCTIVE SOUNDS

The gh is a guttural sound (like the Parisian French ‘r’), r is rolled, and kh sounds like the ‘ch’ in the Scottish loch.

Pronunciation

Stress is usually on the syllable which has the shaddeh (ّ). The hamzeh (ء) is approximately a glottal stop and is pronounced a bit like the pause in the middle of ‘uh-oh’.

MSA

Modern Standard Arabic or MSA is the modernised version of Classical Arabic, used in schools, administration and the media – the official lingua franca of the Arab world.
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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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Turkish Language

Turkish belongs to the Ural-Altaic language family. It’s the official language of Türkiye and Northern Cyprus, and has more than 80 million speakers worldwide.


Basics

Hello. Merhaba. mer·ha·ba

Goodbye. Hoşçakal. hosh·cha·kal

Yes. Evet. e·vet

No. Hayır. ha·yuhr

Excuse me. Bakar mısınız. ba·kar muh·suh·nuhz

Sorry. Özür dilerim. er·zewr dee·le·reem

Please. Lütfen. lewt·fen

Thank you. Teşekkür ederim. te·shek·kewr e·de·reem

You’re welcome. Bir şey değil. beer·shay de·eel

How are you? Nasılsınız? na·suhl·suh·nuhz

Fine, and you? İyiyim, ya siz? ee·yee·yeem ya seez

What’s your name? Adınız nedir? a·duh·nuhz ne·deer

My name is … Benim adım … be·neem a·duhm …

Do you speak English? İngilizce konuşuyor musunuz? een·gee·leez·je ko·noo·shoo·yor moo·soo·nooz

I understand. Anlıyorum. an·luh·yo·room

I don’t understand. Anlamıyorum. an·la·muh·yo·room

Directions

Where is …?

… nerede? … ne·re·de

What’s the address?

Adresi nedir? ad·re·see ne·deer

Could you write it down, please?

Lütfen yazar mısınız? lewt·fen ya·zar muh·suh·nuhz

Can you show me (on the map)?

Bana (haritada) gösterebilir misiniz? ba·na (ha·ree·ta·da) gers·te·re·bee·leer mee·seen·neez

It’s straight ahead.

Tam karşıda. tam kar·shuh·da

at the traffic lights

trafik ışıklarından tra·feek uh·shuhk·la·ruhn·dan

Signs

Açık Open

Bay Male

Bayan Female

Çıkış Exit

Giriş Entrance

Kapalı Closed

Sigara İçilmez No Smoking

Tuvaletler Toilets

Yasak Prohibited

Emergencies

Help! İmdat! eem·dat

I’m lost. Kayboldum. kai·bol·doom

Leave me alone! Git başımdan! geet ba·shuhm·dan

Call a doctor! Doktor çağırın! dok·tor cha·uh·ruhn

Call the police! Polis çağırın! po·lees cha·uh·ruhn

I’m ill. Hastayım. has·ta·yuhm

I’m allergic to (nuts). (Çerezlere) alerjim var. (che·rez·le·re) a·ler·zheem var


NUMBERS

1

bir beer

2

iki ee-kee

3

üç ewch

4

dört dert

5

beş besh

6

altı al-tuh

7

yedi ye-dee

8

sekiz se-keez

9

dokuz do-kooz

10

on on







Glossary

This glossary contains some English, Arabic (Ar), Egyptian (E), Jordanian (J), Lebanese (Leb) and Turkish (T) words and abbreviations you may encounter in this book.


Abbasid dynasty – Baghdad-based successor dynasty to the Umayyad dynasty; ruled from AD 750 until the sacking of Baghdad by the Mongols in 1258

abu (Ar) – father or saint

acropolis – high city; hilltop citadel of a classic Hellenic city

agora – open space for commerce and politics in a classic Hellenic city, such as a marketplace or forum

ahwa (E) – see qahwa

Ayyubid dynasty – Egyptian-based dynasty (AD 1169–1250) founded by Saladin

badia (J) – stone or basalt desert

bait – see beit

baksheesh – alms or tip

balad (Ar) – land or city

beit (Ar) – house; also bait

calèche (E) – horse-drawn carriage

cami(i) (T) – mosque

caravanserai – see khan

cardo – road running north–south through a Roman city

çarşı (T) – market or bazaar

çay (T) – see shai

decumanus – road running east–west through a Roman city

deir (Ar) – monastery or convent

dervish – Muslim mystic; see also Sufi

dolmuş (T) – minibus that sometimes runs to a timetable but more often sets off when it’s full

Eid al-Adha – Feast of Sacrifice marking the pilgrimage to Mecca

Eid al-Fitr – Festival of Breaking the Fast celebrated at the end of Ramadan

Fatimid dynasty – Shiite dynasty (AD 908–1171) from North Africa, later based in Cairo, claiming descent from Mohammed’s daughter Fatima

felafel – deep-fried balls of chickpea paste with spices; ta’amiyya in Egypt

felucca – traditional wooden sailboat used on the Nile in Egypt

fuul – paste made from fava beans

gület (T) – traditional wooden yacht

hajj – annual Muslim pilgrimage to Mecca; one of the five pillars of Islam

hamam (T) – see hammam

hammam (Ar) – bathhouse; hamam in Turkish

haram – anything that is forbidden by Islamic law; also refers to the prayer hall of a mosque

hasid – (plural hasidim) member of an ultra-orthodox Jewish sect; also hared

Hejira – Mohammed’s flight from Mecca to Medina in AD 622; the starting point of the Muslim era and the start of the Islamic calendar

imam – prayer leader or Muslim cleric

jebel (Ar) – hill, mountain; gebel in Egypt

keffiyeh (Ar) – chequered scarf worn by Arabs

khan – travellers’ inn, usually constructed on main trade routes, with accommodation on the 1st floor and stables and storage on the ground floor; also caravanserai, han, wikala in Egypt

kibbutz – (plural kibbutzim) Jewish communal settlement run cooperatively by its members

kilim – woven rug

Koran – see Quran

kosher – food prepared according to Jewish dietary law

lokanta (T) – restaurant

madrassa – Muslim seminary; modern Arabic word for school; medrese(si) in Türkiye

mahalle(si) (T) – neighbourhood, district of a city

masjid (Ar) – mosque

medina – city or town, especially the old quarter of a city


medrese(si) (T) – see madrassa

meydan(ı) – see midan

meyhane (T) – (plural meyhaneler) tavern

mezze – a collection of appetisers or small plates of food; meze in Turkish

midan (Ar) – town or city square; meydan(ı) in Turkish (plural meydanlar)

mihrab – niche in a mosque indicating direction of Mecca

minbar – pulpit used for sermons in a mosque

muezzin – cantor who sings the call to prayer

mullah – Muslim scholar, teacher or religious leader

nargileh (Ar) – water pipe used to smoke tobacco; sheesha in Egypt

obelisk – monolithic stone pillar with square sides tapering to a pyramidal top; used as a monument in ancient Egypt

otogar (T) – bus station

pansiyon – pension, B&B or guesthouse

pasha – Ottoman governor appointed by the sultan in Constantinople

pylon – monumental gateway at the entrance to a temple

qahwa (Ar) – coffee, coffeehouse; ahwa in Egypt

qasr – castle or palace

Quran – the holy book of Islam; also Koran

Ramadan – ninth month of the lunar Islamic calendar during which Muslims fast from sunrise to sunset; Ramazan in Turkish

ras (Ar) – cape, headland or head

Saladin – (Salah ad-Din in Arabic) Kurdish warlord who retook Jerusalem from the Crusaders; founder of the Ayyubid dynasty

servees – shared taxi with a fixed route

Shabbat – Jewish Sabbath observed from sundown on Friday to one hour after sundown on Saturday

shai (Ar) – tea; çay in Turkish

sheesha (E) – see nargileh

sheikh – venerated religious scholar; also shaikh

Shiite – one of the two main branches of Islam

shwarma – grilled meat sliced from a spit and served in pita-type bread with salad; also döner kebap in Turkish

siq (Ar) – narrow passageway or defile such as the one at Petra

souq – market or bazaar

Sufi – follower of any of the Islamic mystical orders that emphasise dancing, chanting and trances in order to attain unity with God; see also dervish

sultan – absolute ruler of a Muslim state

Sunni – one of the two main branches of Islam

ta’amiyya (E) – see felafel

tell – ancient mound created by centuries of urban rebuilding

Umayyad dynasty – first great dynasty of Arab Muslim rulers, based in Damascus (AD 661–750); also Omayyad dynasty

wikala (E) – see khan

willayat – village

ziggurat (Far) – rectangular temple tower or tiered mound built in Mesopotamia by the Akkadians, Babylonians and Sumerians







STORYBOOK

Our writers delve deep into different aspects of Middle Eastern life.





History of the Middle East in 20 Places

A brief history of the Middle East’s fascinating past.

Pomegranates in the Middle East

Learn about the importance of the pomegranate in the region.

The Tales of Ta’arof

It’s important to understand Iran’s ta’arof ritual.

Iraq: An Enchanting Blend

Iraq’s rich cultural legacy continues into the present day.

Israeli Culture

Take a peek into Israel’s culture through its music, TV and cinema.

Tree of Love

The importance of olive trees and olive oil in the Palestinian Territories can’t be overstated.

The Soul of Lebanon

Lebanese resilience is woven into its cultural fabric.

Syrian Media

Syria’s films and TV shows have been entertaining the region for generations.
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A HISTORY OF THE MIDDLE EAST IN
20 places

Hike along almost any trail in the Middle East and you quickly realise you’re not alone. All around are the reminders of pharaohs, Roman centurions, pilgrims from three monotheistic faiths, Mongol conquerors, Crusaders, nomads, freedom fighters and refugees. By Jenny Walker


HIDDEN AMONG THE poppies, next to a turquoise agama sunning itself on a rock, is a piece of masonry protruding from the undergrowth. It’s just builders’ rubble, the kind that turns up on any walk in any country...except that this is the Middle East, and this rubble is approximately 1800 years old.

Human beings have thrived in this part of the world for thousands of years, evolving from hunter-gatherers to the very first organised communities of city-dwellers. Many of the greatest civilisations on earth are rooted here, each layering accretions of culture, knowledge and belief upon the rocky landscape and leaving behind pearls of human wisdom...and ruins. The history of the Middle East has been marked by construction, as much as by destruction, as one dominant power after another has sought to assert its authority.

Whatever one’s views of the rise and fall of empires and the struggle of nation-states to express their identity, history continues to inform the daily lives of all here. Travel to the Middle East today, and you’ll be playing your own part in a story that’s still being written.

1. Wadi Al Hitan, Egypt

PRE-HUMAN HISTORY

With all the talk of ancient civilisations in the Middle East, it’s easy to forget that a whole world was here long before humans arrived. In fact, go far enough back in time and the sea was once land and the land was once sea. Not buying it? Then take a trip to Wadi Al Hitan, about 300km inland in Egypt’s Western Desert. Protected in a national park are the bones of whales marooned here 33 million years ago. In this age of the Anthropocene, it’s a healthy reminder that nature was here first.

For more on Wadi Al Hitan

2. Bayda at Little Petra, Jordan

THE ARRIVAL OF FARMING

It always seems extraordinary when archaeologists get excited by the walls near Jordan’s Little Petra. Rarely visited and with little to see, Bayda is what researchers fondly term ‘PPN’ (Pre-Pottery Neolithic). One of the oldest archaeological sites in the Middle East, Bayda marks the moment at which, around 9000 years ago, human beings started to cultivate seeds. And as any gardener knows, the minute you plant something, your travelling days are numbered. The fertile crescent of Mesopotamia and the Levant is full of reminders of this early transition from hunter-gather to herder-agriculturalist.

For more on Little Petra

3. The Great Pyramid of Khufu, Egypt

HUMAN INGENUITY

There are many remarkable statistics about the Great Pyramid. It’s the only Wonder of the Ancient World to survive intact and it was even the world’s tallest construction until the UK’s Lincoln Cathedral was built in 1311 CE. Also fascinating is that it dates to around 2550 BCE, a mere five thousand years after hunter-gatherers first hung up their boots. The ability to build on this scale relied on an industrial revolution in the intervening millennia. Ancient quarries along the Nile supplied the Egyptians with the raw materials to build for life after death – something they arguably achieved.

For more on the Great Pyramid of Khufu

4. Persepolis, Iran

TRADING ROUTES

It’s tempting to imagine the ancients as cocooned in time. But if you were able to visit the Palace of 100 Columns in Persepolis in today’s Iran, you’d notice a hint of the hypostyle halls of Egypt’s Karnak, as well as rock-hewn tombs reminiscent of Jordan’s Petra. Persepolis’ famous Apadana Staircase reads like a roll call of visiting foreign dignitaries, reminding us of the early connectivity of nations. But the same caravan routes that exchanged goods and ideas also brought threats. By 330 BCE, the world’s first empire lay ruined, destroyed by the armies of a Greek from Macedon.

For more on Persepolis
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5. Ephesus, Türkiye

CAPITAL OF THE ANCIENTS

While Alexander the Great was conquering the Middle East in the 33 short years of his extraordinary life, the Greeks were consolidating their own civilisation and earning a place among the seven wonders of the world with the Temple of Artemis. In today’s Türkiye, the temple’s remains are among the treasures of Ephesus, capital of the ancient world. Imagine Egypt’s Queen Cleopatra, dressed as Aphrodite, journeying here on a barge trimmed with purple sails to meet Mark Antony. This was in 41 BCE, by which time Ephesus was already 400 years old.

For more on Ephesus

6. Church of the Nativity, Israel and the Palestinian Territories

BIRTH OF CHRIST

Just 59 years after Cleopatra’s visit to Ephesus, a baby was born in a stable in the small town of Bethlehem, in what is today’s Israel and the Palestinian Territories. Not everyone concurs with the exact dating of this particular birth, nor even the exact location, but there is no denying the significance of Jesus of Nazareth and the way in which his life changed the course of history. A place of pilgrimage for some, Bethlehem is also a place of division for others – as writ large by the graffitied Israeli Separation Wall that runs through town.

7. Baalbek, Lebanon

ROMAN EMPIRE

The death of Jesus in Jerusalem in 33 CE, without which the story of Christian redemption would be incomplete, is commemorated today by almost a third of the world’s population. But for his persecutors, it was just another day in the Roman Empire – an empire that spanned over five million sq km, stretching from Scotland to Mesopotamia. Impressive monuments to Roman imperial might are found throughout the Middle East, notably in Jerash, Palmyra and Baalbek. Conquered by our friend, Alexander the Great, from Macedon in 334 BCE, this ‘Heliopolis’ (City of the Sun) thrived under Rome’s organising principle, perceived even among the ruins of today.

For more on Baalbek

8. Cave of St Anthony, Egypt

DESERT VERSUS THE SOWN

Focus on early empire and the spotlight inevitably falls on the urban. Heaven for some, hell for others, cities provoked some people to seek a simpler, more spiritual life in nature. Climbing the 1804 steps to the Cave of St Anthony in Egypt, there’s time to contemplate what that might mean. In the 3rd century CE, the founder of monasticism lived alone here for 80 years, with only crows for company. Looking across the desert from the cave’s ledge, in a landscape stripped back to basics, there’s something about the simplicity of asceticism that’s inherently attractive.

For more on Cave of St Anthony

9. Umayyad Mosque, Syria

GROWTH OF ISLAM

The deserts of the Middle East feature in both Judaism and Christianity as places of tested faith and endurance. They also gave rise to the third great monotheistic religion with the birth of Prophet Muhammad in 570 CE in Mecca. What began as a revelation of simple desert virtues soon spread from city to city to become the region’s most influential religion. After Prophet Muhammad’s death, Damascus was selected as the new capital of the caliphate and its Umayyad Mosque became the pattern for future mosque design. Once again in partial ruin, it tells its own story of trials and tribulations.

For more on Damascus

10. Byblos’ Crusader Castle, Lebanon

RELIGIOUS WARS

Atop rocky promontories, bleak in aspect and solid against the sky, the castles of the Levant at Krak des Chevaliers, Ajloun, Karak and Shobak are imperious in their splendid isolation. Not so the Crusader Castle at Byblos, in Lebanon. It’s only here, surrounded by evidence of former Greek, Roman and Muslim communities, not to mention today’s souq, that you can sense the incursion of violence upon a living population. Site of one of many Crusader battles waged from 1096 to 1291, Byblos’ tale is best told at street level.

For more on Byblos’ Crusader Castle

11. Grand Bazaar, Türkiye

OTTOMAN VICTORY

If in 1453 it seemed a calamity to the Byzantines when Sultan Mehmet II swept into Constantinople, in hindsight it was a blessing. Heralding in a golden age for İstanbul, the riches of the Ottoman Empire are today visible everywhere, perhaps most ostentatiously in the Grand Bazaar. Walk along the covered alleyways of this glittering gallery of crafts and the sense of creative genius is immediately obvious. Look closely and the other gifts bestowed by the Ottomans, especially under Süleyman the Magnificent, also appear – multiculturalism, multilingualism, tolerance and respect for law and order.

For more on Grand Bazaar
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12. Naqsh-e Jahan, Iran

SAFAVID SPLENDOURS

The great Islamic civilisations that preceded the Ottoman Empire – Umayyads and Abbasids, Seljuks and Ayyubids (followers of Saladin), Mamluks and Safavids – are almost too numerous to list. In Persia, it was these latter nation builders who were responsible for the beauties of Esfahan, arguably the most exquisite city in the Middle East. Capital of the Safavid Empire from 1587, Esfahan rose from the ashes of Genghis Khan’s Mongol invasion to become the envy of the world. Once Iran becomes safe again for travellers, find a seat in Naqsh-e Jahan, one of the world’s largest plazas, and survey the scene.

For more on Naqsh-e Jahan
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13. İshak Paşa Palace, Türkiye

MINORITY VIEWS

Travel east towards the Azerbaijan border in Türkiye and the one physical feature you can’t miss is Mt Ararat of Noah’s ark fame. Odd, then, that from İshak Paşa’s Palace, near Doǧubayazıt, there’s no sign of its 5000m peak. Legend has it that the Ottoman governor who built the palace in 1784 deliberately chose the spot to avoid being upstaged by nature. Just 1km away, meanwhile, the history of the local Kurdish community is told more modestly at Eski Bayazıt Evi – a reminder that minorities (Kurds, Armenians, Chechens) are often overshadowed by towering neighbours.

For more on İshak Paşa Palace

14. Petra, Jordan

EUROPEAN COLONIALISM

There’s a point at the end of the Siq – the canyon that slithers into the necropolis of Petra – where one sympathises with Johann Ludwig Burckhardt, the 19th-century Swiss traveller who rediscovered the ancient site ‘for Europeans’. It’s here that the narrow defile opens spectacularly onto the Treasury, the first of the Nabataeans’ many rock-hewn monuments. Burckhardt couldn’t express his amazement, fearful that his Bedouin guides would mistake his wonder for greed. And they had a point, as the museums of Europe now bashfully acknowledge. Vested interests followed in the footsteps of early European travellers, not all characterised by benign curiosity.

For more on Petra

15. Tomb of Tutankhamun, Egypt

CULTURAL EXCHANGE

Stand in the diminutive tomb of Tutankhamun and it’s easy to imagine Howard Carter’s joy when he peered through a crevice. His discovery, in 1922, of the intact tomb of the young Egyptian pharaoh caused a resurgence of interest in all things ‘Oriental’. But this was just the culmination of a 19th-century European love affair with the Middle East, based on a complex exchange of knowledge centuries old. If Europe was reunited with its classical heritage through Baghdad’s House of Wisdom, modern Egyptians came to decipher their past through the French-discovered Rosetta Stone. Simple binaries of ‘West’ and ‘East’ obscure this mutuality of intellectual endeavour.

For more on Tutankhamun’s Tomb

16. Wadi Rum, Jordan

NATIONALIST HOPES

It would be disingenuous to paint the early years of the 20th century only in the rosy hues of intellectual edification. This was also the moment in history in which European colonialism was at its peak. Go looking for TE Lawrence in Jordan’s Wadi Rum and you may just hear the roar of Arab soldiers as they march on Aqaba behind their leader, Sherif Hussein bin Ali. The Arab campaign against the Ottomans was spurred on by a British promise to make Hussein king of an independent Arab state. A promise that was singly betrayed by the Anglo-French Sykes-Picot Agreement of 1916.

For more on Wadi Rum

17. Lake Nasser, Egypt

FACING DOWN IMPERIALISM

With the Balfour Declaration of 1917 (the blueprint of a Jewish state), the post-WWI map of the Middle East was divided into French and British spheres of influence, sowing the seeds of discord for the century to come. Set in this context, watching ships line up to enter the Suez Canal appears something of a miracle. In 1956 President Nasser nationalised this epic waterway, staring down Israel, Britain and France. Nasser’s courage is reflected in another audacious project – the damming of the Nile. The resulting lake that bears his name swallowed up half of Nubia.

For more on Lake Nasser

18. Baghdad, Iraq

GULF WAR

On 9 April 2003, a statue of Saddam Hussein in Firdos Sq in Baghdad came toppling down, wrenched from its plinth not by angry citizens but by US marines. Considered the defining moment of victory, the assault on Iraq by Western Allies has been interpreted in a variety of ways, largely depending on political agenda. For some it was about revenge, for others oil. The only indisputable fact is that the war led to sectarian conflict that has lasted two decades – and no-one remembers who sculpted the toppled statue in an inconsequential square.

For more on Baghdad

19. Midan Tahrir, Egypt

DEMOCRATIC FREEDOM

As traffic inches through downtown Cairo during the daily commute, there’s little to betray the recent history of Midan Tahrir – a once similarly newsworthy square. In 2011, the suicide of a young unemployed Tunisian triggered mass protests in what came to be known as the Arab Spring. Leading to civil war in Syria, and the ousting of leaders in Tunisia and Libya, here in Midan Tahrir the protests led to the overthrow of the 30-year dictatorship of Hosni Mubarak. But hopes of democratic change were short-lived. Today, Midan Tahrir is a square like any other.

For more on Midan Tahrir

20. Temple Mount, Israel and the Palestinian Territories

CURRENT CONFLICT

The Middle East today is facing a crisis that threatens the entire region, one that harks back to long-standing animosities. Perhaps history offers an olive branch of hope: side by side on Temple Mount in Jerusalem, the people of the book have shared a space for centuries. The world waits to see if they can do so again.

For more on Temple Mount
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POMEGRANATES
IN THE MIDDLE EAST

More than a mere fruit, pomegranates represent prosperity, good health and fertility. By Anna Kaminski
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STOP ON PRETTY much any street corner near the Grand Bazaar or Blue Mosque in İstanbul, and a vendor will pour you a glass of pomegranate juice the colour of arterial blood: tart, sweet and intoxicating. Grown across the Levant, this thick-skinned, many-chambered fruit is the crimson thread that ties the region together.

Pomegranates in the Ancient World

Pomegranates have been grown across the Middle East for over 5000 years, with the first records of pomegranate cultivation dating back to ancient Sumerians, the earliest-known civilisation in Mesopotamia (present-day Iraq). In the Egyptian Museum in Cairo, you can see a silver vase in the shape of a pomegranate from the legendary Tomb of Tutankhamun (reigned c 1332–1323 BCE), found alongside actual pomegranate remains on sacrificial altars. There is more symbolic imagery of the fruit in the Book of the Dead – ancient Egypt’s funerary text, written on papyrus, since 1550 BCE – with examples found at the British Museum in London, among other places. Essentially a guidebook to the afterlife, the Book of the Dead helped the deceased to find their way after death and to achieve unity with Osiris, the god of the underworld, and Ra, the sun god, in order to become part of a continual death-rebirth cycle. Pomegranates accompanied the dead in their final journey to ensure prosperity in the afterlife and an auspicious rebirth; they were also given as offerings of gratitude to various ancient Egyptian deities. There was a powerful association with the fruit’s myriad seeds and the mythological power of the goddess Isis to bring forth life and restore the dead, including her husband Osiris, in order to ensure the continuation of their line.

The pomegranate has been known to Turks since ancient times, making its first appearance as a motif in the hand of a deity in a 7th-century Uyghur Turkic depiction, and has come to symbolise abundance, fertility and prosperity. When Islam became the established religion in Türkiye in the second half of the 11th century, the pomegranate’s mention in the Quran further cemented its status as a symbol of fertility, reproduction, death and resurrection.

A Time for Celebration

In present-day Egypt, pomegranates take centre stage during harvest festivals, and are displayed in people’s homes as symbols of well-being and prosperity. In Turkish weddings, the pomegranate is present as a fertility symbol. In some cases, the bride has been known to throw a pomegranate against the wall, with the spilt seeds indicating how many children the happy couple is likely to have. In other ceremonies, the bride scatters the seeds, their vibrant crimson colour a metaphor for the couple’s exciting new life together. Both practices underscore the importance of family within Türkiye’s deep-rooted cultural values. Similarly, in Jordan, pomegranates are also used to bless newlyweds with fertility and a happy life; the fruit are often smashed on the ground during New Year’s celebrations, with the scattering of the seeds allegedly bringing prosperity and good luck to all present.

A Culinary Wonder

Every year between September and February, the pomegranate graces kitchens across the Middle East. Just as the ancient Egyptians valued the fruit for its juice, present-day Egyptians also imbibe the crimson elixir as well as incorporating pomegranates into a variety of sweet and savoury dishes. Pomegranate seeds add a burst of sweetness and texture to fattoush – a salad made of tomatoes, cucumber, mixed greens and herbs, while the classic Egyptian staple of kushari – a carb-fest street-food melange of noodles, lentils, rice and crispy onions – is often topped with a tangy tomato sauce and a drizzle of pomegranate molasses that cuts through and balances out the dish’s richness. At family gatherings, particularly during Ramadan and Eid, meals are often concluded with the festive mahallabiye, a chilled rosewater-flavoured milk pudding topped with chopped nuts and pomegranate seeds.

The blood-red pomegranate molasses (nar ekşisi), made by boiling down pomegranate juice, is the most common addition of the fruit to present-day Turkish cuisine, with marinades, sauces and dressings for classic dishes such as çiğ köfte (raw ground lamb mixed with pounded bulgur, onion, clove, cinnamon, salt and hot black pepper) or kısır (bulgur salad) benefiting from the sweet-and-sour kick. The use of pomegranate molasses in the Turkish kitchen dates back to the Ottoman Empire, with the notoriously secretive Ottoman Palace kitchens yielding glipses of recipes across six centuries of Ottoman rule through paintings, poetry, descriptions of banquets and historical records of shopping lists. In the 17th century, pomegranate molasses was used to add piquance to a liver dish, while a century earlier, an almond soup from the royal table was enhanced by the vivid topping of pomegranate seeds. Today, pomegranate molasses flavour dolmas (stuffed vine leaves), add spice to marinades for lamb and chicken kebabs, and enhance desserts such as aşure – a stodgy pudding that combines ingredients as diverse as apricots, raisins, currants, bulgur wheat, figs, pine nuts, chestnuts, walnuts, hazelnuts, chickpeas and navy beans.

It is believed that the slightly smoky, intensely musky pomegranate molasses, made from the Zarouri variety of the fruit, has been used in Jordan for centuries to elevate traditional dishes. In modern cuisine, molasses is added to musakhan (a chicken and onion dish served on flatbread), while seeds are used as a topping for mansaf (lamb cooked in yoghurt sauce) and sweet treats such as kunafeh (pastry made with shredded filo dough and filled with nuts or cheese).





THE TALES
OF TA’AROF

Ta’arof is a common social ritual in Iranian culture. It consists of the back-and-forth of declining and accepting offers and expressing gratitude. By Zara Sekhavati
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IF YOU ARE looking for the world’s friendliest people, Iran would be a strong contender. Ta’arof is an important part of interaction in the culture, where guests are treated with honour. From countless offers of food to apologies for having turned one’s back, hospitality in the culture comes out top.

The Customs of Sharing

Elbow to elbow, generation upon generation, dish to dish, eating in Iran is all about sharing: passing around that plate of piled-high basmati rice infused with saffron and serving that succulent kabab-e koobideh (ground lamb or beef kebab), with a bulging chargrilled tomato beside it. And plating up, potentially the most important part of a meal in Iran, tahdig – the crispy rice from the bottom of the pan that is often layered with potato – is what Iranians fight for at mealtimes. The crispier, the better.

Through this constant role of sharing in Iranian culture comes the act of ta’arof. Ta’arof is the back-and-forth verbal seesaw of offering and declining. It occurs between people of all ages, locals or travellers. Ta’arof is a customary part of everyday interaction among Iranians, inside and outside of the country, and is a firm part of social etiquette.

Historical Origins

Ta’arof is believed to originate from Zoroastrianism, with the faith’s motto being: ‘Good Thoughts, Good Words, Good Deeds’. Anthropologists suggest that the word ta’arof is derived from the Arabic ‘becoming acquainted’ or ‘knowledge’. Ta’arof exists across other Middle Eastern cultures such as Türkiye and Afghanistan, but it is here in the land of Iran that it appears to prevail the most. There are many instances where ta’arof will take place, but one of the most common settings is centred around food.

If a guest is dining at an Iranian’s house, for example, ta’arof will involve the host offering them something to eat or drink – a glass of steaming chay with a saffron nabat (crystallised sugar stick) or a handful of pistachios. The invitee, out of politeness, is obliged to refuse the first offer, even if they would like that said beverage or nut.

The toing and froing of ‘befarmayid’ (please) and declining will occur numerous times before the host and guest finally come to a conclusion: either the host accepts that the guest won’t agree, or the guest accepts the host’s offer. Once the interaction has hit three rounds, the guest is welcome, and encouraged, to accept. If they comply much earlier in the interaction, it could be deemed as rude.

When the first serving of a meal has finished, hosts will often say ‘ta’arof nakon’; literally, ‘don’t ta’arof’. In other words, don’t be polite. After another three rounds of ta’arof, visitors can adhere to their insistence that they eat more and delve in. They are expected to enjoy a second or third helping to please their host. After all, food is a huge part of Iranian culture and feeding visitors and hospitality is of utmost importance. Hospitality runs much deeper than courtesy. The needs of guests come first and there is an undeniable thirst to be the best hosts possible.

No Western Equivalent

As ta’arof is so engrained in Iranian culture, sometimes gestures can be made that are not always sincere. It can almost be performative depending on the context. In Iran, one of the first instances a traveller may face is ta’arof with a taxi driver. After snailing through the Tehrani traffic and chattering away, taxi drivers can ta’arof when a passenger leaves their car and say ‘ghabel nadareh’, it ‘doesn’t cost anything’. It can be a confusing interaction, particularly when unfamiliar with ta’arof. The taxi driver of course wants the passenger to pay their way. It would be considered impolite and they would lose face if they exited the vehicle without paying. It’s hard to find a Western equivalent of ta’arof, where many cultures provide and appreciate a more direct approach.

Ta’arof can end up being a long process and can crop up at any given opportunity. Even entering a room is a chance for ta’arof. Expect delays to entry points as Iranians will always insist that whoever they are with, guest or local, enters the room first. This is led again by ‘befarmayid’ and in more formal settings the right hand on the chest and a slight nod of the head with the other arm extended, gesturing for them to enter first. Ta’arof leads into the idea of ‘lowering yourself’ and putting the other person ‘higher’ than you to show deep signs of respect. A simple ‘after you’ is not enough here. Whoever goes through the door first is expected to be grateful, thankful, even ashamed almost, that they entered before the other person. ‘Sharmandam kardid’, literally translates to ‘You made me embarrassed’ in response to kindness. Turning your back to someone, even when unavoidable such as when driving a car with a passenger in the back seat, is another time for ta’arof: ‘Bebakhshid poshtam be shomast’ literally means ‘Sorry my back is to you’.

Ta’arof can certainly be a perplexing encounter. It can be a frustrating experience where foreign guests can’t understand why their Iranian hosts won’t accept their polite decline. It is often only when you become more acquainted with a person that Iranians lessen the amount of ta’arof.

It is natural for Iranians to treat you as a guest, even outside their native land. There will be offers of food and drink, even Persian rugs, that require handling the interaction in a to-and-fro manner. Just remember, when there is an offer, three is the magic number before accepting.





IRAQ:
AN ENCHANTING BLEND

From the splendour of the north to the bustling markets of the south, Iraq’s allure is timeless. By Fatimah Oleiwi
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NO OTHER PLACE on Earth can claim to have had such an impact on the development of early human society: Iraq has always stood at the centre of big historical stories. From the invention of writing to the creation of the first written legal code, Iraq’s rich cultural legacy has continued into the present day.

A Centre of Trade

Iraq, a nation steeped in cultural heritage, beckons travellers with its enchanting diversity. From the sun-soaked shores of the south to the rugged landscapes of the north, each city has its own distinct traditions, weaving a captivating narrative of history and identity. Despite the challenges that Iraq has faced throughout its history, its people remain resilient, their traditions serving as a testament to the enduring spirit of this ancient land.

In Baghdad, the heart of Iraq, one finds a city that has been a centre of trade and culture for millennia. Its winding streets are lined with mosques, palaces and bazaars, each bearing witness to the city’s storied past. Baghdad’s arts scene, too, flourishes with calligraphy, miniature painting and intricate woodwork, all testaments to the city’s artistic legacy.

The northern region of Iraq is also home to the Kurdish people, who have long inhabited the mountainous terrain stretching across Iraq, Iran, Türkiye and Syria. Their culture adds a unique flavour to the tapestry of Iraqi society. In cities like Erbil, the capital of the Kurdistan region, one can witness the proud heritage of the Kurdish people, which is reflected in their language, music and folklore.

Nestled amid the craggy peaks and fertile valleys of the north, the city of Mosul stands as a beacon of Iraq’s cultural legacy. Renowned for its rich history dating back to ancient Mesopotamia, Mosul has been a melting pot of civilisations, from Assyrians and Babylonians to Persians and Ottomans. This confluence of cultures is palpable in every facet of life, from the architecture of its ancient mosques and churches to the flavours of its cuisine.

In the south, Basra is renowned for its vibrant marketplace, with merchants from across the Gulf region trading spices, textiles and treasures from distant lands.

The Flavours of Tradition

Iraqi cuisine is a reflection of the country’s rich culinary heritage, with each dish carrying its own story of tradition and community. Alongside the iconic kibbeh (meat-filled cracked wheat croquettes), dishes like dolma, masgouf and tashreeb offer a tantalising glimpse into the diversity of Iraqi cooking.

Dolma consist of grape leaves stuffed with a savoury mixture of rice, meat, onions and herbs, and symbolise abundance and hospitality, often gracing tables during festive gatherings. Masgouf, grilled whole fish marinated in spices, is the centrepiece during family celebrations, embodying prosperity and togetherness. Tashreeb, a hearty stew of tender meat and vegetables, layered with flatbread, provides warmth and comfort, particularly on chilly evenings.

These dishes evoke memories of shared meals and cherished traditions. Whether it’s the labour-intensive process of making kibbeh or the rich flavours of masgouf, Iraqi cuisine invites us to savour not just the food on our plates but also the cultural heritage it represents.

Architectural Marvels

Located in the deserts of northern Iraq, Hatra was a major commercial and cultural centre during the Parthian Empire (247 BCE–224 CE). The city’s architecture showcases a unique blend of Hellenistic, Roman and Eastern influences. The most remarkable feature of Hatra is its defensive walls, which were constructed with a combination of large blocks and arched gates. These walls not only protected the city from invaders but also served as a canvas for intricate carvings depicting scenes from daily life, religious rituals and mythological figures. The architectural splendour of Hatra stands as a testament to the multicultural heritage of Iraq and the ingenuity of its ancient civilisations.

Calligraphy

Iraqi calligraphy is renowned for its intricate designs and expressive forms. Artists use various scripts, such as Kufic, Naskh and Thuluth to create visually stunning compositions. The art of calligraphy is not only practised on paper but also on ceramics, textiles and architectural elements. For instance, in the Al Mustansiriya School in Baghdad, calligraphic inscriptions adorn the walls, showcasing the elegance and beauty of this art form. Iraqi calligraphy is not merely a decorative element; it is a means of conveying spiritual and philosophical messages and preserving the written word as a cherished aspect of Iraqi culture.

Festivals & Celebrations

Festivals in Iraq encompass a wide range of joyous traditions, including religious events that hold deep significance for the Iraqi people. One such prominent religious event is Ashura, which is observed by both Sunni and Shiite Muslims. It commemorates the martyrdom of Imam Hussein, and mourners participate in processions, recite elegies and perform symbolic re-enactments of the Battle of Karbala. Millions of pilgrims gather in cities like Najaf and Karbala, transforming the streets into a sea of black-clad mourners. Ashura symbolises unity, solidarity and the enduring traditions cherished by the Iraqi people.

Another important celebration is Nawroz. In the northern regions, particularly among the Kurdish population, Nawroz is celebrated with great enthusiasm. People gather in public spaces, such as parks or open fields, to partake in lively festivities. They engage in traditional music and dance performances, don colourful Kurdish attire and participate in cultural activities that showcase the distinct heritage of the Kurdish people. The celebration in the north of Iraq adds a unique flavour to the overall joy and unity experienced during Nawroz.





ISRAELI
CULTURE

Israeli entertainment acts as a form of nation-building, reflecting its values while boosting its image abroad. By Jessica Buxbaum


MUSIC AND FILM can serve as a window into a country’s culture, illuminating its struggles, defining events and the daily lives of its people. In the state’s short existence, Israel has developed a rich entertainment scene that not only showcases the country’s multifaceted talent but also offers a window into what makes it tick.

Music

During the early waves of Zionist immigration, from the 1880s through the first decades of the 1900s, Jewish immigrants and refugees from Eastern Europe and Yemen used music to capture the experience of establishing a Jewish homeland while also fostering a sense of community and camaraderie among the young and highly idealistic newcomers. This was done mostly through crafting short and simple folksy sing-alongs that romanticised the land and the Jewish connection to it. Known as ‘Shirei Eretz Yisrael’ (Songs of the Land of Israel), popular tunes in Hebrew included ‘Shir Ha’emek’ (Song of the Jezreel Valley) and ‘Po b’Eretz Hemdat Avot’ (In the Land of Our Fathers’ Delight).

The roots of Israeli music are far from exclusively Jewish. Rather, they blend Ashkenazi, Middle Eastern Jewish, Russian and Arab influences to create a uniquely multicultural sound. Muzika Mizrahit, the music of the Jews of Middle Eastern and North African descent, which exemplifies this cultural fusion, was pioneered in the 1970s and early 1980s by artists such as Zohar Argov and Haim Moshe and, in recent decades, has become one of the country’s most popular genres. In fact, most of the leading musical artists in Israel today, including Dudu Tassa, Eyal Golan and A-WA, are second- and third-generation descendants of immigrants from Iraq, Egypt, Morocco and Yemen who arrived in the decade after the 1948 Arab-Israeli War. Their music often embraces both traditional Jewish religious themes and Arabic-Jewish roots and is sung in a mix of Arabic and Hebrew.

As in other countries, music contests are incredibly popular in Israel and have helped turn Israeli singers into stars. Eden Ben Zaken won the first season of the Israeli version of the reality competition X Factor, and Netta Barzilai won the fifth season of the musical reality show HaKokhav HaBa (Rising Star) and the 2018 Eurovision Song Contest.

In the 1960s and early 1970s Israel’s military entertainment troupes served as a launching pad for some of the country’s most successful musicians – a reflection of the army’s outsize role in Israeli culture at the time. Tasked with boosting morale, Israel’s elite army bands have been fronted by some of Israel’s most beloved musical stars, including Arik Einstein, Gidi Gov, Gali Atari, Dafna Armoni, Yossi Banai, Yardena Arazi and Yehoram Gaon, to name a few. Israel’s contemporary pop idols – Noa Kirel and Barzilai – both completed their compulsory military service in entertainment troupes.
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Conflict & Composition

In addition to conjuring a sense of patriotism, Israeli music has also served to capture the mood of a society frequently rocked by conflict. Often the result has been melancholic ballads, pensive and poignant in tone, like Sasha Argov’s ‘Shir ha-Rreut’ (Song of Friendship), which appeared after the 1948 Arab-Israeli War, and Naomi Shemer’s ‘Lu Yehi’ (Let It Be), written during the Yom Kippur War of 1973. David Broza’s optimistic ballad ‘Yihye Tov’ (It’s Going to Be Okay) was composed during negotiations for Israel’s 1978 peace treaty with Egypt.

In response to Israel’s decades-long occupation of Palestine, the Palestinian militant group Hamas stormed southern Israel on 7 October 2023 — killing 1,200 Israelis and taking more than 250 hostage. In the wake of the attack, Israeli music reflected the people’s fury at the atrocities and their determination to defend their country. The angry rap song ‘Harbu Darbu’ by Ness and Stilla, which shot to the top of Israeli pop charts, called for retribution against Hamas and captured the general Israeli public’s vengeful reaction to the massacres, rapes and kidnappings. However, it also received substantial international criticism, with many stating the hip-hop duo crossed a line with their lyrics. Yet, even before 7 October 2023, Israeli music was considered controversial, with artists often evoking political tensions in their songs.

Television & Cinema

Like Israeli music, the early days of Israeli cinema were dominated by Zionist ideology, with officially sponsored films designed to either encourage Jewish migration to Israel or elicit monetary contributions from diaspora communities. Before 1948 and in the first years of statehood, the Jewish connection to the land was a common theme in film, as depicted in Oded the Wanderer (1933), the first feature-length film in Hebrew, which followed Oded’s journey traversing the Jezreel Valley after being separated from his classmates during a school trip. Other films that embody this ethos portray Jewish pioneers fighting to defend the land. This includes Hill 24 Doesn’t Answer (1955), which tells the story of four fighters during the 1948 Arab-Israeli War. More recent depictions of the 1948 war include Image of Victory (2021), Israel’s most expensive film to date, detailing – from both Egyptian and Israeli perspectives – the Egyptian capture of a kibbutz (communal village). A number of graphic documentaries about the Hamas attack of 7 October, including Supernova and Screams Before Silence, were released in 2024.

Throughout the 1960s and ’70s, a turbulent time in Israeli history, whimsical melodramas or comedies known as ‘bourekas films’ (named after a savoury Sephardic pastry) came to prominence. This peculiar apolitical genre served as escapist entertainment as the country was gripped by war (the 1967 Six-Day War and the 1973 Yom Kippur War) and intra-Jewish ethnic tensions. The films often focus on the cultural clash between Mizrahim and Ashkenazim that helped bring the right-wing Likud Party to power in 1977. While the bourekas genre is often criticised as low-brow and sexist, the first movie, the blockbuster Sallah Shabati (1964), was also the first Israeli film to be nominated at the Oscars for Best Foreign Language Film (nine more nominations would follow).

The hit series BeTipul (2005), which follows a psychotherapist and his relationships with his patients, propelled Israeli television into the global arena and ushered in a golden age of Israeli TV. This period saw several high-profile adaptations of hit Israeli shows into English, including HBO’s In Treatment and Euphoria and Showtime’s Homeland, all of which helped turn Israel into the third-largest content exporter in the US over the last decade.


Contemporary Culture

Contemporary Israeli television, like film, often takes a highly critical look at Israeli society, focusing on conflicts that revolve around religion, intra-Jewish ethnic tensions and criminal and political violence. One of Israel’s most popular shows, Shababnikim (The New Black), follows four misfit ultra-Orthodox yeshiva (Jewish seminary) students as they clunkily navigate dating, education and family issues. Srugim, considered the Israeli version of Friends, dives into the modern Orthodox side of Israeli society, taking a peek at the dating lives of a group of single men and women.

More sombre shows capture the pain, fear and disorientation of living in a society in which headlines about war and political violence often reflect events close to home. When Heroes Fly is a powerful look at post-traumatic stress disorder and the toll collective trauma can take on friendships, while Our Boys details the heartbreaking real-life events surrounding the kidnapping and murder of young Israeli and Palestinian teenagers that led to the outbreak of the 2014 Israel-Gaza War. The TV series Muna, also set during the bloody summer of 2014, follows a young Palestinian photographer as she grapples with tensions between her free-spirited lifestyle in Tel Aviv and her conservative upbringing in a northern Palestinian-Israeli village.

Internationally acclaimed hits like Fauda and Shtisel also revolve around central features of life in contemporary Israel: the military and religion. Fauda is an action series that portrays the tactical, strategic and moral ambiguities of the Israeli military’s Duvdevan Unit, which specialises in undercover operations in the Palestinian Territories. Although it’s Israel’s most famous television series abroad, it has simultaneously been criticised for presenting an inaccurate image of Palestinians and a skewed perspective of the Israeli military. Shtisel, meanwhile, focuses on a prominent ultra-Orthodox family in Jerusalem and offers a glimpse into a cloistered community that most Israelis rarely, if ever, encounter.

Like Shtisel, some Israeli films also depict communities on Israel’s fringes. Sand Storm (2016) is a Romeo and Juliet–esque tale about a Bedouin woman who falls in love with a man from a rival tribe. Syrian Bride is a 2004 film about a woman from a Druze village on the Israeli-occupied Golan Heights who is set to marry a man across the border in Syria. Because Israel and Syria remain at war, once she steps into Syria she must say goodbye to her family on the Golan forever – an experience familiar to many Golan Druze until the frontier was closed because of the Syrian civil war.

The hit Israeli sitcoms Checkout and Nevsu offer a more lighthearted look at Israeli society. The first focuses on the employees of a fictional Israeli supermarket and their everyday interactions, while the latter is about a mixed Ethiopian-Ashkenazi family.

Israeli movies and TV shows can be found on most streaming platforms, including Hulu, Netflix, HBO Max and Amazon Prime, as well as ChaiFlicks, a streaming platform dedicated to Jewish and Israeli content. Links to films, many of them free, can be found on the website of the Israel Film Archive (jfc.org.il).

THE ROOTS OF ISRAELI MUSIC ARE FAR FROM EXCLUSIVELY JEWISH
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TREE
OF LOVE

No one will ever say their olive oil is turbid – Palestinian proverb. By Lama Obeid


CONSIDERED HOLY TO most Palestinians, the olive tree is mentioned in the Quran, the Hebrew Bible and the New Testament. The sacred texts of the three Abrahamic religions all have deep religious ties to the Holy Land.

Religious & Cultural Importance

In the Quran, Allah swears by the olive tree in the verse: ‘Wat teeni waz zaitoon’ (95:1), which is translated as, ‘I swear by the fig and the olive’. Both of these trees can be found in the Palestinian Territories, and some connect this fact with the holiness of the land.

In the Hebrew Scriptures, olive oil is notably mentioned as one of the many blessings of the fertile Holy Land, as in the verse ‘a land of wheat and barley, of vines, fig trees and pomegranates, a land of olive oil and honey’ (Deuteronomy 8:8). Also in the Scriptures, the olive leaf symbolises life because the dove that the prophet Noah sent from the ark to look for dry land came back with an olive leaf in its mouth: ‘When the dove returned to him in the evening, there in its beak was a freshly plucked olive leaf’ (Genesis 8:11).

The olive tree has cultural symbolism specific to Palestinian Territories, where the deep roots of the tree are likened to the relationship of the Palestinian people with their land. When Palestinian children draw their homes, they draw olive trees next to them. Palestinian women can be found wearing gold and silver necklaces adorned with olive trees. Olive oil is a kitchen staple, and Palestinians believe that the local olive oil is superior to all others. Whether Palestinians harvest and press their own oil or whether they belong to the diaspora, an annual supply of Palestinian olive oil is a must. Receiving a bottle of olive oil from the Palestinian Territories (or from a family’s own harvest) is a sign of deep regard.

Agricultural & Economic Importance

Olive trees are the main source of agriculture in the Palestinian Territories, where about 100,000 families (600,000 people) work in their cultivation and harvest. According to the Palestinian Ministry of Agriculture, about 45% of all farmland is covered with olive groves. The olive tree makes up 85% of the fruit-bearing trees, numbering around 13.6 million trees in 2022. The majority of the olive harvest each year is used to make olive oil, while the rest is kept in brine as table olives. The amount of olive oil produced each year fluctuates depending on the weather. Usually, if the crop is bountiful one year, the year after that will produce less fruit, depending in part on the amount of rain and when the harvest begins. From 2010 until 2021, the production of olive oil averaged 22,200 tonnes. The highest amount of olive oil production was registered in 2019, with 39,600 tonnes. The years 2000, 2002, 2006 and 2008 were called the ‘diamond years’ as the average annual production of olive oil during this time was an impressive 30,000 tonnes.

Even though olive oil can be sold at higher prices when exported, the majority of it is sold and consumed locally. For example, in 2022, when production was 32,000 tonnes, the estimated exports were only around 7000 tonnes, much of it sent to Palestinians in the diaspora. Even though domestic prices are lower, Palestinian farmers still make a good profit from selling olive oil locally, especially during good harvest seasons, because it is used in such abundance. Demand is always high, so it is sold at fair prices, usually by the farmers and families themselves or by cooperatives. For many Palestinian farmers and families, selling olive oil is one of their main sources of income during the harvest season. In some parts of the West Bank, the Israeli army and groups of Israeli settlers have targeted Palestinian olive groves.
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Harvest Season

Olive harvest season in the Palestinian Territories usually begins at the end of October and lasts into November, although some farmers and families may start harvesting as early as September if they have a large number of trees. The three months of summer are usually dry, and people do not begin harvesting until the first rainfall. This is because the rain washes the summer dust from the leaves and olives, making the fruit easier to harvest. In addition, the rain increases the amount of olive oil that can be produced. Many olive groves here are on land that is far from irrigation sources, so they depend entirely on natural precipitation throughout the year. For those olive groves that are in the mountains, far from any roads, you will find families travelling by foot and on animals to reach them. Livestock – especially donkeys – are also used to transport the sacks of harvested olives back to the village or the city to be taken to the olive press.

In autumn, families usually wake up during the call for dawn prayer, get their food and utensils ready for the day and go to the olive groves to harvest. Farmers usually cook and eat in the olive groves to save time. They bring sheets to put under the trees to collect the olives, ladders for family members who are unable to climb the trees, and large sacks that are used to transport the olives. Breakfast and lunch during olive harvest season are usually simple: coffee and tea are prepared on a fire, accompanied by one of the main staples, like qalayat bandoora (tomatoes fried in olive oil flavoured with garlic or onions), which is also usually cooked on the fire.

During the harvest season, it is common to take off days from work and school to help out. Sometimes the government declares an official holiday so that it is easier for people to harvest. This is especially common in villages in the Palestinian Territories, where the majority of people own land and tend olive groves. It is not uncommon for students to be absent from school for the majority of the olive harvest season while they help their families. Most families harvest olives in the traditional way, picking them by hand or using a simple tool that resembles a rake to make the process less time-consuming. Some farmers do have machinery to assist them, but the majority of olives are handpicked. This makes it a community activity that brings together people and families during harvest season.

Palestinians who cannot pick their own olives because of old age or health, or because their family lives abroad, hire workers to harvest the olives for them. Workers receive 50% of the olive oil or olives from the harvest; the remaining 50% goes to the landowners. This is the way profits are traditionally split – while some might question whether it is fair that the workers receive the same amount as the landowners, the pickers receive no monetary compensation and the work they perform often requires weeks and sometimes months of manual labour. They are compensated with a decent amount of olives so that they can provide their own families with the oil and olives that they need. The rest is sold on the open market.

Uses of Olive Oil

In the Palestinian Territories, consumption of olive oil is so high that it is usually sold in metal or plastic tanaka that hold about 14 or 15 litres. Families may need several tanakat to supply their needs for an entire year. Olive oil is a critical component in Palestinian cuisine. Most breakfast dishes are lightly fried in olive oil. For example, tomatoes, nabulsi and halloumi cheese, and scrambled and sunny-side-up eggs. Olive oil is also added to dishes such as hummus, fuul (fava beans), labneh (thick yoghurt) and avocados, which are also often served for breakfast. Olive oil can be used to preserve foods and is the main ingredient in hilba, a fenugreek dessert. Some of the traditional Palestinian foods like musakhan are also made with fresh-pressed olive oil. After the olive harvest season, Palestinians will make musakhan with their new olive oil. This dish consists of Taboun bread, which is then dipped into the oil and topped with cooked onions and seasoned with sumac. The bread is baked until crispy and served with chicken on top.

Olive oil is also traditionally used to massage newborn babies; this is believed to keep the baby healthy, especially if they have a fever or cold. Some elderly people also have a tradition of drinking olive oil first thing in the morning to encourage healthy bowel movements. In addition, olive oil is used in traditional soap production, and these days it is also incorporated in modern beauty products. And you can still find Palestinian grandmothers rubbing olive oil instead of moisturiser into their skin. For Palestinians, olive oil is both a symbol of their profound connection to the land and a source of life-giving nutrition and health.

THE DEEP ROOTS OF THE TREE ARE LIKENED TO THE RELATIONSHIP OF THE PALESTINIAN PEOPLE WITH THEIR LAND

[image: jpg]

Olive oil | IREEN.KHALIL/SHUTTERSTOCK ©





THE SOUL
OF LEBANON

Amid strife, the soul of Lebanon thrives as its people sing, dance and paint a resilient path forward. By Nidal Majdalani
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The People: Heart of the Nation

At the crossroads of ancient civilisations, Lebanon has woven a rich cultural fabric that eloquently narrates its multifaceted history and vibrant present, embodying the strength and diversity of its people. They are the heartbeat of the nation and the very soul of Lebanon, radiating an infectious energy and determined spirit, even amid challenges. Their high-spirited joie de vivre, sense of belonging, and relentless ambition and pride drive them through every endeavour.

The people of Lebanon are not just survivors. They are also creators, encompassing artists, musicians, dancers and notable figures in fields like literature, fashion design and filmmaking. Their works transcend Lebanon’s complex social and political contexts, embedding each creation with defiance and hope.

Art: A Canvas of Resilience

In Lebanon, art is more than an aesthetic pursuit – it is a lifeline, a form of resistance and a beacon of hope, mirroring the unbreakable soul of its people. From the ashes of civil war (1975–90) to the revolutionary fervour of 2019 and the Beirut port blast of 2020, art has chronicled the journey of a people perennially rising phoenix-like from turmoil.

In the postwar period, Lebanese artists made notable strides on the international stage. Saloua Raouda Choucair (1916–2017) was the first Arab woman artist to achieve international acclaim and to have a solo retrospective at London’s Tate Modern Museum. Helen Khal (1923–2009) contributed to the preservation of Lebanese heritage both through her artwork and by co-founding Lebanon’s first permanent art gallery. Paul Guiragossian (1926–93) delved into themes of resilience and the impact of war on communities with his evocative paintings. In the same spirit, Jamil Molaeb (1948–) explored the deep scars left by civil conflict, and mirrored the energy of the 2019 revolution in his poignant works.

Ayman Baalbaki (1975–) and Annie Kurkdjian (1972–) emerged in the postwar period, and they are significant figures in contemporary Lebanese art. Baalbaki’s vibrant and evocative paintings depict themes of war, displacement and resilience, while Kurkdjian’s mixed creations frequently display figures in anguished poses.

As Lebanon navigated through the 21st century, the new challenges spurred a fresh wave of artistic expression. The 2019 revolution and the tragic 2020 port blast stirred the hearts and hands of contemporary artists like Hayat Nazer (1987–). Her art installations have gained worldwide recognition, notably her dramatic 3m sculpture created from the debris of Beirut’s blast. It depicts a woman standing proud and holding the Lebanese flag, her hair swept by the wind and a clock marking the moment of the blast at 6.08pm. In another resonant piece, Phoenix, created amid the 2019 protests, Nazer embodies the hope and relentless spirit of a nation rising from adversity.

Music: The Heartbeat of Resilience

Music, entwined in socio-political context, also weaves the narrative of Lebanese resilience. It echoes through the hearts of its people and diaspora, ensuring that the soul of the country remains vibrant and undiminished even in the face of adversity.

Celebrated as one of the most revered musical artists in the Arab world and beyond, Fairuz (1934–) stands at the forefront of Lebanon’s melodious resilience. Working closely with the Rahbani brothers, Assi and Mansour, she created a repertoire that serves as a cultural cornerstone for Lebanon. Her song ‘Li Beirut’ (For Beirut) is a beautiful tribute to a war-torn city, blending sorrow with an unwavering love for Beirut. Alongside Fairuz, musicians like Wadih El Safi (1921–2013) have significantly shaped Lebanese musical identity, and his lyrics have often rallied the national spirit, fostering a sense of unity and pride.

Magida El Roumi (1956–) also captures the resilient soul of Lebanon with her music and profound lyrics. Her debut single, ‘Am Behlamak’ (I’m Dreaming of You [Lebanon]), released at the start of the Lebanese Civil War, became a resonant anthem that inspired hope amid chaos.

Recently, artists like Hiba Tawaji (1987–) have carried forward the tradition of using music to articulate both contemporary concerns and timeless emotions while celebrating the enduring Lebanese spirit in the likes of ‘Bghanillak Ya Watani’ (I Sing For You, My Country). Similarly, Joseph Attieh’s (1987–) popular track ‘El Haq Ma Bi Mout’ (Righteousness Never Dies) evokes the image of a phoenix rising from the ashes.

Dance: The Fluid Form of Resilience

In Lebanon, dance transcends performance as a profound expression of unity, endurance and cultural pride. Each step and sequence celebrates the rich cultural heritage and defiant optimism of the Lebanese people, ensuring their stories of endurance continue to resonate both at home and around the world.

Dabke, the national folk dance, epitomises this spirit, performed during celebrations and cultural gatherings. The Caracalla Dance Theatre (based in both Beirut and London) has taken this traditional form to new heights, blending it with contemporary and classical dance elements in performances like ‘Kan Ya Ma Kan’ and ‘Elissa, Queen of Carthage’, which narrate stories of Lebanon’s enduring spirit and rich history.

A Legacy of Soulful Vitality

The soul of Lebanon, embodied in its spirited people, radiates a contagious energy that permeates every aspect of society, from the arts to tourism. This sector also showcases Lebanon’s strength and charm with its internationally acclaimed villages and offerings.

Through the ongoing dialogue between the past and the present, the soul of Lebanon is set to endure and thrive for generations to come. This infectious spirit not only enriches Lebanon but also inspires the world with a sense of warmth and dynamism, inviting everyone to explore and experience its profound beauty and the soul of its community.





SYRIAN
MEDIA

From dubbed anime to biting political satire, Syria has been entertaining the Arab world for generations. By Sanad Tabbaa
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THERE’S A RICH cultural scene in the Middle East that tends to receive little attention: that of locally produced films and television. Most of this media comes from Egypt, Türkiye or Syria. While the first two have had breakout successes in the West, Syria remains a hidden gem of cinema.

Dubbed Masterpieces

At the pinnacle of popular content in the Middle East stands the Turkish soap opera. These dramas are an indelible part of the cultural fabric for people all over the region, with twists and turns to rival even the cheesiest of telenovelas. Particularly appreciated are the dubiously historical Ottoman period pieces filled with forbidden love, political intrigue and glorious battles that wipe out half the characters. Following closely in popularity, but usually reserved for younger audiences, are Japanese anime from the 1960s through the ’90s. Prior to their introduction in the West, Japan’s funky, action-packed cartoons were licensed by Arab television channels and dubbed almost exclusively by Syrians.

To a significant degree, Syria is to thank (or blame, depending on whom you ask) for the introduction of these addictive shows to Arabs through their local Arabic-dubbing studios, which are locally renowned and relied upon. Less known to the outside world, but no less important to Arabs, are the films and TV shows locally produced in Syria. Studios concentrated in Damascus continue to produce extremely rich comedies, dramas and, especially, political satires that have come from all across the country.

The Classic Film Scene

To start with, it’s important to mention that many Syrian films and television shows are not written by screenwriters, but by highly regarded writers and poets. A particularly notable example of this is the film Al-Houdoud (The Borders). Released in 1984, the film is a biting political satire and the product of a collaboration between revolutionary poet Mohammad al-Marghout and Duraid Lahham, who is possibly the best-known Syrian actor in modern history. Still shown in schools despite its veiled critique of government, the film tells the story of a man who has lost his travel documents while in transit between the two fictional countries of Westistan and Eastistan, and is thus forced to live at the border crossing. It mocks bureaucracy, small-mindedness and, most of all, the concept of borders itself.

Duraid Lahham is known for this type of film, having been a satirical actor of much note from the 1960s to the 1980s. His trademark glasses, moustache and fez are sufficient to identify him and draw comparison to his most well-known character, Ghawar al-Tousheh. The character often appeared in Syrian media as a stand-in for the average Arab, complete with the struggles that he faced socially, governmentally and, most of all, financially. The character was retired in 1982 but this hasn’t reduced his popularity or, for that matter, his relevance.

The Pull of Political Satire

Ghawar al-Tousheh was first introduced in the Syrian television show Maqaleb Ghawar (Ghawar’s Misfortunes) in 1967, which itself is part of a long history of Syrian television comedies that simply have no right being so good. More recent is De’ah Dai’ah (Lost Village), written by Dr Mamdouh Hamada (PhD, no kidding). Set in a poor, out-of-the-way Syrian village, the basic premise of the show is that this village has managed to escape the trappings of modern technology, despite existing in the present day. The characters, their troubles and their dealings with outsiders are a reflection of modern society.

While the ‘official’ line of the show is that it is a critique on technology and modernity, more often the show is considered a deep criticism of the Syrian government and society at large. The village, representing Syria, is forced into backwardness and ignorance by the ruling council, representing the government. The effect on the villagers is much like the ‘crabs in a bucket’ phenomenon; whenever one character manages to improve their condition they are brought down by their neighbours, quite literally since the main characters live next door to one another. The characters are written in such a way as to inspire comparison with people in one’s own daily life, though with exaggerated names and attributes, such as Adel al-Fassad (Adel the Snitch) or Abu Nader, the sheriff who hopes for crime in order to feel useful. The show is compelling, unpretentious and universally highly regarded.

In the same vein, but with a deeply different approach, are Maraya (Mirrors) and Buq’et Dou (A Stain of Light), both of which are sketch shows that oscillate between the dramatic and comedic; each episode satirises or comments on some aspect of Syrian society and politics. Given the government’s censorship of media, the shows are extremely subtle in their critique, though the intended content is obvious for those who can read between the lines. Maraya, often written and led by Yasser al-Azmeh, enjoyed a long tenure from 1982 to 2013 and has been noted for its unusually prophetic sketches, including one in which people must attend a wake by video call. Buq’et Dou, which started in 2001, is still produced. It takes a rather more serious and cerebral approach, though recent seasons are considered quite a bit less poignant than those of the past. Regardless, both are well-loved bits of media that keep on giving with each viewing.

On a Less Serious Note

No discussion of Syrian TV could be complete without mention of Bab al-Harra (Door of the Village). Part of the tradition of soap operas that air only during Ramadan, Bab al-Harra captivated the Arab world for five straight years, though seasons six and beyond are considered to be of substantially lesser quality. Telling the story of a village in the 1930s and ’40s struggling with French colonialism, neighbourly disputes, love triangles, quadrangles and other mysterious polygons, Bab al-Harra is simply good fun. For the first five seasons anyhow… It is still watched today, but more out of a sense of obligation than any real enjoyment.

Last, but certainly not least, are the Syrian dubbing efforts, particularly those of Japanese anime. Part of an early government policy to promote the Arabic language and avoid Western influence, Lebanese and especially Syrian dubbing agencies bought the rights for a wide variety of anime in the Middle East, and unknowingly set off a genuine obsession in the region for Japanese cartoons in all their forms that continues to this day. One would be extremely hard-pressed to find a Levantine man above the age of 45 who does not know the entire Arabic-dubbed theme song of Grendizer, obscure even in Japan. Similarly, Arabs in their 20s today have a deep love of anime, dubbed in Syria and aired on SpaceToon. These young people continue to have soft spots for Abtal al-Dijital (Digimon), Ana Wa Akhi (Aka-chan to Boku) and Al-Muhaqqiq Conan (Case Closed).

These dubbing efforts are ongoing and even modern shows such as One Piece continue to be dubbed in Arabic by Syrians, replete with theme songs sung by artists whose Western counterparts wouldn’t be caught dead in that position. Favourites include Sammy Clark and Rasha Rizk, who despite her present fame as a serious artist tends to sing the Hunter x Hunter theme song near the end of her live performances, often to raucous applause.

Also quite interesting is that many of these shows are altered in the Middle East, usually in ways that seem strange to outsiders. For instance, Detective Conan’s childhood (female) friend becomes his fiancée. This isn’t limited to censorship as theme songs are often altered as well. The opening for Hazeem al-Ra’d (Thunder Jet: Raiders of the Galaxy Empire) is dubbed over by a pan-Arab revolutionary poem that somehow still manages to get the blood pumping, and the song for Fursan al-Ard (Shin Hakkenden) is universally considered to have less to do with the show and more to do with Palestinian liberation.

This love for anime has been theorised to be due to some kind of alignment between Japanese and Arab values, from the importance of honour, honesty and friendship to the need to challenge unfairness in all of its forms. Alternatively, it may be because the theme songs are really good.

In any case, Syrian movies, TV and dubbing efforts are known and appreciated throughout the Middle East for their humour, drama and often successful attempts to appeal to Arabs, regardless of their background. Their subtlety in critique, truly smart writing and craftsmanship ensured Syrian media has had an undeniable effect on the culture of the Middle East, and an equally undeniable pull on the heartstrings of Arabs of all ages.

MANY SYRIAN FILMS AND TELEVISION SHOWS ARE WRITTEN BY WRITERS AND POETS
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Bodrum is the quintessential Turkish coastal hot spot. White buildings covered with bright pink bougainvillea cling to olive-tree-studded hillsides that tumble down to a turquoise sea.

[image: jpg]

WITR/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Baalbek is home to the largest Roman ruins in the world. Here history buffs can spend hours travelling back in time.
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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 ITI and
6 Tombs of Qar and Idu, spread out in the

%
g
]
£
S
g
2

B

@ 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.

© YOOLSHLLNHS/NIINYSSYH WY

%7}

© Pyramid

of Menkaure
(Mycerinus)

This pyramid opens alternately

with the Pyramid of Khafre.
The gash in the exterior is the

% folly of Sultan Al Aziz Uthman,

#%8 who tried to dismantle the

e

pyramidin 1196,

©Tomb of
Meresankh Il

Carvedinto the northern
wallof the tombis arow

of 10 life-sized statues
representing Meresankh Il
herself as well as female
family members. The Giza
Plateauis dotted with tombs.
like this one but opening
schedules vary each year.

@ Tombs of Qar
& Idu

These two adjoining
tombs for Qarand his son
Idu date from the reign

of 6th-dynasty pharach
Pepil, showing how use of

» this necropolis remained
desert under the hot sun. And it all looks, continuous throughout the
at first glance, a bit smaller than you might OldKingdom.
have thought. 4 B

It helps to imagine them as they were: 2 or

originally, the Pyramids gleamed in the A% Western = =
sung c;ve};'ed in 1ys;1100t11 \%vhi(te limestone < o e Semateny QTicketBooth

L, a A7 Khafre's & Entrance
casing. These enormous mausoleums, each ~ ’ *, Funerary . .

% > /"Temple Tickets, marked witha QR

devoted to a single pharaoh, were part of /»,),’_ 143 code, can only be bought
larger complexes. At the east base of each . 3 2 here or atthe Sphinx

2> PSS

entrance. Secondary tickets

was a ‘funerary temple’, where the pha- 5. > -~ e oo
raoh was worshipped after his demise, Khafre's andtombs can also only be
with daily rounds of offerings to sustain his Valley Tesple; > .+ boughtatboth entrances.
soul. In the ground around the pyramids, - ~F NG
wooden boats - so-called solar barques - - P

were buried with more supplies to transport 0 e > $

the pharaol’s soul to the afterlife. From each Cemetery

funerary temple, a long stone-paved cause-
way 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

W 3
R
= il @ Great Pyramid of Khufu

2 5 Cheops
@ Sphinx > S - g 1 ; e

; ; e Clamber inside the corridors to marvel at the precision
to Khafre’s valley temple, the lion-bodied It's clear from the accounts of early Arab O Queens’ Pyramids engineering of the seamless stone blocks, each
%7 Sphinx stands guard. travellers that the Sphinx's nose was These smaller piles were built as the tombs of weighing 2.5 tonnes. Pause to consider the full weight
hammered off sometime between the lith- and of 2.3 million of them.

Khufu's sister, mother and wife. They're in bad -
shape, but some show the original limestone -
casing at the base - feel how smoothly the

§ stonesarefitted.

Even today, much about the Pyramids re-
mains to be discovered, including the where- (o
abouts of the pharaohs' bodies themselves. now on display in the British Museum. A
In 2023 archaeologists announced they had a -

found another 9m-long passageway inside ‘

15th-centuries. Part of the fallen beard was i
carted off by 19th-century adventurersandis  [S

the Great Pyramid, which could lead to an-
other burial chamber. But there’s still plen-
ty for visitors to see. Here we show you both
the big picture and the little details to look
out for, starting with the 8 ticketbooth and 3
entrance. =3 -
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Western Desert
Billed as Egypt’s cultural capital,
Alexandria graces the Mediterranean
coast; the landscapes of the
Western Desert stretch inland.

Cairo Matruh

No Egypt visit is complete without time in

the capital. Pyramids, museums, mosques
and churches compete for attention; food
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Libyan
Platea

Sinai
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air-con and no-smoking policies. Farafra ouis@
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withyou in case oF 1D checks. AbuMingar
{
® | ©
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CAR HIRE & TAXIS BOAT A\ ‘5;
Although buses ar overnight To gain a sense of the riparian Mi »

nature of life in Egypt, travelling
by boat is a must. Cruise

ships, felucca and dahabiyya
(traditional Egyptian sailing
boats) ply the Nile between Cairo
and Aswan offering an intimate
view of Nile living.

trains connect most urban
areas and minibuses reach the
rural hinterland, hiring a taxi,
or a private car with a driver, is
aconvenient an‘:! reasonably
priced option. Self-driving isn't

common and best avoided.
'
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The Red Sea coast invites with
its crystal-clear waters, while
Coptic monasteries grace the
Eastern Desert interior.

Ras Gharib o

SAUDI

A Eastern
Mal ?\gl] (Arabian) ARABIA
Deir Mawé‘f
Asyuf
AlKharga Luxor & the Northern
e Nile Valley
i With the Valley of the Kings
4l K‘S;ﬁ‘;& Edfuo headlining the west bank necropolis
| y Gebel of Thebes, Luxor is crowned with
s ! Hamata /\

977m) Pharaonic splendours.

Aswan & the Southern
Nile Valley

The home of the Nubian people,
Egypt's southernmost city is a
gateway for Nile island excursions.
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taxis for short trips ($2 to $10),
and tuk-tuksin tourist spots like
Byblos. Regular taxis are more

expensive; opt for red-plate
cars and negotiate the fare

beforehand. Uber and Bolt are

also avail‘able‘

CARRENTAL

Given the unreliable public
transport system, renting a car
is optimal for intercity travel.
It's recommended to pre-book a
local driver or guide.

temples, such as
Baalbek; perfect for
family getaways.
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Lebanon

FROM SEATO SNOW IN A DAY

It may be smallin size but Lebanon
is big in attitude. Making the most of
its location on the Mediterranean,

this Levantine country offersbotha Israel & the
beachand amountain experience. Pglestinian Lebanon

Territorie
\~ Jordan

The south is off limits; some
governments caution against all
travel here.

Egypt

ANCIENT WONDERS IN A MODERN
CULTURAL POWERHOUSE

It's no secret that Egypt is the home
of great treasures: pyramids, tombs
and more ancient gold than can be
accurately estimated. But while many
of the country’s pharaonic sights need
little introduction, don't overlook the
present in the nation’s vibrant cities.

Turkiye

TWO CONTINENTS IN

ONE COUNTRY

Europe and Asia are famously
separated in TUrkiye's gorgeous city ) o .
of istanbul. With Troy and Ephesus, When Iraq b_ecomes r}ormahsed again, \_/ISI'(O!’_S _W|ll

find attractions thatinclude ancient ruined cities
and a complex city of fable in Baghdad. To the
north, beautiful Iragi Kurdistan extends into the
lofty mountains. For now, governments continue

this area alone would be reason
enough to visit, but Tirkiye's many
heritage sites stretch east into the
sunrise, rewarding all who venture

beyond its Mediterranean rim.

Tirkiye

Syria

Egypt

Israel & the
Palestinian Territories

LAND HELD HOLY BY THREE RELIGIONS
(CURRENTLY INACCESSIBLE)

Encompassing territory considered sacred by
the world’s three great monotheistic religions,
the country that is today known as Israel and
the Palestinian Territories has been a focus of
pilgrimage for hundreds of years. At the time of
writing, the Israel-Hamas War makes travel here
impossible.

Iraq

Iraq

SUNNI FAITH & KURDISH CULTURE
(CURRENTLY INACCESSIBLE)

towarn against travel here.

Iran

Jordan

WELL-PRESERVED RUINS &
NATURE RESERVES

Greeks, Nabateans, Romans and Christian
knights once travelled along the ley lines of past
empires in the peace-keeping country of Jordan,

leaving behind a legacy of superb ruins. Hiking
around these monuments of the past is one of
the joys of travelling in this aged land.

Iran

SILK ROAD TREASURES
(CURRENTLY INACCESSIBLE)

Architecture, landscaping, ceramics
and calligraphy reached high points
of perfection at several points in
Iran’s history, and that delight in the
arts continues to this day. Currently,
tensions caused by regional
alliances complicated by internal
unrest caution against a visit to this

land of spectacular sights.

Syria

CRUSADER CASTLES, CONTINUITY OF
CRAFTS (CURRENTLY INACCESSIBLE)

With a long history of welcoming travellers,
Syria has regrettably been considered too
dangerous to visit since conflict broke out after
the uprising of 2011. The greatest tragedy is the
continued suffering and displacement of the
Syrian population.
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